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      The Chronicle Thus Far


      Born into a ducal line rich with magical and political power alike, Claire Martino falls from future duchess to social pariah when her powers fail to awaken. Later, when her half-sister, Charlotte, usurps her position as the Prince of Noston’s fiancée, Claire opts to flee the homeland that has rejected her. During her flight from Noston, a series of coincidences leads to Claire coming into her powers at last. Claire sets up residence in the neighboring kingdom of Paffuto. There, under the wing of Crown Prince Vik, she begins to rebuild her confidence.


      But Claire’s happiness goes tumbling down when Charlotte casts a wicked spell with her white magic that incapacitates Vik and portends war between Noston and Paffuto. Amid the tumult, Claire discovers that she is a character in something called a “dating sim,” a breakthrough that gives her new hope. She reloads the game from an earlier save and embarks upon a second life, where she is lucky enough to reunite with her sweet prince and fall in love once more. With Vik’s and Claire’s powers combined, the pair subvert catastrophe, send Charlotte to a convent in disgrace, and bring peace to the two embittered kingdoms.


      But through all the mayhem and magic, Claire mustn’t neglect her academics. Now in the third and final year of her studies at the Royal Academy, Claire is responsible for completing a graduation thesis on magical curios. She sends home for one such artifact and receives an incense burner that once belonged to her grandmother. The burner enables only the most powerful of mages to catch glimpses of the future, a talent Claire’s grandmother was said to have possessed. Claire is blessed with similar powers and, through the artifices of the burner, beholds an ominous vision of a young lady named Princess Beatrice. Prince Gilbert, a companion of Claire’s who shares her knowledge of their video-game existence, informs Claire that Beatrice is a key player in the game, a villain with a body-swapping curse who is destined to lead the world to its doom.


      Try as she might, Claire cannot stymie Beatrice’s efforts, nor the chaos she sows! Between casting a curse on the professor overseeing the graduation examinations, swapping bodies with Gilbert in a failed attempt to nick Claire’s report, and making yet another curse-casting attempt, this time on Claire just after a class-wide gala, the princess is determined to do whatever she pleases. But this last act of willfulness leads to her downfall, as her spell rebounds off Claire and launches both girls into a memory from Claire’s first life. While Claire escapes, Beatrice stays behind with a vow to alter Claire’s memories with the end goal of Claire breaking off her engagement to Prince Vik.


      Now, Claire must return with her companions to the memories of her first life—memories that are near and dear to Claire, but alien to all her friends—to put a stop to Beatrice!

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 25


      In the autumn of Claire’s third year of schooling, she and her fellow third-year pupils of the Wurtz Royal Academy departed the capital city to take their graduation exams. Such exams were, in accordance with Paffish tradition, held yearly at a lodge of sorts in the countryside. The exams had proven fraught with trouble, but Claire and her friends had persevered. Now the examinations were half over, leaving the group with plenty of strange oddities and curious characters to mull over.


      Where to begin? Perhaps with the magical curios sent to Claire from Noston.


      Of the two Claire kept, one was a wardrobe that had belonged to her former fiancé, Prince Asbert of Noston. The wardrobe opened upon a cavernous pocket dimension. The royal family of Noston had owned the article of furniture for centuries, passed down from father to son, as a shelter to use in times of need. It piqued Claire’s interest—she found something about the wardrobe strangely captivating—and so she had chosen to make it the subject of her thesis. Said thesis was completed uneventfully; she thought she had done well on it. But the wardrobe remained an odd and unexpected fixture in Claire’s life ever after. Certainly, it was a pleasant thing to have on hand in a crisis, but one would never guess from its ostentatious appearance that it could possibly be a hiding place. Perhaps that was for the purpose of camouflage. It occupied so much space and drew so much attention one simply could not conceive of hiding a prince in it. But now that she had completed her report, Claire couldn’t deny a hint of regret for hauling the huge thing all the way to her cramped quarters in the lodge.


      The other curio was an incense burner given to her by her older brother Oscar. The burner had once belonged to and been much used by Claire’s grandmother, a brilliant mage blessed with silver magic, the most powerful variety of magic in the world. Those with similar powers could use the peculiar little burner to see the future, and Claire had, quite by accident, seen in its visions that the world was on a collision course with catastrophe once more.


      To avert the tragedy, Claire set out to change the future, and this was where the curious characters came into play. There was no character more curious than Princess Beatrice—and, alas, no figure more central to the upcoming calamity.


      Prince Gilbert of Lupty, a friend of Claire’s who had come to Paffuto to observe the rigorous graduation exams in action, confided much of Beatrice’s particulars to Claire. Beatrice was another character in the video game Claire herself was a part of; worse, Beatrice was an antagonist.


      Claire had never heard of Beatrice before, but she took Gilbert’s warning to heart. If she had any hope of overriding the game’s script and saving the world once more, Beatrice would be the key.


      But pinning Beatrice down proved difficult. She was slippery and impossible to predict, a problem exacerbated by the body-swapping curse endemic to her imperial bloodline. Claire remained on her guard around Beatrice but, try as she might, couldn’t conceive of an offense to stop the imperial princess in her tracks.


      Disaster struck on the night of the post-thesis ball. When Beatrice attempted to cast her curse on Claire, the spell rebounded off Claire’s wards, and in the resulting chaos, Vik, Lui, Denis, Dion, Gilbert, and Claire found they had been flung into a dreamworld. Not just any dreamworld either—this dream was built on Claire’s memories of her first life, a life that only she had any recollection of.


      Beatrice, having been thrust into the same dream by her own failed spell, was intent on changing Claire’s memories, and Claire was equally as determined to stop her. But sending Beatrice back to reality would have to wait, as Vik dearly wanted to know more about this part of Claire that had remained ever obscure to him. Thus, the band of friends would tarry in these happy memories for a time before returning to their quest.


      Which is where our story begins...




      Imagine, if you will, a lakeside cottage a short piece from the heart of the capital city Wurtz. The companions, careful not to affect Claire’s memories themselves, had commandeered the little château for the purposes of lying low and waiting for more information. They christened it their hideout.


      If you were to visit Wurtz yourself, you would find their refuge just off the busy main thoroughfare. Turn down onto one cobblestoned lane, walk up a gentle grade to the crest of a small hill, and you would see it just below you, a cottage walled off from the world by an antique, ivy-covered gate.


      It was in the garden of this cottage that Claire and her friends were enjoying a light breakfast on the day our story starts. Beyond the garden, a path ran down the hill to the little lake, affording the diners a pleasant view.


      “I was rather worried we might stumble upon our past selves,” Claire admitted over the meal. “But once I saw the cottage, I knew exactly why you said we’d have no trouble staying in Wurtz. It really is a lovely place.”


      She sighed in genuine delight.


      “My family owns it,” Vik said. “It’s a vacation home of sorts. We stay here ourselves, of course, but we also let it out to dignitaries and important guests from other kingdoms when there’s a need. It’s a capital thing to have when someone is to stay long in Paffuto and we can’t put them up in the palace for whatever reason.”


      “Is that why it was ready for us to move in?” she asked. “Even with no prior warning on our end.”


      “Correct. I know for a fact no one stayed here for ages when you first came to Paffuto, so we don’t stand a chance of accidentally changing your memories here. There’s no harm in relaxing and enjoying ourselves.”


      “Thank you. That’s a comfort to hear.”


      She smiled, and Vik returned the look with a smile of his own. She admired his confidence; he hadn’t panicked once even during the abrupt transplant into Claire’s memory dreamworld. It was just like him to suggest with such nonchalance they take up residence in the cottage. Claire thought him wonderful, her trustworthy and dependable prince—the headaches he gave his retainers notwithstanding.


      The cottage housed a spacious kitchen, a dining room, a salon, and a parlor on its ground floor. The upstairs was devoted to a master bedroom and a good dozen guest bedrooms. A number of the bedrooms were magic-proof, a smart thing when kings and queens might come to holiday here. There was plenty of space for everyone in the party to have their own room, making it the perfect place to lie low for a time. What with all the hubbub over the exams and Princess Beatrice, Claire rather felt like it was an unexpected but welcome vacation.


      She looked over at the building. A villa owned by the royal family, she thought. Why does that ring a bell? Did someone mention it in my second life? Oh, what was it they said again?


      She racked her brain. Yes, that was it. It was just after she’d found her way back to Paffuto after making the difficult decision to go back in time.


      Almost afraid to know the answer, she said, “Vik? When I left my father’s home to board here in Paffuto, was the original plan for me to stay in a cottage like this?”


      “Now that you mention it, yes. We’ve loads more cottages just like it,” Vik said. “If I recall correctly, we were in the middle of figuring out which to give you when we received a letter from Prince Asbert. Only the finest for you, he said. You were to be treated like royalty.”


      “My!”


      She’d had a feeling, but she hated it when she was right. It was kind enough that the Paffish king and queen had seen fit to give her a lovely cottage all to herself, but for Noston to demand even further hospitality? Oh, it was too much! She grimaced in embarrassment and made herself small in her chair.


      Only now did she truly realize what (unacceptable!) lengths Asbert had gone to secure his ex-fiancée the warmest of welcomes. She was no princess, only a future duchess. I was so preoccupied with starting my second life from square one that I never stopped to think of how Asbert interceded on my behalf, Claire thought ruefully. I must’ve come across as a demanding brat! It’s no wonder Vik didn’t know what to make of me at our first meeting.


      She felt like a fool. She bowed, apologetic and dismayed in equal measures. “I’m so very sorry. We made such a huge ask of you, and I didn’t even have the decency to refuse your kind offer to let me stay in the palace.”


      “Don’t apologize, Claire,” said Lui. “If you hadn’t stayed, Vik would’ve gone running off after you.”


      Vik spluttered in indignation. “Hush, you!”


      His cheeks reddened. Evidently, Lui was not wrong.


      “He doesn’t deny it,” Denis said.


      “Ooh.” Dion grinned. “I didn’t know it was love at first sight for Prince Vik. My poor sister. Diana never stood a chance of winning his heart.”


      The mention of a failed suitor disconcerted Gilbert, the last and least convivial of their number. “Never mind about that,” he said. “Where do you suppose Princess Beatrice is now?”


      “Not a clue. I thought we’d find her in just a few days,” Vik said, “but in hindsight, nothing is that easy. I’m sorry we roped you into this, Prince Gilbert. We ruined your inspection trip.”


      “Wh-Why, no!” Gilbert was often called a dunderhead, and for good reason; a single apology from a prince with the polar opposite reputation flustered him something terrible. “You needn’t apologize to me, Your Highness.”


      Claire sighed. Where was Beatrice? She’d seen the princess last on Lindel Island, but that was before she and her friends had entered this dreamworld under the influence of a sleeping draught. In that dreamworld, Claire had wound up on Lindel Island as it had been in her first life, shortly after she had fled the Noston Royal Aristocratic Academy. First-life Claire had just been taken into Vik’s protection and invited back to Wurtz with the rest of the prince’s retinue. That night, she’d had the unforgettable experience of undergoing an accidental baptism at the holy spring and awakening to her magic powers.


      Naturally, second-life Claire was displeased and bewildered to find Beatrice at the scene of such precious memories—and vowing to change said memories, no less! But before anything could be done, Beatrice had vanished into the darkness of the night, and Claire had awoken.


      Later, another less fortunate accident tossed Claire, Vik, and all their friends right back into the memory dreamworld. That had been several weeks ago now, and they had yet to see either hide or hair of Beatrice.


      Claire could guess why. “When I spoke to Princess Beatrice on Lindel Island, she mentioned that she’s quite a city girl at heart. I have no doubt she’s capable of setting up house in Wurtz and blending in with the townsfolk. It’s no wonder we can’t find her.”


      Vik smiled, uncomfortable. “It’d be easy enough to use the crown to flush her out...were I the crown prince. But I’m not, not in this world. And I won’t have us doing anything that messes up your precious memories.”


      What Vik said made sense. If Claire’s companions were to avoid changing her memories, there was only so much—or so little—they could do. This complicated the search for Beatrice and imposed no end of inconvenient limitations on the group. As dearly as they wanted to find and fetch the wayward princess, any kind of large-scale search was impossible under the circumstances.


      But we can’t just sit here twiddling our thumbs and waiting for her to turn up, Claire thought. She curled up even further in her chair, ashamed to be the object of such thoughtfulness when it hampered her friends. Vik laid a gentle hand on her head, but the affection, while welcome, only made her feel worse.


      It was a lucky thing that she had in her possession the incense burner and a notebook that contained a detailed account of everything she recalled from her first life. She referred to it often, checking multiple times a day that nothing had gone amiss, and so far, nothing had. Her memories were as yet untouched.


      But Princess Beatrice swore she would find Vik and muddle up my memories, Claire thought. I don’t understand why nothing has happened yet. It’s passing strange.


      Lui noted the puzzled look on Claire’s face. “This world is made up of memories from your first life, isn’t it? Once we reach the bit where your first life ended, I expect Princess Beatrice will be chucked out automatically. When I had a look at her in the infirmary, there wasn’t anything wrong with her—aside from the lack of consciousness—nor her magic.”


      “You really think she’ll be ejected from my dream?” Claire said. “Well, I suppose you’re right. There’d be nowhere else for her to go.”


      Lui’s expression turned serious as she mused further. “I’ve seen similar cases in the literature on dream magic, but her being kicked out and her waking up properly in her own body are two separate matters altogether. Frankly, I don’t give a fig what happens to her. If she wakes up again, it’s more than she deserves after all the trouble she’s caused us. But all the same, I say we ought to find her and bring her back with us as soon as we can.”


      “Thank you for the information, Lui. I’m sure Princess Beatrice is eager to head back and finish her exams too. I know she tried to curse me, but let’s move past that and see if we can’t find her soon.”


      As the daughter of Earl Clark, who was the head of a family rich with magical talent, Lui and her expert opinions were respected even by the professors at the Royal Academy, so Claire took much comfort from her words. The thought of Beatrice being stuck in Claire’s memories forever was just dreadful; thank goodness that was one less thing to worry about. Claire smiled at last.


      “Once she wakes up, she’s going to be in for a world of trouble,” Vik said. “She might not have meant to enter your memories, Claire, but she very much did try to curse you. Word will have to be sent to Ignice at the very least, and I expect she’ll be sent home in disgrace.”


      “In disgrace?” Claire repeated, aghast.


      “Well, sure. There’s no way around it.” His voice dropped in the delivery of that final, ominous sentence.


      Claire didn’t doubt it; considering all the chaos Beatrice had caused, there was precious little else Beatrice could hope to expect. And yet it didn’t sit right with Claire. I’m still missing so many pieces before I can solve the puzzle that is Beatrice, she thought. I don’t understand why she’s doing any of this, and that’s why I fear her being sent home where we won’t be able to keep an eye on her. There must be a better way.


      But what? Try as she might, she could think of nothing, and this lack of a solution vexed her. And then there was Claire’s second concern. Beatrice may be a villain within the scope of the game, but I haven’t seen anything truly villainous about her. The girl in my vision who was so blatantly my enemy was not the Beatrice I know. It was as if some sinister force possessed her. If she has yet to succumb to that evil influence, I’m hesitant to do anything that would bring it to life inside her.


      An unconcerned voice snapped her out of her cheerless thoughts. “Oh, I don’t know. It might be wisest to avoid sending her home. I’d be reluctant to set her off, what with her situation and all.”


      Claire looked over. Gilbert was sipping his cup of tea and nodding, clearly talking to himself—yet he had not used his indoor voice, and the whole company had heard. Claire, who desired nothing more than to keep their fictional existence a secret, pulled a grimace. Prince Gilbert! she mentally screamed at him. If only she could get him to stop before he babbled further!


      But much to Claire’s misfortune, Vik, who knew nothing about the world’s video game origins, threw Gilbert a surprised look. “What situation?” he said. “I wasn’t aware you knew anything about the inner workings of the Ignicean Empire. How’d that come about?”


      Gilbert spluttered. “I don’t! I mean...I do. Er, well...”


      “Don’t tell me the king put you in charge of diplomacy with Ignice...?”


      “Oh heavens, no! Oh bother!”


      “Oh bother what?”


      Vik’s line of questioning was all too much for the resident dunderhead to navigate. Too late, Gilbert realized that he’d spoken out of turn, but there was no taking the words back now.


      Gilbert, like Claire, knew he was a character in the fictional world of a dating sim, but he cherished that world and was perfectly content to be a part of it. As the one person with whom Claire could swap information about the game’s particulars, she welcomed him as a kindred spirit, and thus she rushed in to bail him out of his predicament.


      “Prince Gilbert was just saying to me that he’d taken it upon himself to learn all about the Ignicean Empire,” she informed Vik. “To be a pillar of diplomacy in his own right, apart from His Majesty the King. Isn’t that so, Gilbert?”


      “Wagh! I mean, yes. As a Prince of Lupty, I’m always eager to learn anything that’ll bring me closer to Ignice’s princess.”


      Oh dear.


      “In a diplomatic capacity,” she reminded him.


      “Y-Yes! Just so. I certainly haven’t been pursuing the princess for personal reasons!”


      The ensuing silence was deafening.


      The main tenet of Claire’s helpful white lie, that Prince Gilbert paid close attention to neighboring kingdoms as a royal prince ought, was perfectly unexceptional. Yet Gilbert’s response suggested his investment in the princess was in an emotional vein—which, in its own way, was unexceptional for Gilbert—causing a misunderstanding of such cosmic proportions that Claire could only stare off into the middle distance in disgust.


      Would that I could concoct some excuse for Prince Gilbert knowing all the things he shouldn’t, she thought. Alas! She could not, and her efforts had backfired so spectacularly she was almost impressed.


      The one saving grace was that Vik, who was normally quite keen on pressing unexplained matters, accepted the awkward exchange at face value. Gilbert was Gilbert, after all.


      “Well, that’s jolly good, isn’t it?” he said. “I never would’ve guessed it from the way you act in front of us, but you’re not such a flake, are you? You just have your strong points and your weak points—and all we ever see are the latter. Right, the next time I have a question about Ignice, you’ll be the first person I go to.”


      “B-By all means. Only, maybe don’t...?”


      Gilbert had bombarded Lui with such a quantity of letters and invitations to visit his kingdom that Claire had half a mind to call him a stalker. Small wonder Vik accepted this mishmash of a tale about Beatrice. What a mess, she thought. But all’s well that ends well... I hope.


      Gilbert, meanwhile, looked torn between joy at having won Vik’s admiration and horror over his new role. “Should I really be advising Prince Vik?” he whimpered.


      Good question, thought Claire. Everything Gilbert knew came from the video game source material, which did not always translate to reality. She felt his palpable unease as if it were her own. Any attempt at disguising the truth with more lies was bound to lead them all into a further pickle.


      On the other hand, Gilbert’s slip did make it easier for Claire to divulge the truth to her friends—namely, that they lived in a dating sim chugging merrily towards the bad ending she’d seen in her dream. I, personally, know nothing about this sequel game where Princess Beatrice plays the villain, she thought. Having the opportunity to ask Gilbert for more details in front of the others might just be what I need to come up with a plan.


      Marveling at this unexpected stroke of luck (and mentally wishing poor Gilbert good luck of his own), Claire looked up when Lui’s icy tone cut through the clink of silverware and the low murmur of discussion.


      “Am I to take it,” she said, “that Prince Gilbert is stalking the princess? She may be a nasty piece of work, but she doesn’t deserve someone snooping about her private affairs on account of his feelings.”


      Gilbert’s voice rose in a pathetic wail. “Miss Lui! N-No, I can explain—”


      This time, Claire told herself, she’d bail him out properly. And yet no likely excuse came to mind...

    

  

  
    
      The World in Which Nothing Went Her Way


      “Drat!” said Beatrice. “I’m almost out of money again.”


      She gathered up the bills and coins spread across her Wurtz inn room bed. The bed took up a large part of the modest room and creaked something dreadful under its old, sagging mattress. A young lady from a better household would’ve been profoundly uncomfortable sleeping on the worn out thing, but Beatrice had grown up making do with even simpler means and found the inn room more than suitable for a hiding spot.


      She shoved the money back into her coin purse and sighed. Her gaze drifted to the window and beyond.


      “It’s silly to need money inside a memory,” she said aloud.


      It seemed money made the world go ’round everywhere, even in dreams. That she couldn’t get by without a certain degree of wealth set her teeth on edge. Take the dress she was wearing for starters. She had bought it in town, and while it hadn’t been tailored to fit, the design and fabric were of such quality that she could pass as a young lady of good breeding. It wasn’t that she wanted to dress like a lady. Truth be told, she wasn’t fond of their stifling gowns. But she had a job to do, and if she was to blend into high society and alter Claire’s memories, she had to look the part. For it was a role she was playing, and without the requisite funds, she could not even take the stage. It vexed her. It felt like a nasty dig at every insecurity she had about growing up in poverty.


      But even her money troubles were little more than an annoyance. In this world where she was a specter in someone else’s dream, Beatrice was far, far freer than she’d ever been in the world where she was the daughter of an emperor. Nothing tied her down; no one was out to get her. Even money was not as much of an issue as it could have been, as she found the provisioning of it quite simple.


      “It’s no real trouble,” she said. “Once I run out, I simply get more from someone else! The capital is full of rich people, and when I’m dressed like a lady, no one suspects me of stealing! The whole kingdom is so peaceful. It’s nothing like home.”


      She’d heard it said Wurtz had a relative lack of crime, but experiencing it firsthand impressed upon her just how much better—incomparably so—it was than Ignice. The Paffish were so unaccustomed to pickpockets that not a one had caught Beatrice swiping their coin purse. Her ladylike disguise helped, but the astounding level of trust the townsfolk had in one another was the principal factor.


      Nowadays, she behaved like a young lady who’d always sat above the salt, but Beatrice had grown up with little and less. Before she was plucked off the streets and whisked away to be a princess, picking pockets and stealing food had been a matter of survival. She thanked her rough background for her luck in evading detection and making a living for herself here in this dream. As much as she disliked the need to pass herself off as a rich girl, she would’ve described her new life here as a toast to freedom. Put another way, Beatrice had no desire to go home.


      “Once I wake up, the only things to look forward to will be the rest of the exams and my brother harping at me for not working fast enough. Ugh!”


      She sighed, tore a piece of bread off the loaf she’d bought to last a few days, and began to chew on it. It was simple fare compared to the banquets held at the palace, but she didn’t mind. It was still an improvement on the meager meals of her childhood home.


      “I’m surprised this dream is so long, though. I could always go and find the dream version of Lady Claire and ask her to wake me up, but then it’s back to the exams! They’re only three days away. I should’ve brought my study things with me. If only I’d known I would be trapped here for so long.”


      She wasn’t worried about being stuck here for good, as she’d already bumped into Claire once before on Lindel Island. Rather, her chief concern was wasting time that would’ve been better spent prepping for her all too crucial exams.


      “This could’ve been my chance to catch up on studying! What a waste of a perfect opportunity.”


      Nor was she making any progress on the mission that had propelled her here, because—


      “No one told me it’d be so hard to get near Prince Vik! Of course, I expected some resistance, but in a dream? I thought I could walk right up to him... Nothing goes my way!”


      She scarfed down the last of her breakfast and flopped onto her bed in a disgruntled huff. Gazing idly at the ceiling above her head, she slipped back into thoughts of her first trip to the Royal Academy shortly after arriving in Claire’s memories...


      ⸙⸙⸙


      “I beg your pardon?” Beatrice said, incredulous. The Academy’s walls towered above her, the closed gate barring her way. “What do you mean, I’m not allowed in? I’m a pupil at the Southern Royal Academy! Look at the roster. You’ll see I’m on there! I’ll have you know, I’m the daughter of—”


      Just as she was about to spout the oft-repeated phrase “I’m the daughter of the Emperor of Ignice,” she caught the guard’s dubious look and fell silent. I can’t say that, she reminded herself. It’s my curse that stopped me from going to school at the Wurtz campus; the Crown wouldn’t let me. If I kick up too much of a fuss, they’ll look me up and see that I’m not supposed to be here.


      Beatrice had hoped to attend school in Wurtz in the real world too; it had seemed such a promising opportunity to cozy up to Prince Vik. But her curse had proven a pesky obstacle yet again, and the kingdom of Paffuto had refused to admit her to her dream school. Should she be discovered here now, she’d never be let inside. Worse, they could send her back to Ignice! Beatrice hadn’t cared much about consequences, given that this was a dream, but being sent home was too big of a threat. She couldn’t find Claire to wake up if Claire was off in another kingdom altogether.


      At her sudden silence, the guard shot Beatrice another suspicious glare. “Listen to yourself. Keep babbling at me, and I’ll have to turn you out.”


      Beatrice started. She was lucky that the guard hadn’t seen her as a threat, even if he did know something wasn’t quite right. She reassessed her plan. It was a smart move to dress up, she reflected. He doesn’t think a delicate, dainty lady like me could pose him any danger. But I’ll have to retreat for now. I don’t want to get caught and sent out of reach of Lady Claire.


      She smiled at the guard and bobbed a curtsy. “Forgive me,” she said. “I must have made some mistake.”


      “A mistake?”


      “My apologies,” she said again and turned on her heel. She could feel the guard staring holes into her back, but she didn’t let that bother her. She had only talked to him, which wasn’t a crime. Objectively speaking, Beatrice had been denied entry and summarily departed in a perfectly ladylike fashion. She couldn’t be arrested for that.


      But while I might’ve gotten away with it this time, she thought, I ought to reconsider my strategy. Getting into the Royal Academy won’t be easy.


      A noticeably aristocratic carriage rumbled past, distracting her from her thoughts. She watched it stop in front of the school where carriages frequently convened to let out their students. Other pupils, noticing the carriage, exchanged glances. Aha! she thought. She knew there could only be one occupant. Nobility though they were, no student could employ a carriage so grand to take them to school every day.


      Conscious of the guard’s eyes still on her, she watched as out stepped a young man in a school uniform unlike her own. A crowd of people descended upon him as if they had been waiting for him. Even from her distant vantage point, Beatrice knew immediately who it was. Those glistening, silky blond locks; those shapely features; that defining air with which he held himself—this was the very young man she was so anxious to acquaint herself with, Prince Vik.


      There he is! she thought. I must speak to him at once—oh, but the guard!


      She stopped herself just short of rushing forward and calling Vik’s name. The guard had not let up his wary vigil. The last thing she needed was to spoil her chances by spending the night in a cell. Worse, if Claire thought her a criminal too, she might never be able to get out of this dream. The Lady Claire in this world has no idea I tried to curse her, she thought, but she wouldn’t let me go anywhere near her were I in trouble with the law.


      Better to be safe than sorry. But it frustrated her to know her mission was going nowhere. Maybe Prince Vik will recognize me, she thought. He knows what I look like. If I can just find a way to speak to him, I’m sure the rest will sort itself out.


      Excited, she stepped towards him just as a scrap of paper a short ways off fluttered to the ground and caught her eye. Something dropped by one of the girls waiting for Vik, perhaps? Several of them clutched letters or presents in hand, eager to shower the prince with tokens of their affection. Odd. At the lodge, the other students kept a respectful distance from Vik.


      Now that’s funny, she thought. No one even dared sit near him in lectures. I thought he wasn’t the approachable type.


      She recalled sending a whole heap of her own letters to Vik, which only served as incontrovertible proof that she hadn’t stood a chance with him. Responses rarely if ever came—and when they did, they were in the hand of Vik’s fiancée, Claire, and were token formalities. She took the clear snub as a sign of his genuine affection for his future bride.


      Now she watched as these other would-be suitors were similarly rebuffed. If he isn’t taking any letters or presents, fat chance he’ll listen to me. There’s no point in going up to him. He’ll just treat me like another member of his flock of hens.


      She sighed. No more going back and forth about reaching out to Vik. She would have to toss this strategy and come up with another one.


      I do have my curse, she thought. I could always swap bodies and see if that helps. Swapping with one of Vik’s inner circle would be ideal, but with whom? That was the difficult part. One of his school chums? No, I don’t think so. They’re all from powerful families and will have wards too strong for me to break. Maybe I could find a professor who doesn’t have a talent for magic—but no, that’d require getting onto campus first.


      Paffuto was comparable to Ignice in both size and power. The larger the kingdom, the larger its aristocracy, and virtually every aristocrat in Paffuto’s ample roster boasted magic powers. In any sizable group of mages, it was likely that a fair number of them would be especially puissant. Therefore, Beatrice estimated that more than half of the Academy’s student population would be impervious to her curse. Choosing the appropriate target would require a great deal of work.


      Before picking anyone, she would put out tentative magic feelers to test the strength of a potential target’s magic. She’d done the same to Claire on their first meeting. The exercise had failed to provoke a response from Claire’s ward, which had led her to believe that Claire’s ward simply couldn’t perceive—and thus, react to—Beatrice’s magic. Her tutors in Ignice had taught her this trick as part of the fundamental curse casting process when she’d first come into her powers. She knew it wasn’t right to resort to such underhanded methods, but what choice did she have? With her mother’s livelihood on the line, when Maxim said jump, all Beatrice could do was ask how high.


      I shouldn’t use magic on the royal family, she thought. Or any of the most powerful nobility. They’ll notice me for sure. But anyone else should be fine. It was a matter of pragmatism; she wanted to limit the risk of having her curse deflected or someone raising the alarm. The question, then, was how to go about cursing someone.


      “There’s no other way,” she said after some thought. “I’ll have one of my girls tail a student and attack them at night. They wouldn’t have a ward on at bedtime, I’m sure.” That was the same strategy she’d used on Claire.


      Then it hit her. Oh! Nery and the girls aren’t here.


      Casting her curse without someone around to help was just asking for trouble. Who would put her victim to sleep afterward? Drat! she thought. I don’t have my sleeping draughts either. Why, oh why, hadn’t she thought to bring any potions with her? Now her curse was all but useless!


      Beatrice was completely out of ideas. “I’ll have to come back another day, I suppose,” she said at last.


      She turned for one last look at the Academy gates and fell silent. It’s gorgeous, she thought. Too gorgeous. Though she may have been a princess, and a coveted curseholder besides, Beatrice was a talentless, magically ungifted, overembellished street urchin. She was nothing like the dashing Prince Vik or even the swarm of young aristocrats who buzzed about him with unwanted gifts. They were too gorgeous for her, as was everything here.


      Her heart a storm of emotion, Beatrice turned and slipped away.


      ⸙⸙⸙


      Having recalled the whole ordeal, Beatrice sighed up at the low ceiling. She shoved a wave of formless unease and inexplicable anger back into the dark recesses of her heart.


      “Get a grip!” she told herself. “I’ve got to get mother to the palace to give her a better life. And what about me? I’ve had enough thieving for my daily bread to last a lifetime.”


      Her task was impossible, and she knew it. This mission was beyond her meager means, and she felt that keenly. But when it was all for her mother, there was no turning back.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 26


      Upon finishing breakfast, Claire donned her uniform from the graduation exams retreat. People in the dreamworld were unable to see her in this outfit, it seemed. The wards and protections imbued in their garments kept her and all her peers hidden, save Gilbert, the only one of the company without a uniform. Thus it fell to him to stay in the cottage while the others went out. It was a lucky thing the uniforms’ wards did not hide them from each other, for they were denizens of the real world; dream logic had no hold over them. Until they had discovered this loophole, going out into town had been a challenge. Those days were blessedly over now, and Claire felt right at home in the dreamworld.


      Vik was the first one suited up and ready to go. “So! Where are we off to today?”


      Out of all the members of their little company, Vik had taken to life in the dreamworld like a fish to water. He had expressed a desire to learn everything there was to know about Claire’s first life, and true to his word, he set about exploring it with undisguised relish.


      Vik is normally ever so busy with his duties and schoolwork, Claire thought. It isn’t easy to be next in line for the throne. Now, given a bit of freedom to enjoy, he’s off to the races. She regarded him with a fond smile.


      “There’s no school today,” Lui said. “Which means you, Vik, would be at the castle on office duty. Claire’d be at the Reines’, I should think. She’s still Miss Isabella’s governess, is she not?”


      Oh my, Claire thought, rather surprised that Lui knew her and Vik’s schedules so well. Something needled at the back of her mind—an image of Lui and Vik grown pale and wan with fatigue. So drained were they that they must’ve worked straight through the night. But where had that image come from? Claire couldn’t shake the feeling that it was significant, which puzzled her. Vik and his dislike of desk work was as commonplace as all the trouble it gave his retainers. She recalled many hours spent cramming makeup paperwork, so why should this one instance have stood out to her? Was this memory special somehow?


      No school, Vik’s paperwork, me at the Reines’... she thought. I’m sure there was a day in which all three things played a role. But when?


      She went quiet, causing Vik to look at her. “Is something wrong?”


      “No,” Claire said. “I was just thinking. I could have sworn there was a time in my first life when I made plans with you to visit the palace library. When the day came, you and your guards showed up quite dead on your feet. I thought you must’ve worked through the night.”


      “We probably did,” Vik admitted ruefully. “Although I’d be shocked if it was only a time.”


      Oh dear. He found it in character too.


      Although this world was comprised of Claire’s memories—things that should’ve been known only to her—events by and large progressed in concordance with their second-life equivalents. If Vik thought it likely his first-life self’s overnighters were a regular occurrence, it was only because that matched his usual behaviors. Claire giggled before she caught Denis and Lui gazing off into the distance. Those poor dears, wading through the frequent paperwork pileups! (Vik, thinking much the same thing, pulled a grimace.)


      He sighed, dejected. “If Keith were here, I suppose he’d be making that face too.”


      “He does know you best, after all,” Claire teased him.


      Keith had served Vik longer than any of the prince’s other retainers but was presently in the real world, guarding a delegation party to the Ignicean Empire. As soon as we’re home and finished with our exams, Claire thought, we must see if we can’t get Keith back at once.


      Vik noticed her mood souring and smiled for her. “We’ll do whatever it takes,” he said. “We must have him back with us at all costs.”


      “Truly, we must.”


      There was nothing that could be done about Keith now. Her only hope was to wait for the exams to be over, as anyone who left the lodge’s premises during the examination period would automatically fail. Nor could the rules be bent for even the prince. We wanted like anything to see His Majesty the King and beg for Keith to be removed from the delegation, she recalled, but the timing was just wretched. It’s almost as if someone waited until we left for our exams before arranging the visit to Ignice. Was it all mere coincidence? Failing that, how deep did the plot go? Claire didn’t know, but the notion of the Empire’s machinations being so well planned sent shivers down her spine. Lui and Denis, silent listeners in this last exchange between her and Vik, looked no less consternated than she.


      Just then, Claire happened to notice the calendar behind the pair of guards. She tilted her head to the side, thinking.


      Let’s see now. According to our calculations, one day in this world corresponds to thirty minutes in real life. When did I go to the palace library to look up my mother? Now she was staring holes into the calendar. We’ve been here for...three weeks, yes? It wouldn’t have been a school day if Claire had been able to go to the palace. And it would’ve been before she left the Reines’ but after Vik had picked up the habit of popping over for tea. That meant...


      “Oh my!” she exclaimed involuntarily.


      “What’s the matter?” Vik asked.


      “Just now, I mentioned a time when you took me to the palace library even though you and your retainers had stayed up all night.”


      “Yes, and?” Now he was concerned.


      Claire felt disoriented too. “It’s today, Vik,” she said. “Right now, you and I are bound for the palace library.”




      In lieu of their original plans, the group of friends ventured into town that evening. Amid the bustling traffic of the main thoroughfare, Vik paused on the curb to eye a restaurant. Something was occupying him, clearly.


      “Damn shame we couldn’t go to the palace today,” he said. “I suppose that leaves this place.”


      “The palace library is full of old state secrets,” Lui reminded him patiently. “They’re sectioned off and warded with powerful defensive spells, and we’re not from this world to begin with. It’d be dangerous to get too close.”


      “You’re right,” Vik said, “but it’s still a damn shame.”


      Claire smiled and agreed with him privately. I have many important memories from this day, she thought. Some painful, some filled with joy. I would’ve been so lost if not for my friends’ kindness in this vulnerable moment.


      On this day in her first life, Claire had come upon a set of documents in the palace library that detailed the fall of the Kingdom of Lindel. Her mother, she learned, was actually the Princess of Lindel, who’d been spirited away from the besieged island for her safety. It was little wonder that Claire’s baptism in Noston had failed to awaken her true powers. Only when she’d stepped into the holy spring on Lindel Island did she learn just how powerful a mage she really was.


      “It’s a pity,” she said to Vik, “but there’s nothing to be done about it. I really don’t recall us talking much in the library besides. Everything important took place here.”


      She pointed to the sign outside the restaurant where the group was stopped.


      Her mother’s tragic fate had come as a terrible shock to Claire. She’d been all but despondent when her friends had taken her to dinner. I’d been holding in everything for so long, she thought, that after I learned the truth in the library, I just fell to pieces. She wasn’t one to imbibe often, but she’d had one too many sips of wine here and soon spilled the whole sordid tale—her mother’s story, her own—to Vik and his guards. Which was quite embarrassing, really, she thought. I’d rather not show this to Vik if I don’t have to!


      She glanced up at him, and he responded in kind with a fond look of his own. Her discomfort began to dissipate, and she no longer felt the need to shy away from this moment of vulnerability. I want to share just what made me fall in love with him so, she thought.


      She felt a prickle of heat under her eyelids. She’d never once regretted her decision to reload the save file and embark on a second life. She had missed her old life, of course. She missed its people. But the Vik standing in front of her—and the Lui, the Denis, the Keith, and all the other wonderfully precious people in her life—mattered so much more.


      Vik took her hand gently. “Ready to go in?” he asked.


      “Yes,” she said.


      She took the first step towards the restaurant, and the others followed.




      It was still a bit early for dinner, and the dining room had yet to fill up. Walking in now would make it look like the door had opened on its own, so Claire waited for another party of diners and slipped in just behind them.


      The first thing she did was turn a slow circle to survey the entire room. Oh, it does bring back memories! she thought. The decor was elegant yet cozily unostentatious, the kind of place a prince would never be caught dead in. It was exactly as she remembered it.


      “I’ve been here before,” Vik remarked. “The guards and I have stopped by a few times.”


      “I thought you might’ve,” Claire said. “You acted like you knew this place when we came here in my first life.”


      This had been Claire’s introduction to casual dining out on the town with friends. Seeing Vik and his retainers so comfortable with the idea had lent them an air of maturity in her eyes. Now, the thought of that struck her as sweet and rather heartwarming.


      Denis tapped on Vik’s shoulder with a knowing grin. “First rule of taking a lady out: Bring her to a restaurant you know! You didn’t know if Claire came from money or not, so I bet you wanted to take her somewhere that wouldn’t make her feel outclassed. And look; it worked. She likes you, doesn’t she?”


      Vik bristled and glowered at Denis for being a pest.


      Surprised, Claire grinned. “Don’t tell me you really thought that.”


      “I mean, I can’t speak for the other me, but I daresay Denis is right,” answered Vik. “More’s the pity. All right, I’ll admit that when I walked in, I thought this place would be just capital if my intention was to court you.”


      His frankness made Claire start. Suddenly, she couldn’t meet his eyes.


      “So I was right on the money?” said Denis. “Ah, young love!”


      “Will you hush?”


      Flustered by the teasing, Claire was the one who hushed. Denis was most likely right, but the Vik of her first life would much rather have taken that secret to the grave. She felt bad for her second prince and rushed to speak up on his behalf.


      “It wasn’t like that in my first life,” she told Denis. “We were just friends, I swear.”


      “To you,” he said. “Vikky here had other ideas. He said so himself, didn’t he?”


      “Really, Denis, will you shut your mouth?”


      That was too much for Claire; she turned away from them and claimed an empty table. At once, Lui cast a spell to turn the whole table invisible.


      “So we aren’t noticed,” she explained. “We’d better keep our voices down too. So long as we’re careful, even once it gets crowded, no one will come over here.”


      “If we’re bringing magic into this, you could’ve at least charmed us to look like regular patrons,” said Denis. “I’m starving! Can’t we order a dish or two? Just look at the menu. Why, it’s got everything, and it all looks amazing.”


      “No.” Lui shut him down, her voice cold and curt. “You might remember what brought us here, Denis—which was not your stomach!”


      “All right, all right. You’ve made your point.”


      Denis visibly pouted, which made Dion grin. He hadn’t said a word up to this point but was content to watch his friends chat with one another. (Poor Gilbert, lacking a uniform, would dine at home.)


      Vik took the chair next to Claire. She noticed he seemed rather tense, but when his retainers were able to relax and banter with each other, he smiled.


      It’s like we’re all here to have dinner together, she thought. It reminded her so strongly of that first dinner that she found herself smiling too.


      But just then, Vik jumped. “There they are. Hush.”


      He held his finger to his lips and drew everyone’s eyes to the party of five who had just walked in. There they were: Claire, Vik, Lui, Denis, and Keith. The companions from Claire’s first life. She’d seen them in passing any number of times over the past few weeks, but her heart still warmed to encounter them again. She smiled even as Vik’s attention was caught by something else entirely.


      “Look at Claire,” he said, indicating the first-life version. “Something’s wrong.”


      “Oh?” Claire said.


      “She’s smiling, but you can tell her heart’s not in it.”


      Vik’s powers of perception made Claire feel a little too seen.


      “I see,” she said, uncomfortable. “I didn’t know I was making such a face.” Privately, she thought she might be making that very face right now.


      She watched as first-life Claire took a seat and struck up a conversation with her friends. This Claire wore her best going-out clothes and a sunny smile, but Vik was right. It was clear to Claire that the smile was all part of an act to appear cheerful. On the other hand, it was almost charming to see her younger self order the restaurant’s most popular dish on everyone’s recommendation and cloak herself in formalities. Even if she kept the party a little at arm’s length, her prince responded with warmth and kindness. There was such light in his eyes whenever he looked at her.


      The wave of memories—how apart from everyone else she’d felt, how treasured this moment had been—tugged at her heartstrings. I’ve never had a chance to watch my first-life self hold a whole conversation with her friends before, she thought. Goodness, but I’m nervous.


      Presently, the main thread of the other group’s conversation cut through the chatter. “This is only supposition, but...this means it is possible that my mother was a princess of Lindel,” the first-life Claire said.


      Claire could feel the parties at both tables holding their breaths. She tensed, her whole body going rigid as the painful moment replayed itself in front of her. I remember this exactly, she thought. I’d only just learned that my mother, whom I’d thought to have died in an accident when I was small, was actually the last of the royal line of the kingdom of Lindel. It was no accident that took her from me. Her pursuers murdered her.


      She remembered Vik’s reaction too. From what he’d “pieced together,” the fall of Lindel was in no small part the fault of the Crown of Paffuto. Lindel had been overrun by a power-hungry margrave formerly of Paffuto. After the margrave’s attempts to dethrone the Paffish king had ended in failure and the loss of everything but his life, he spat in the face of the king’s clemency and set his ambitions on conquering the neighboring kingdom of Lindel. Lindel was a small island nation and therefore powerless to resist the avaricious margrave. When the island fell to his soldiers, it was said that the entire royal family was murdered, the dynasty forever vanishing from history.


      But that wasn’t true, Claire thought. The three-year-old princess was shepherded to safety, and she grew up to become my mother. If Vik is right, then her death all those years later was to silence her.


      The shock from the revelation struck her powerfully even now. She watched her younger self explain this dreadful tale without a single tear in her eye. If she seemed calm, Claire knew, it was only because she was holding her feelings at bay.


      Seeing the scene from a third-person view did nothing to stop Claire from remembering just what an ordeal it had been. Of course I tried not to cry, she thought. What other choice did I have? It had been all she could do to take in the news; processing her feelings was beyond her. She was upset but had no one to be angry at. She was anguished that her mother’s fate had gone unknown for so long. She was furious at her father’s house for failing to protect either her or her mother from harm. Now all that emotion pressed down on her, and it was just too much to handle at once.


      Sitting at a table a short distance away, Claire watched her younger self duck her head. She looked so calm one might’ve thought she felt nothing at all. “I had no idea about any of this until just now,” said younger Claire. “Thank you, everyone, for giving me this opportunity to learn about my past.”


      Claire heard the quaver in her own voice. It wasn’t an angry tremor. No, there was no anger at all. Just an all-consuming sadness.


      Something cold and wet hit the hand resting on her knee. Hmm? she thought. By the time she remembered where she was, her cheeks were damp. She wasn’t the one sharing the terrible story—her only job was to listen—but her nose felt thick and heavy with snot, and cold tears rolled down her cheeks.


      Vik noticed immediately. “Oh, Claire,” he said, and he pulled her into his arms. He stroked her hair, and while she appreciated the gentle touch, the tears just wouldn’t stop. I feel out of control, she thought. I can’t hold back my feelings any longer.


      Almost three years had passed since Claire had learned what had befallen her mother, enough time to process and come to terms with the news. Wasn’t it enough time? Surely she could keep it together when confronted with these sad memories. Couldn’t she?


      No, she couldn’t.


      At length, she managed to control her breathing long enough to stifle her sobs. “I—” she began.


      “It’s okay,” Vik said. “You don’t have to talk.”


      He didn’t need an explanation. Her feelings were valid as they were—and that just made her cry all over again.


      Vik’s hand was on her shoulder, a warm, reassuring presence. It steadied her. It told her it was okay to stop bottling up her feelings. It was okay to be vulnerable. More tears coursed down her cheeks.


      Vik whispered to her, “I wondered why you never talked about your mother. It makes sense, I suppose. But you don’t have to hold back around us, Claire. I mean it.”


      “Vik...”


      “You don’t have to be strong. Not all the time. You try so hard as it is.”


      So he’d noticed all her efforts to hide all the times she felt fragile. The thought brought her comfort.


      This fateful day had presented too many revelations to Claire in her first life, and she’d had no outlet for her rage or her grief. She’d had no choice but to bottle up her feelings deep, deep inside.


      But this isn’t my first life, she thought, and I don’t need to hide anything anymore. I have people here to support me through all the emotions of this terrible, terrible day. Now, if she couldn’t stop her flood of tears, it was out of gratitude. She was simply too thankful to be in the here and now, surrounded by the people she loved.




      Claire wasn’t sure how long she stayed in Vik’s arms, but when she was eventually able to collect herself, Lui extended her a handkerchief.


      “Here,” she said.


      “Thank you, Lui.”


      “You’re very welcome.” Lui smiled at her with all the tenderness and poise of a dear elder sister. “You’ve been a lifeline to Vik yourself, you know. I’ve always felt a bit bad for him since he hasn’t been fit to return the favor, so really, this is just perfect.”


      “Excuse me, Lui?” Vik cut in, annoyed.


      “Oh brother,” said Denis.


      “Sorry, Prince Vik,” Dion added, “but I do get where she’s coming from.”


      Denis and Dion grinned at each other, and Claire felt their good-humored affection for one another wrap around her like a warm hug. Thank you, everyone, she thought. Thank you so much. She wiped away her tears and felt better at last.


      Just then, Claire heard her younger self say, “Do you mind if I order a drink?”


      “But of course not,” said younger Vik. “I didn’t place you as much of a drinker, though.”


      “Well, it’s just one of those days.”


      Oh heavens, Claire thought. Her younger self was breaking into the booze.


      Vik knew Claire was not one to imbibe at all and shot her a look of concern. “Are you sure that’s wise?” he said. “For her to order a drink?”


      “Erm...no, unfortunately.”


      Vik looked so alarmed that Claire thought he might yank off his uniform and go rushing over to the other table to stop first-life Claire. Oh goodness. She had no choice but to tell him of her embarrassing, drunken antics. The sheer silly guilt and anxiety dried up the last of her tears. First-life Claire was moments away from spilling her carefully hidden origins: the daughter of Duke Martino, one of the most powerful men in all of Noston. Claire herself had little memory of this event thanks to the several glasses of wine, but she could never forget her shock upon waking the next morning and finding herself in a palace guest room, a place she’d had no business being in at all. Even years later, the thought was mortifying.


      If I explain everything, Vik will insist on sticking around to see the end of it. Oh heavens, if worse comes to worst, he’ll go storming over there in full view of everyone to stop me. She’d known he would have to see this scene eventually; she had told herself she would be fine with him seeing it. And yet she wanted nothing more than to run out the door and never look back!


      You’re being ridiculous, she told herself. Out loud, she said, “I need to warn you that I make a complete fool of myself here.”


      “Then I’d better stop he—”


      “No! Vik, do please calm down and listen.”


      Vik had already half risen, too concerned that “making a complete fool” of oneself would amount to being dreadfully sick later, when a familiar figure caught Claire’s eye. The figure wore a pair of glasses to disguise her face, and her gorgeous blonde hair was hidden by the high collar of her coat.


      You! Claire thought. Her breath died in her throat.


      The girl was sitting at a table close to first-life Claire’s, eyeing the group with interest. There was no mistaking her. It was Beatrice.


      Just like that, Claire felt her hackles rise. She no longer cared about coming up with an excuse to forestall Vik watching her get roaring drunk; the discovery of the princess for whom the companions had been searching for weeks took priority.


      She pointed and whispered. “Look, Vik.”


      “Hmm?”


      He intuited the need for discretion at once. After one almost careless look in Beatrice’s direction, he took up his princely persona and turned back to Claire. “She’s alone. I thought she’d have a few coconspirators by now. She’s been in this world for weeks.”


      “I would have thought so too. Nothing has changed in my memories thus far, so I wonder what she’s been up to all this time.”


      “Now that we’ve finally run into her, we have to take her with us. I don’t want to confront her here and cause a scene. Guards! Once she leaves, use a spell to bind her in place. Is that clear?”


      Lui and Denis answered in sync. “Yes, Your Highness.”


      As if on cue, Beatrice stood up. She was too far away for Claire to make out the expression on her face, but she could see that Beatrice’s eyes were trained on the floor. Clearly, something had upset her.


      The party followed the princess out. No sooner had they crossed the threshold than Lui and Denis cast a spell that would render them visible to Beatrice. Lui had worked out this temporary enchantment, a clever variation on a spell meant for another purpose entirely. Meanwhile, Claire and Vik hung back at a safe distance to watch.


      “We’ll let them handle it,” Vik whispered in her ear.


      “All right,” Claire whispered back. Dion lingered at her elbow.


      Lui and Denis stepped forward and exchanged glances. Their brilliant white graduation exam uniforms should’ve drawn many a stare in the darkened city streets, but the passersby simply looked right through them.


      The pair bore down on Beatrice and grabbed an arm each, dragging her between them into an alleyway. There was no time for Beatrice to so much as scream. Claire was amazed; no wonder Denis and Lui were known as two of the finest knights in the kingdom! But now was no time to marvel at her friends. She, Vik, and Dion rushed after the knights.


      They rounded the corner just as she heard the smack of a body slamming against a wall. Denis and Lui had worked quickly, and Beatrice was bound fast in Lui’s arms.


      “What is the meaning of thi—” Beatrice began.


      “Silence,” Lui snapped. “You know who we are. Don’t you?”


      “You! It’s you!”
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      Beatrice struggled against the finger held to her lips and the arm pinning her against the wall until she realized who her captor was. She fell still. Her eyes registered surprise, but she did not look scared.


      Why, she’s quite calm, Claire thought. As if she’s been abducted and restrained before.


      Once Lui was confident that Beatrice would not try to resist further, she removed her finger and adopted a perfectly civil tone. “Princess Beatrice Bazelaire, we’ve been searching for you for weeks. You will come with us, and you are to be sent back to the real world at once.”


      For a moment, Beatrice seemed puzzled. Eventually, she said, “Aren’t you one of Prince Vik’s retainers? I’m sorry, but I don’t understand. What are you talking about? Send me back?”


      “My companion and I are from the real world, Your Highness. We are visitors in Miss Claire’s memories just as you are, and I won’t have you altering any of these memories on my watch.”


      “Huh! You think you can?” She didn’t seem bothered in the slightest. In fact, she smiled at Lui quite sunnily.


      Lui smirked at this show of defiance. “You’re a plucky one, princess. Just like the rumors say.”


      “I wouldn’t be so bold if I were you,” Beatrice shot back. “We’re in Lady Claire’s memories. I don’t know what you two are doing here, but I do know you shouldn’t be making a scene. You wouldn’t want to ruin a memory, now would you?”


      “Is that how you want to play it? Very well. Let me give you a warning, princess, in my capacity as retainer of His Royal Highness Crown Prince Vik. Cease your mischief, lest you be charged with an even greater crime. This isn’t a joking matter.”


      Even the abrupt change in Lui’s tone did not shake Beatrice. “Huh!” she said again, scornful. “I warn you, sir retainer of His Royal Highness Crown Prince Vik, that my father is the emperor of Ignice, and I think you’ll find that Ignice is just as powerful as Paffuto! Besides, are we not in a memory? It doesn’t matter a bit what I do because there’ll be no proof.”


      There was plenty of bite in her tone, but none reflected in her expression. How odd, Claire thought. Princess Beatrice isn’t quite like herself tonight. Evidently, the same thought had occurred to Lui, for she said, “Your Highness, what were you doing at this restaurant this evening?”


      Beatrice paused. “Nothing much,” she said at last. “Whatever the reason was, it was so trivial I’ve already forgotten all about it.” She turned away, refusing to look at Lui. In the glow of the streetlamps, drops of water glistened on her cheeks.


      Is she crying? Claire couldn’t imagine why. She was too far away to see closely, and when she looked again, the tears were gone.


      Beatrice looked up, her voice steady, and said, “Yes, I think I should go back to the real world soon. You have an arrangement with Lady Claire, I presume? Might I be able to see her?”




      Upon their return to the cottage, the company set immediately to packing their things. Claire might not have known the cottage even existed in her first life, but there was no telling what would or wouldn’t affect her memories. Best to be safe and put everything to rights before leaving. Lacking servants, they found that tidying up was a rather time-consuming procedure, but Lui and Denis were experienced in menial tasks. Under their direction, the job proved not especially difficult. Yet it was quite late when Claire had finished, and now she stared at the door at the end of the hall.


      I wonder if Princess Beatrice is asleep now, she thought.


      Vik had consented to bringing the princess back to the cottage, where she was soon confined to a magic-proof room on the second story. Dion sat before the door on watch. When he felt Claire’s eyes on him, he shot her a grin and a friendly wave.


      She waved back and sighed to herself. Why, just this morning when we were talking about Princess Beatrice, I never could’ve imagined things would’ve turned out like this.


      The tale that Lui and Denis eventually wrung out of Beatrice was that the princess had heard of Claire’s memorable dinner at that restaurant. Evidently, the dinner had produced such an influence on her that she had wished to return to the real world at once. She didn’t supply details, Claire thought. Perhaps dinner stirred up painful memories for her.


      She had not a clue what had wrought such a transformation in the princess, but the Beatrice they’d encountered this evening was a far cry from the openly combative Beatrice on Lindel Island. Claire was, truth be told, at a loss for how to treat her. Her gutsy behavior hadn’t changed a whit, but the open hostility was gone.


      Once they had returned to the cottage, Claire and Vik had changed out of their uniforms and gone to speak with Beatrice. Beatrice no longer treated Claire with the enmity that had been her wont for weeks. For once, she hadn’t even bombarded Vik with unwanted advances. She merely apologized to Claire (but for what? That was the puzzle) and meekly returned to the magic-proof room on the second floor without having to be asked.


      She did tell me she grew up as a commoner in town, Claire thought. I wonder if that plays a role in all this.


      Claire retreated to the bedroom she’d called hers for the past several weeks. She picked up the incense burner from its home on her bedside table and cradled it in her arms. It was a beautiful piece of ceramic work, inlaid with precious stones and covered with painted patterns. Also, it’s the curio that brought us here, she thought. It was a shocking experience at first, but we’ve managed to make a lovely time of it.


      She stepped out into the hall and bumped into Gilbert, who had just finished his own packing.


      “Ready to be home, Miss Claire?” he said.


      “Indeed, I am.” She smiled at him.


      “Careful on the stairs, now.” He extended a hand. “Here, let me carry your incense burner for you.”


      “Why thank you, Prince Gilbert.”


      She took him up on his chivalrous offer and handed him the burner. He pranced merrily down the stairs with such obvious glee that Claire couldn’t help but grin. Were Pooh here, he’d have commented, “What non-sense are you get-ting in-to now?”


      However, merriment soon turned to chaos when Gilbert screamed. He must have missed a step, for the next thing Claire knew, there was an enormous crash, and Gilbert tumbled down the stairs on his backside. One moment, he was holding her incense burner like a prized possession; the next, he was lying at the bottom of the stairwell in a heap.


      Claire clattered down after him. “Prince Gilbert!” she cried. “Are you quite all right?”


      The commotion drew the others from their packing. Everyone crowded around Gilbert.


      “What happened?” said Vik. “Did Prince Gilbert fall down the stairs?”


      “That’ll happen when you don’t wear a ward,” Denis advised.


      “Yes,” Lui said, “get Denis to put one on you next time. I’d rather not do it myself.”


      “Nor would I, Lui. Well, as long as he’s not hurt, all’s well that ends well.”


      It was easy enough for Denis and Lui to quip when they weren’t aware that Gilbert had been holding the burner when he’d taken his tumble. But Vik noticed the object in the other prince’s hands, whereupon his exasperation at Gilbert’s clumsiness sharpened into a pointed concern. “Is that Claire’s incense burner?”


      Oh! Claire thought. I forgot all about that! In the excitement, it’d slipped her mind that this was the crucial tool to securing their way home.


      She looked it up and down, worried. “Is it all right?”


      It was. She didn’t see so much as a crack; Gilbert had held on to it for dear life during his fall. Oh, thank goodness, Claire thought.


      “Oh, M-Miss Claire!” Gilbert said. “And Prince Vik! I’m so very sorry.”


      “No, no, Prince Gilbert,” Claire soothed him. “I should be apologizing to you. Thank you for keeping it safe.”


      She took the incense burner from the bruised and babbling prince, and just as she did, she heard something skitter across the floor. She looked down. A blue stone lay in the corner of the stairwell, a stone the same color as the ones on the incense burner. A stone had fallen off the burner.


      All the blood drained from Claire’s face. A bit of chipped ornamentation would not impede the function of most incense burners, but this was not most incense burners. It was a magical curio, and Claire did not know what would or wouldn’t stop it working. Worse, it was their only link to home. She was too horrified to even fake composure.


      Vik was the first to react. “Lui, you must know a skilled magical artisan or two. Go and see if you can’t have them take a look at it.”


      Lui nodded. “Yes, Your Highness. There’s an artisan who’ll help in a pinch even at night. I’ll trot on over and see what they think. I ask that everyone else please stay put. I’ll be back at once.”


      “Excellent. You do just that.”


      “Once I know how bad the damage is, I’ll report back.”


      Lui took the incense burner from Claire’s hands, stooped to pick up the stone off the staircase, and rushed out of the cottage as quickly as her feet could carry her.


      It had all been so fast. Just minutes ago, the company had been relaxed, even eager to go home. Now, the tension in the air was so thick it could’ve been cut with a knife.


      Gilbert knew more than most just how dire his mistake had been. His cobalt eyes pooled with tears as, ashen faced, he curled into a ball right there on the bottom step. “Oh, Miss Claire!” he said. “Prince Vik, I’m ever so sorry. I can’t believe I destroyed the curio. Oh, and now Miss Lui has to bail me out of this scrape...”


      “Lui’s more than up to the task,” Vik said. “But what about you? You’re not banged up too badly, are you? Here, let’s get you up and have a look at you. You’d better go rest for a bit too.”


      Gilbert whimpered. “You’re too kind.”


      Claire joined in fussing over him, remembering all too well the monstrous crash he’d made falling down the stairs, but that only served to make the prince burst into tears. Oh, Prince Gilbert, she thought.


      She couldn’t blame him too badly. It was her fault for not thinking twice before handing him something so precious. She couldn’t have known he’d fall down the stairs, of course, but she did know he didn’t have a ward on. Anything could’ve happened. He shouldn’t feel responsible, she thought. She felt guilty for causing him trouble with her hasty decision.


      She offered him her hand. “Here, Prince Gilbert. This way.”


      “Th-thank you,” he sniffled.


      Dion lent him a shoulder. “Lean on me, Prince Gilbert.”


      “Oh goodness, you’re really too kind. I’m so ashamed of myself.”


      With Dion’s help, the boys managed to get Gilbert off the stairs and into the parlor. Claire breathed a sigh of relief and closed the door after them. Now it was just her and Vik standing in the hall.


      At last, Vik let the prince persona slip away. “I hope it won’t take long to fix the burner,” he said.


      “Goodness, I hope so too,” Claire agreed.


      Vik and Lui had affected a casualness in their handling of the situation so as not to upset Prince Gilbert further, but it was abundantly clear that a broken incense burner spelled disaster. There was no curio like it anywhere in the world. Should it break for good, the company would not be able to leave Claire’s dreamworld at their own discretion. They would simply have to run down the clock, but by the time Claire’s first life had ended, the exams would likely have already begun without them.


      In spite of it all, Vik still had it in him to quip, “You don’t suppose they’d let me take the throne if I’m held back a year?”


      Claire started in alarm, and her eyes widened. What a fatalistic view of the situation! But she soon realized the attempt to cheer her up for what it was and composed herself. “Perhaps,” she said. “The history books will go on to say that there reigned a king with...a rather colorful array of life experiences.”


      “I like the sound of that.”


      “But should that happen, then I suppose I won’t make it back in time for the exams either.”


      “Yup. We’d all have to repeat the grade.”


      Oh! It was too horrifying to even contemplate.


      She couldn’t help it. She started to giggle, and Vik joined in. Somehow, the emergency didn’t seem so terrible after all. Whatever will be, will be, she told herself. The incense burner had belonged to Claire’s grandmother, a celebrated holy woman in Noston. But while the burner had likely been made in Noston, that wasn’t a limiting factor when Paffish research on magic and magical curios was so much more robust. If Lui trusted this artisan, then surely they were up to the task of fixing the incense burner. Perhaps everything would turn out all right.


      “It’ll work out in the end,” Vik said. “Won’t it?”


      “Yes,” she said. “It will.”


      While Vik might have resigned himself to the situation, he still believed there were grounds for hope. His composure calmed Claire, and that in turn seemed to allay the last of Vik’s anxieties.


      He breathed a sigh of relief and offered her his hand, reaching up from where he stood one step below her. “Well, we’re certainly not going home tonight,” he said. “So while we’re here, we need to set the record straight about my first-life self.”


      Whatever could that entail? Claire thought Vik was eager to go back to the real world, considering that he’d consented to the suggestion the moment Beatrice was captured. She found it strange that something was still holding him here, especially curiosity about his first-life self. Vik one and Vik two were the same person at heart—unless, she told herself, there were differences so minute none but Vik himself would notice.


      He shot her a teasing grin. “That, back there, is what I was like before you came along and saved me. I found you charming already, and I was moments away from falling head over heels in love with you. But I was still being an awful pill.”


      “You, a pill?” Claire said. She didn’t quite know what he meant.


      “A wretched one,” Vik confirmed. “Always showing off, trying to make myself look good. It annoyed me to watch.”


      “You’re being too hard on yourself.”


      She giggled at his harsh self-assessment as well as his delivery. Vik was normally such the perfect prince that him bristling over his first-life “rival” struck her as hopelessly uncharacteristic. She couldn’t fret over the incense burner when he was being so silly.


      “Harsh? Never,” Vik said. His emerald-green eyes had a piercing quality to them, which struck Claire in that moment as beautiful. “I mean, Princess Beatrice really ought to know that I fell first. I don’t want us to leave until she’s got that through her thick skull.”


      Claire started.


      “She’s too dismissive of you,” Vik went on. “That doesn’t bother you?”


      He wouldn’t have dared display his displeasure so openly if he had thought some denizen of the dreamworld might hear him, Claire knew. She appreciated the sentiment, but she didn’t see it his way.


      “She’s a princess, Vik,” Claire reminded him. “The Princess of the Ignicean Empire. You might think she’s been dismissive of me, but why wouldn’t she be? You are marrying down. I don’t see the problem with her attitude, because I don’t expect her to treat me otherwise.”


      Claire was conscious of her position in society and didn’t take Beatrice’s disrespect to heart, but when Vik wanted to shout to the world that he was the man lucky enough to marry Claire, it was clear he did not feel the same way.


      “If she weren’t a princess,” he insisted, “I’d order her to never set foot near me again.”


      For a moment, Claire thanked her lucky stars that Beatrice was a princess, but she’d never say that out loud. She did, however, voice the question that had puzzled her too much to solve on her own.


      “I don’t know, Vik. Princess Beatrice wasn’t like this when I last saw her. I wonder if seeing our first-life counterparts gave her a change of heart.”


      “Maybe,” he said. “But leopards can’t change their spots. She may not be overtly hostile, but I still think we should be careful around her.”


      “Yes, of course.”


      Claire hadn’t expected Vik to ever advise otherwise. And he’s right, she thought. Without any proof that she’s changed, it would be asking for trouble to trust her. She would stay cautious, but it was reassuring to have a plan all the same.


      “Princess Beatrice has got it into her head that you and I are marrying for political reasons,” Vik said. Ah, so they were back on the earlier topic. Goodness, but Vik was peeved about Beatrice tonight. “Heaven knows what those reasons might be. I don’t like it, Claire, and that’s a fact. She’s treating you rotten, like you’re nothing more than a commoner.”


      “I wonder what her ultimate goal might be,” Claire said.


      “Whatever it is, I want to get to the bottom of it as soon as we can. Knowing what she’s up to is as good as knowing what Ignice is plotting.” Vik paused briefly before continuing. “Well, all I can say is, I’m a much happier man now than I was when you came upon me in your first life.”


      A sudden breeze wafted through the room from the open window in the foyer, carrying with it the nostalgic scent of early summer. For a moment, Claire was years younger again, and she was holding a sobbing Vik in her arms. It had been the night after his elder brother, Oswald, had departed Paffuto for good, the night he had opened his heart to Claire and shown her the vulnerabilities inside. How small he had seemed in her arms, smaller than she’d ever seen him before.


      Perhaps that was why she could lean on him for support now too.


      “I’m very happy to be here with you too,” she told him. “It was all I could do in my first life to accept the stark reality of my situation. I told myself not to hold grudges against anyone because, really, what other options did I have?”


      Vik frowned as he met her eyes. He was remembering the conversation from the restaurant, she knew, and she watched his mind return from that distant memory.


      His voice was a bruised whisper. “Do you know what I hate? That I couldn’t hold you when you learned the truth about your mother.”


      “Oh, Vik.”
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      Vik’s hand came up to cradle the back of Claire’s head, and she rested her brow against his chest. Such happiness, she thought, could never have been hers if not for their accidental stumbling into this dreamworld.




      The next morning, Lui returned empty-handed. Claire and Vik looked up from the beginnings of breakfast, cooked up under Denis’s watchful eye, and fell silent. Lui’s somber expression did not bode well.


      Just then, Dion wandered into the kitchen, drawn away from guard duty by the promising smells. He ventured the question no one else dared to ask with his usual candor. “No burner?” he said. “Does that mean we’re staying here longer?”


      No one could answer right away. Gilbert looked on the verge of tears once more, and none of the others could quite bring themselves to break the awkward silence.


      Eventually, Lui’s cool head prevailed. She smiled slightly and said, “That is correct. I had thought a single stone missing wouldn’t mean much, but I am told the issue is much larger than that. I didn’t disclose to the artisan what the burner is made to do, but they said that, whatever it’s used for, it’s not working now. The artisan will have it back to us within a few weeks. We should just make the exams, shouldn’t we, Vik?”


      “Well, sure,” said Vik. “A few weeks here is less than a day in the real world. Why, that’s plenty of time. There’s a three-day break between the post-thesis ball and the exams themselves.”


      “Yes, and it shouldn’t take much longer for repairs. I have full faith in this artisan.”


      “Excellent. Thank you, Lui.”


      Lui dipped a brief bow and withdrew. Good old Lui! Claire could always count on her. I’m so glad, she thought. If Lui has such confidence that everything will turn out all right, then I’m happy to believe her.


      A wave of relief washed over the group, save Gilbert, who cowered again. “I’m so sorry,” he said. “I’m so, so sorry.”


      Claire must have heard him apologize dozens of times already. No one minded anymore; really, no one had been mad to begin with.


      “Don’t let it get to you,” Vik said, patting Gilbert on the shoulder with a wry grin. He turned to the breakfast table, his steps markedly lighter, and found his seat.


      Lui chuckled. “Even in an emergency, Vik can’t disguise how much fun he’s having.”


      “Fun?” Claire said, confused.


      “Lui,” Vik groaned. He scowled in embarrassment, looking a far cry from the lordly prince making orders just moments before.


      Then, as the final nail in the coffin, Lui said, “You just want any excuse to stay in Claire’s memories, my prince. Which is a funny thing, considering how jealous you get over your first-life self.”


      “Lui, please.”


      “But enough about that. I’m off to have a nap. Someone, wake me before noon.”


      “Will do!” Denis said, and he followed her out, leaving Claire and Vik alone with the bomb Lui had dropped behind her.


      Claire caught Vik’s eye. He looked as bashful as she felt. She giggled, and soon, he was laughing too. We shouldn’t be thinking such silly thoughts, she told herself, but I can’t help it.


      She could feel her joy melting the stiff tension from her face. It’d only been last night that Vik had confided to her his complicated feelings towards his first-life self, and yet his retainers had been aware of this rivalry all along! Had she been in his shoes, she would’ve been mortified. Still, there was something touching—something heart-flutteringly shy and exciting—about her fiancé’s feelings for her being too large to hide.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 27


      Denis returned from a shopping trip with provisions and a worried frown. “Where’s Princess Beatrice?” he asked. “Still hiding in her room?”


      “Yes,” said Claire. “I asked her if she wouldn’t join us for tea, but she insisted she was in no mood for company right now.”


      “More fool her,” Denis said. “It’s downright wicked to decline such pleasant company. And she’s missing out on the lovely treats I bought!”


      Claire giggled. “Would you mind if I set aside a few for her? I’ll bring them to her after tea and see if they don’t perk her up a bit.”


      “I wouldn’t mind at all.”


      Denis hunted among his purchases until he found a box from the bakery. Inside was a collection of petits fours as charming to the eye as they would be scrumptious on the tongue. Why, they’re delightful, Claire thought. I’m sure Princess Beatrice wouldn’t say no to a taste.


      A few days had passed since Gilbert had broken the incense burner, consequently lengthening the company’s stay in the dreamworld. Apart from Beatrice’s addition to their group, little had changed in the aftermath of their encounter with the princess. The days were by and large pleasant.


      At first, Beatrice had been effectively a prisoner in her room on the second floor. She submitted to captivity readily enough, perhaps too readily. It was hard to believe this resigned, docile girl was the same princess who’d given them all too much trouble until just recently. She associated with the group only at meals, and only then if she felt like taking them at all.


      The strange transformation that had come over her was worrying. Eventually, Vik granted her permission to leave her room and mingle with the company—her magical color wasn’t powerful enough to present a threat to any of them—but she preferred to stay in her room with her own private thoughts.


      What happened to her? Claire wondered. What about that night at the restaurant touched her so? She wished she could ask, but with Beatrice vying for Vik’s affections, Claire felt that prying into the matter wouldn’t be the done thing. Nor could any of the guards interrogate her. Lui made no secret of her dislike for Beatrice, and it wasn’t proper for any of the young gentlemen to be the princess’s confidant. With no one capable of asking Beatrice what was wrong, her behavior remained a puzzle. Getting to the bottom of this mystery would have to wait until all parties had returned to the real world.


      Vik watched Claire select a few choice petits fours and make up a plate for Beatrice. “There’s too much we don’t know about Ignice and whatever it is they’re up to,” he said. “The capital thing would be to talk to Beatrice—figure out what caused this change of heart. Small chance of that happening now, though.”


      “Yes,” said Claire. “It’s such a shame.”


      Outside of saying that she wanted to go home, Beatrice hadn’t spoken a word of substance to Claire or her friends. She had withdrawn into herself and her captivity.


      Claire’s worry was for the princess herself, but Vik was concerned with the empire that backed her. The Ignicean Empire rivaled Paffuto in land area, power, and prestige; the same could be said for the two nations’ military and economic powers. Were relations to sour between them, as Claire’s vision forewarned, it was entirely possible that neither side would seek to appease the other. War was a very real threat, and Ignice needed to be treated with a delicate hand.


      Unfortunately for all involved, the diplomatic relationship was deteriorating in real time. Beatrice’s elder brother, the imperial crown prince, saw fit to marry Beatrice to Vik, thus strengthening the relationship between the two powers. Beatrice’s behaviors during the graduation exams had made this much abundantly clear.


      “I can only imagine what pressure she was under from the prince,” Vik said. “That explains her devil-may-care recklessness. But I haven’t the foggiest notion what body swapping with Prince Gilbert to steal your thesis has to do with any of this.”


      “Or her desire to go home and how quiet she’s been,” said Claire. “It worries me, Vik.”


      Not that Beatrice’s thoughtless conduct up till now hadn’t been worrying, but at least it had maintained a single through line. Why she should have sought out Claire in the laboratory just prior to her thesis submission was inscrutable within the larger picture of her behavior.


      She could’ve been trying to have me held back a year, Claire thought. But what good would that have done her? Was it to brand me as unfit to marry Vik? That’s possible, but surely there would be less risky and roundabout methods. In particular, she found it odd that Beatrice would dare jeopardize relations between Ignice and Lupty, Prince Gilbert’s homeland. The imperial crown prince would’ve had to have been mad to order such absurdity.


      Unless that wasn’t done on Prince Maxim’s orders at all, Claire thought. I’m positive Princess Beatrice’s memory meddling was on his behalf, but... But what if Princess Beatrice’s actions were partially of her own volition? What if her desires contrasted with those of the prince?


      “I have this hunch,” Vik said, “that Princess Beatrice’s position is in jeopardy back home.”


      So he was thinking the same. Claire nodded. “I do too. I hope nothing happens to her when she returns to Ignice.”


      “I don’t know about that,” he said. “Once it comes to light what a mess she’s made of things, it’s hard to imagine she won’t have to face consequences.”


      Claire sighed. Vik was right.


      Dion, making tea in the kitchen, called over, “Claire! Tea’s ready.”


      “Thank you,” she called back. “Let me take it to Princess Beatrice now.”


      She put the plate of petits fours and the tea things on a tray and made for the bedroom where the captive princess waited.




      “Princess Beatrice?” said Claire. “I’ve brought you some tea.”


      There was an immediate scraping sound, like a chair being moved from within the room. A few seconds later, Beatrice responded sternly, “I’ve said it multiple times before. I don’t care for food or tea right now.”


      “But surely there’s so little to do, shut up in your room like that,” Claire reasoned. “You’ve nothing but meals to break the tedium. Denis bought the most darling little desserts today, you know. Would you please open the door?”


      There was a moment of silence. Then, “No thank you. I don’t care for tea or desserts.”


      “If you say so,” said Claire. “I suppose I’ll just have to open the door with the master key.”


      The key jingled in her hand, setting off a chorus of thumping and bumping on the other side of the door. Moments later, the door creaked open. Beatrice stuck her wan, worried face through the crack.


      “Wh-what is your problem?” she demanded. “All this for a bit of tea!”


      “You shouldn’t go without food like this,” Claire said. “You are a princess. Your Highness. We may be in a dream, but that’s no call to starve yourself. We don’t know what will happen when we wake up, and if you should take ill, I fear Paffuto will suffer the consequences.”


      She softened her coercive, yet incontrovertible, argument with a smile.


      Beatrice pulled a face. She did not like the idea, but she reluctantly drew back, allowing Claire room to pass. “All right. You may come in if you wish.”


      “Thank you.”


      “You have me all but imprisoned,” Beatrice snapped at her. “There’s no need to thank me. You rich people and your fancy manners... I’ll never understand the way you think.”


      Someone was touchy about her background, Claire noted. She put her tray of tea things down on the table and looked around.


      No palace or villa was complete without at least one magic-proof room, and this cottage was no exception. Magic-proof rooms were essential for important meetings between equally important persons, but at times—such as the situation Claire and her companions found themselves in now—they could be repurposed to keep dangerous persons under house arrest. Therefore, Beatrice must have expected that she would be placed in one such a room and had settled in without complaint, apparently determined to pass the few weeks until the incense burner’s repair with her head down. But now that she’d been granted permission to leave her room and come down to the common areas, it was exceedingly odd that she ignored this privilege.


      Claire asked, “How is everything? Is there something I could bring you, perhaps? Any comfort I could provide? We are lying low at present in the hopes of not disturbing anything, so we may be unable to grant your every wish. But should you need anything, you have only to ask, and we’ll see what we can do.”


      “No,” Beatrice said. “I don’t need anything. I’m fine.”


      She stood just in front of the door, her carriage as stiff as her comments were curt. Claire saw the smallest hint of the old Beatrice in this snappishness and felt a twinge of relief.


      Privately amused—fancy being pleased that Beatrice was back to acting like a brat!—she looked around the room again. There was a large four-poster bed with a canopy, a writing desk, and a sitting area with furnishings. There was little in the way of elaborate decoration, as befitted the room’s magic-proofing purposes, but the decor was not so modest as to embarrass the royal family should they holiday at the cottage for a time. It was perfectly serviceable as a suite of guest quarters, and it would do just fine for Beatrice.


      The Empire shan’t have cause for complaint if the princess spends a few weeks here, Claire thought. Good.


      She turned her attention to the tea, pouring out a cup. “Please help yourself to the sweets, Your Highness. I’m afraid the tea is whatever was available in the cottage kitchen, but I’m told it was all the rage in Wurtzian society just a few years back. Would you care for a cup?”


      Beatrice didn’t answer, but she stopped hovering by the door and took a seat. She fixed Claire with a bewildered look. “You aren’t going to join me, Lady Claire?”


      “If you like,” Claire said.


      She sat down across from Beatrice. Beatrice avoided meeting her gaze and, tentatively, picked up the teacup. She took a slow, almost reluctant sip.


      “It’s very good,” she said at last. “Wasted on a criminal like me, I’m sure.”


      “The petits fours are good too,” Claire said. “Won’t you try one?”


      Beatrice did not say anything, and the conversation sputtered out there. The ensuing silence was deafening.


      Claire had the feeling that there was something on the tip of Beatrice’s tongue. If she just waited long enough, then perhaps...


      Eventually, her patience won out. Beatrice looked up at her, and shame was written on her face. “Lady Claire?” she said. “Does my new behavior not...surprise you?”


      “I’m glad you noticed that it’s a tad out of character,” Claire said, unable to keep herself from smiling at Beatrice’s expense.


      Beatrice frowned. “Oh, don’t start, Lady Claire. Not you of all people.”


      Claire giggled. “I must admit, it does puzzle me. When we spoke on Lindel Island, you said you wished to change my memories. Yet you haven’t changed a thing, and I don’t understand what would have stopped you.”


      Beatrice’s eyes widened. “How do you know I’ve not done anything?”


      “I went back to the real world shortly after I talked with you. Admittedly, my subsequent return was a bit of an accident, but that’s neither here nor there. I have a record of everything that happened in my first life; if there were any large changes, I would have noticed.”


      Beatrice sighed. “I see now. Well, then you’ve got me good, Lady Claire. Consider yourself the victor.”


      “Of what, pray tell?”


      Beatrice didn’t answer. Her shoulders slumped. “I won’t attempt to change your memories any longer. I’ll stop trying to steal Prince Vik away. I’ll even stop carrying out my brother’s ord—”


      Then, she clammed up. She cleared her throat quickly, hoping to cover up her slip, and said, “Never mind about that. Lady Claire, I may be a princess, but that means little and less. My curse alone doesn’t make me useful to the crown. That is why I’ve been ordered to marry Prince Vik and forge new links between Paffuto and Ignice. But it’s too much for me, Lady Claire. I give up! No matter what I try, nothing I do gets me anywhere.”


      Oh my, Claire thought. Surely Beatrice shouldn’t have been telling this to her? And with such vehemence, no less?


      “Forgive me,” Claire said, “but are you quite sure I’m allowed to hear this?”


      “Of course you’re not,” Beatrice replied. “But what am I to do? I can’t muddle my way through this myself. My brother doesn’t give me enough information to do the job properly, and I don’t have the skills to make it up as I go along. And if that weren’t enough, you and Prince Vik are far too clever to trick or manipulate. I’ve done everything I can, and it’s simply beyond me.”


      Beatrice had worked herself into a lather in her desperation, and Claire thought she’d tell her everything if only she asked. Beatrice’s comments confirmed the vague misgivings Claire and Vik had had about the princess’s position in Ignice. Would it be appropriate to press her further? If Claire let this opportunity slip away now, she might never have a chance to ask again. No, there was only one option. She had to ask Beatrice everything.


      Resolving herself, Claire said, “Princess Beatrice, did you cast your curse on me under Prince Maxim’s orders?”


      If not for a series of coincidences—that she had happened to call on Claire in the middle of the night, that Claire had been holding the incense burner at the moment of the curse—Beatrice would not have wound up in this dreamworld. But the underlying question remained. Why had Beatrice attempted to curse Claire at all? That single attempt is a dreadfully problematic thing, she thought. Why did Beatrice do it?


      Beatrice was in such distress that she began to babble. “Cursing you was not in the original plan. Oh, but Lady Claire, everything changed once I actually got to the exams. Prince Vik was so hostile to me! And I thought, well, if winning him over wouldn’t do, then I’d simply have to remove you from the picture.”


      “Is this why you cursed Prince Gilbert?”


      “Yes. I swapped bodies so I could get my hands on your thesis. He never wears a ward. He was practically a sitting duck.”


      She said it so frankly and with such a lack of guilt that Claire almost forgot what a grave deal it was. But cursing the prince was a crime, and a terrible one at that. It constituted an act of aggression by Ignice upon the states of Paffuto and Lupty both.


      Good heavens, Claire thought. Her worst fears had come true, and she was at a loss for words. Beatrice’s change of heart was genuine indeed if she could willingly divulge such electrifying information.


      The other girl faltered slightly before saying, her voice dropping to just above a whisper, “It’s my mother, you see. She’s so vulnerable. She was a servant in the palace before I was born. His Imperial Majesty got her with child, and she was thrown out and sent to live far from the capital. It didn’t matter that I was of the emperor’s own blood, nor that I could’ve been a caster of the imperial curse.”


      Claire knew such tales to be common in nations where the ruler did not keep concubines or second wives. A king or emperor might grant his concubines’ children a place in the line of succession or the royal name in order to keep the bloodline alive. But neither Paffuto nor Ignice kept a dedicated place for the king’s paramours, no harem or seraglio. Should a woman who was not his wife bear a king’s child, there wouldn’t even be a place to house her and her son or daughter. Many such unofficial lovers were formalized as concubines, but Beatrice’s mother, evidently—and Claire knew not why—was not. Beatrice was in much the same situation as Vik’s half-brother, Oswald.


      Beatrice’s expression darkened. “Even if my mother had not been His Imperial Majesty’s concubine, a lord whom he was close to might’ve taken us in and given us his protection. It’s happened before, plenty of times. But no one stepped up for us. The emperor sent assassins after us, Lady Claire. Assassins! My mother and I could never stay in the same place for long, so busy were we running for our lives.”


      Heavens! Claire thought. I knew she grew up as a commoner, but never this.


      Beatrice had kept her origins a closely guarded secret all her life. Claire imagined mother and child running across the empire, ever seeking shelter and safety. She could not reconcile that image with the beautiful, noble princess sitting before her, but she knew theirs must have been a life of much destitution and danger.


      “Once it was known that I had the imperial curse, I was plucked off the street and sent to live in the palace. But my mother had to stay behind. I was the only one they wanted. Now His Majesty didn’t dare do anything to her, but even if her life was no longer in danger, she still lived in the bleakest poverty. My brother claims I’m lucky, but how would he know? What right does he have to speak about luck when he’s never needed to hide from the people who wanted him dead? He doesn’t know what it’s like to never sleep soundly in your bed, to make friends one day, knowing you might never see them the next. Do you know why? Do you know what it’s like to not ever have any fixed plans? Because you can’t guarantee you’ll still be in the same place tomorrow. You can’t guess when you’ll have to be on the run next!”


      The dam had broken, and now everything that she’d suffered in silence for years came pouring out. Claire knew that she could never truly comprehend the depths of Beatrice’s pain. All she could do was be silent and offer a listening ear.


      I can’t begin to imagine what it would be like to live under constant threat, she thought. How terrifying! She was reminded suddenly of her mother, the sole survivor of the fallen line of Lindel who had lived out the rest of her life in hiding. Just when she thought she’d escaped for good, her pursuers had come upon her and murdered her. She cut a tragic figure, the lost Princess of Lindel—or that was how some might have described her. To Claire, she was only her mother.


      Perhaps she understood why now, of all times, Beatrice would tell her the truth. She wants to save her mother, Claire thought. Her poor mother has been through so much. And now Princess Beatrice believes the only way to save her is to follow Prince Maxim’s orders. She didn’t need to know the rest of the story to empathize. Now, she thought, she understood Beatrice’s sudden change of heart.


      Claire spoke at last. “Princess Beatrice? Were you...listening to me talk about my mother? At the restaurant?”


      A long moment of silence. Then, “Yes.”


      Beatrice whipped her head away, but it was too late. Claire had already seen the tears building in her eyes, and now Claire had all the answers at last.


      Beatrice bit her lip. “I was wrong about you, Lady Claire. I thought you were some pampered little rich girl from a Nostonian backwater who was lucky enough to grow up with everything. Lucky enough to go abroad for school. Lucky enough to marry a prince. I even felt sorry for you. I thought you’d risen so fast on luck alone that you were headed for a fall.”


      “I imagine you don’t think so now, not if you heard my story,” Claire said. “My own mother passed away in a tragic accident when I was just a child. But I came to find out that it was no accident. On the day you saw me in the restaurant, I learned my mother’s killers merely staged it that way to silence her.”


      Beatrice bit her lip harder. “I don’t understand you nobles, Lady Claire,” she said. “All these powerful people with their plots and intrigue. All this scheming does is bring sorrow to everyone around them.”


      “I couldn’t agree more,” Claire said.


      She understood exactly how Beatrice felt and what had brought her to this point.


      Once again, Beatrice averted her gaze, bashful. “My life was ruined by one of those exact plots, and so I thought the only way to find my happiness was to win it from someone else. That’s as good as stealing, but I was convinced it was the only option.”


      Claire understood that too, even if she didn’t agree with the sentiment. Beatrice seemed to know that Claire didn’t share her opinion, but she didn’t mind. She was simply relieved to have spilled her secrets at last.


      “I never would’ve guessed you came from hardship, Lady Claire,” Beatrice said. “Your mother was threatened by assassins just as mine was, and she died when you were no more than a little girl. But you’ve always been nice to me. Even when you replied to my letters for Prince Vik, you were always kind and courteous to me.”


      Claire hadn’t thought anything of those letters. She’d invited Beatrice to Vik’s investiture as a formality, purely to avoid anyone thinking she might harbor resentment for Beatrice and Beatrice’s apparent feelings for the prince. It was startling to discover that these letters held more significance to Beatrice than Claire had ever imagined.


      “I see,” she said. “Now I understand your sudden change of heart.”


      Beatrice’s empathy for Claire could very well have been the deciding factor in her turning against Prince Maxim’s orders, especially if there was no love lost between the princess and her imperial father to begin with.


      But Beatrice did not respond directly, neither confirming nor denying Claire’s last comment. Instead, she said, “Truly, I do not know if turning my back on my orders is the right thing to do. But at least I no longer have to question what I’m living for. I don’t feel like I’m about to drown in my own dark emotions, and that’s something, isn’t it? I can say that much with confidence.”


      “Dark emotions?” Claire repeated. She was suddenly reminded of her vision and of Beatrice trapped in a black mist.


      She remembered Gilbert’s warning—that Beatrice was the villain in the sequel game. Claire might’ve been taking great pains to avoid the game’s frightening plot points, but she shivered in spite of her efforts. The mere mention of anything that corresponded to that dreadful vision gave her chills.


      “Yes,” Beatrice said. “Anger, frustration, sorrow. They’re just terrible things. I don’t feel like myself when I’m caught up in all those emotions. But please don’t worry, Lady Claire. I haven’t felt a bit like that ever since I came here.”


      “Because you’re no longer following His Imperial Highness’s orders?”


      Beatrice nodded.


      Oh, Princess Beatrice, Claire thought. What a lucky thing that Beatrice had happened to overhear the conversation in the restaurant and resolved to turn her own life around in the process. But Claire was hesitant to celebrate so soon. She carries more darkness within her than I ever knew.


      “I’ll find a way to save my mother myself,” Beatrice said. “Just me, not anyone else. Assuming it’s possible—which it very well may not be.”


      Her attitude was more positive now, Claire noted, but Beatrice remained as wan and withdrawn as when she’d let Claire in for this impromptu tea party.


      As ever, Claire knew her goal was to save the world from certain doom. She couldn’t help but wonder, however, if there might not be a way to save Beatrice too.

    

  

  
    
      A Transformed Beatrice


      Once Claire Martino let herself out in much the same way that she’d let herself in, Beatrice was left alone with her thoughts. She stared down into her teacup.


      “I wonder if I said too much,” she murmured.


      If she sounded remorseful, she didn’t feel it. On the contrary, her heart felt lighter than it had before the tea party with Claire. As she’d rashly revealed to Claire, Beatrice was little more than Prince Maxim’s pawn, and she detested always having to do his dirty work.


      “I’ve gone and made a mess of things now,” she said. “This is one failure my brother won’t ever forgive.”


      Maxim was a sly, cunning individual. He had tasked her with cozying up to Vik during the graduation exams, thereby securing an engagement and tying the two nations together—and she’d royally failed at that. Now things were to be tenser than ever with Paffuto, and Maxim would seize upon that as an excuse to have her purged from the court. She harbored no illusions about the fact that Maxim barely tolerated her presence, but up until now, trying to stay in his good graces had been a matter of survival. She’d gotten herself into the most ridiculous scrapes and used her curse willy-nilly when that was what it had taken to keep Maxim happy. She wasn’t the most clever—even she knew that—but she’d always managed to squeak through nasty situations in the end.


      She had to. Her mother’s well-being depended on it.


      Oh, mother... she thought. Her poor, ailing mother’s tired smile flashed through her mind.


      She’d seen her mother but rarely since she had begun her schooling in Paffuto. Properly speaking, it was not the visits themselves that presented such difficulties. It was gaining permission to go see her.


      Her childhood memories were little more than a montage of fleeing from one assassin after another. There was never a moment’s rest, and she couldn’t imagine just how terrifying, how stressful it must’ve been for her mother to keep the two of them safe.


      Now the lap of luxury—the life of a princess in the imperial palace—was Beatrice’s and Beatrice’s alone, and it destroyed her. She wanted dearly for her mother to come live with her too, and she did everything in her power to gain Prince Maxim’s approval. Yet no matter what she tried, he never consented to Beatrice’s mother coming to court.


      That conversation with Lady Claire taught me one thing, she thought. I’m making a huge mistake. My struggles aren’t an excuse, and playing the role of the tragic heroine doesn’t do a bit of good for mother.


      Standing up to Prince Maxim was easier said than done. But at the very least, she could find some other way to win his approval besides dragging down a fellow survivor, a kindred spirit trying to make the best of her own bad situation.


      Lady Claire hasn’t let her tragic past define her, she thought. There’s more to her than meets the eye. But that’s true for everyone, isn’t it? We all have depths underneath our surfaces.


      Once again, she was surprised to find that the murky feelings that had so oppressed her were nowhere to be found. She felt as if a weight had been taken off her shoulders, as if now she could be truly happy for Vik and Claire’s love. She’d more than reformed, she thought. She felt like she’d been reborn.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 28


      That night, Claire paid a visit to the bedroom Vik had claimed as his own. She needed to discuss the tidings Beatrice had shared.


      “Vik?” she said. “May I have a moment?”


      “Of course, but really, at this hour? What’s the matter?”


      “It has to do with Princess Beatrice.”


      “Oh, good. I was hoping you’d come tell me what her deal is.”


      Vik rose from his desk chair and crossed to the sitting area in the center of the room. He and Claire took seats side by side, and the lamp on the table flared to life, bathing the shadowy room in an orange glow.


      “What do you mean, ‘come tell me’?” Claire said. “You knew I had a talk with her?”


      “Well, when you left and didn’t come back...” Vik grinned teasingly.


      She wasn’t aware she’d been so transparent. Suddenly bashful, Claire squeezed her eyes shut and covered her cheeks with her hands. If he knew, then surely everyone in the cottage (excepting Gilbert, who was none too perceptive) did too. She sent a silent apology in Beatrice’s direction; it hadn’t been easy for the princess to divulge such painful information. So much of what she told me relates to her private backstory that I wasn’t sure if I should share it with the others. I’d hoped to ask Vik first and see what he thought, but I fear everyone already knows I’ve spoken with Beatrice. I’ve put my foot in it now!


      Regardless, Vik had to be the first to know, so she explained to him everything she had learned from Beatrice today. It was important that he be aware that first-life Claire’s confessions had inspired Beatrice to renounce her role as Prince Maxim’s spy. Vik took in the information calmly and said little until Claire was finished.




      Once she was done, he pondered everything he had heard. “I wish I could call this a net positive. But considering the circumstances, I worry it’s more trouble than ever.”


      “As do I,” said Claire. “Princess Beatrice has turned traitor to her homeland, and events on Paffish soil are directly to blame. Should we choose to back her too hastily, everything will come crashing down upon our heads.”


      “Tell me about it. We can’t keep her under our protection even if she refuses to go back to Ignice. She’s committed too many crimes here already. She tried to put a curse on you; she swapped bodies with Prince Gilbert—the list goes on and on.”


      “That’s another good point.”


      Once again, the dizzying disparity between Beatrice’s sweet, saintly appearance and rough-and-tumble personality impressed itself upon Claire. Beatrice might have been a changed soul, but Claire and Vik couldn’t afford to openly support her.


      “It’s not all bad, though,” Vik said. “If Princess Beatrice was to be the spark that lit the powder keg on a war between Paffuto and Ignice, you might’ve saved us all. Thank you, Claire.”


      “Not at all,” she said. “I only hope you’re right.”


      But deep down, she didn’t think he was. Beatrice may have surrendered herself to Vik and his guards, and she might have accepted captivity with little fuss. Claire trusted her on that account. But the “dark emotions” Beatrice had spoken of were less trustworthy, and should that inner darkness manifest itself and spell doom for the entire world... Claire had the disturbing feeling that this issue wasn’t settled, not one bit. The look on Beatrice’s face and her wan pallor suggested the fundamental problem had yet to be addressed at all.


      Calmly, Vik asked, “Do you mind keeping an eye on Princess Beatrice for me while we’re here?”


      “Oh! But of course not,” said Claire.


      Vik was the sort to handle all matters of importance himself, and it was rare for him to make requests of Claire. This habit was not born of mistrust; rather, Vik simply disliked passing the burden of his princely station on to his loved ones. Claire was eager to help shoulder the load, but opportunities to do so were few and far between. That she could be trusted with this task now left her thrilled.


      “I’ll do my very best,” she said. “I hope to do you proud.”


      “You needn’t go that far. Just do what you can, watch out for her, that sort of thing. You’d do a far better job of it than I would, I’m sure.”


      “If anything should happen, I’ll let you know at once.”


      She nodded, and Vik ran a gentle hand through her hair. Her tension evaporated in the wake of his sweetness.


      “By the by,” he said, “we’re coming up on the time when there was that magical tornado.”


      “My! You’re right.”


      She had been so preoccupied with Beatrice and the broken incense burner that she’d clean forgotten. Vik, interested in all things Claire’s first life, was the more natural candidate to remember.


      “Where were you on the day of the tornado in your first life?” he asked her.


      “At the Royal Academy,” she said. “The palace sent word to me.”


      “I see.”


      He nodded, his deep interest in the subject evident on his face. Claire had a very bad feeling about this. “Vik?” she said.


      He beamed at her. “What say you and I go watch?”


      “We can’t possibly!”


      Vik chuckled. “I’m kidding. I know that’s a step too far. Were something to go wrong, the repercussions could be world ending, and there’s bound to be panic in the streets besides.”


      Relieved that he was only joking, Claire tried to remember just what it had been like on that momentous day. She recalled all three of Vik’s guards coming to fetch her from the Royal Academy. All of them assembled at once was a rare sight indeed, and the class had gone into a tizzy over it. Only then did her peers realize that she and Vik were something rather more than just classmates. Looking back on it now, she found the time before she and Vik were inseparable charmingly nostalgic.


      “Actually, how were things in town?” Vik said. “Was it the same as in our life?”


      “In our life, you made preparations beforehand,” she pointed out. “That’s why the townsfolk remained relatively calm. In my first life, on the other hand, there wasn’t any preparation. Everything was chaos. The guards took me on horseback to the palace, and I saw with my own eyes people fleeing in fear.”


      Vik tensed, adopting his princely persona. “Shame, that. I wonder if we could help with the evacuation effort without giving ourselves away. Not that it’s needed, since you’ll purify the tornado in the end—but it’ll keep anyone from hurting themselves in the rush to safety.”


      “That would be lovely,” said Claire. “If we don’t wear our uniforms, we should be able to do it just handily. People will need to see us, after all.”


      “Right you are. I’ll tell the guards.”


      Then Vik took a deep breath. “You...didn’t pass out after you purified the tornado, did you?”


      “I’m afraid I did,” said Claire. “I didn’t come around for weeks.”


      “But you wouldn’t now,” he asserted. “I bet you’d handle that old tornado with no trouble. I wonder if we couldn’t help first-life Claire a bit, make it easier on her.”


      Claire thought that a delightful idea, and were it possible (she had her own reservations about the extent of her talents), she would’ve loved to come to her younger self’s aid. Alas, she thought.


      “But that would change my memories,” she reminded Vik.


      After she had fallen unconscious, Claire had glimpsed visions of another world, a world in which her entire life was nothing more than a fictional dating sim. If not for this revelation, Claire would never have thought to reload an earlier save and rescue Paffuto and Noston when the two kingdoms pitched precariously towards war. Were she to save the world again, she would need this precious knowledge.


      Even were that not the case, Claire would have been loath to meddle with the tornado, for it was difficult to forget the shock she’d felt upon waking in a palace bedroom all those weeks later. It was the second time she had been put up in the palace without her knowledge, the first time being the night she had drunk too much after learning the hideous truth of her mother’s murder. Both situations were emergencies, to be sure, but to black out twice and impose upon the Crown both times! Even thinking about it now made Claire feel like a terrible fool. And then there was everything that had come after...


      Claire must not have been hiding her embarrassment well, because Vik shot her a pointed look. “Did something happen after you passed out?”


      “Yes,” she said, reluctantly. “His Majesty the King granted me an audience. I was summoned to his audience chambers.”


      “Really now?”


      Claire couldn’t tell Vik about her vision, of course. Her only choice was to address the other part of the aftermath, but in her doing so, Vik visibly stiffened.


      “Vik?” she said.


      He shook his head. “Never mind.”


      The Claire Martino of today, the daughter of one of the most powerful dukes in Noston and friend of the Nostonian Crown, might’ve stood a slim chance of having an audience with the King of Paffuto. But a commoner with nothing to her name save extraordinary magical powers? That was unheard of. For the king to summon her directly was so irregular it defied reason.


      Now that the surprise had worn off, there was a vacant look in Vik’s eyes. He said, “I suppose the king would want to meet the hero who’d saved his country.”


      “Yes. You’re sharp as ever, Vik.”


      “Sharp enough to know what you’d have done if you hadn’t blacked out, that’s for sure.”


      Now it was Claire’s turn to stiffen, and Vik grinned. Claire had been taught to respect and obey heads of state since she was old enough to walk, and yet Vik knew precisely what she would’ve done instead. She colored lightly.


      “Well, I had woken up just moments before the summons came in,” she admitted. “And I was still in the palace, so I went at once. But had I been at the Reines’, I fear I might’ve turned down the honor of seeing the king.”


      “Of course you would’ve,” said Vik. “And been the first person in history to have done so.”


      Claire shrank into herself at the sight of Vik’s taunting smile. “I’d lied to everyone about who I was, Vik. And I just couldn’t have the Reines suffering for my deception. You know that.”


      The thought of that exceptional rudeness—ignoring the king’s summons!—made her flush, whereas Vik just grinned wider, having decided upon a new plan for how to welcome the tornado.


      “I know,” he said. “We should sit in on the audience.”


      Claire spluttered.


      “I’m kidding again. I’m sure my father would’ve used the opportunity to order me about, and I have no interest in watching that. Or having you watch that.”


      She couldn’t help but giggle at this childish remark. Vik’s displeasure towards his royal father’s supposed behavior was, unfortunately for him, well deserved. It was quite surprising to watch the king treat him like a child, she recalled.


      Vik saw the look of reminiscence on her face and guessed what it meant. “In one life or another, some folks never change, eh?”


      “Very much so.”


      Their eyes met, and they grinned.
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      One morning several days later, Claire looked out the cottage window and marveled at the caliginous cloud cover. The color of the storm clouds defied description, and while the overall effect was similar to that of any other incoming tempest, an ominous feeling in Claire’s gut told her this was no ordinary storm. There was a heaviness in her head bordering on a headache—except that wasn’t quite the right word either. The discomfort extended to her entire body, and she lacked the means to articulate how. She had felt this twice before, but experience did not make it any less unpleasant.


      Vik swished the curtains shut and murmured, his expression stern, “Today’s the day. It matches what we recall from your second life—I mean, our shared life.”


      “It does,” said Claire. “The magic tornado will be here soon.”


      She nodded, and a chill ran through both herself and her companions. Omens had warned of the tornado forming on this very day, so it was hardly a surprise when it arrived right on schedule. Yet there was so much at stake. A single wrong move could spell total disaster, and while her mind might’ve known that everything would be all right in the end, it was only natural that her heart did not say the same.


      As the tornado had formed from residual magical energy, it caused powerful mages like Claire and Lui to feel ill. Lui pressed a finger to her temples and frowned. “I hate this sensation. It’s no better the second time around.”


      “I’m feeling a bit under the weather myself,” Denis said, “although it’s nowhere near as bad as you girls seem to have it.”


      “Magical tornadoes are made of residual magic,” she told him. “The more magic one has or the more powerful one’s color, the worse one feels its effects.”


      “That explains why it’s not so bad for us, then.”


      Claire tried to push past the awful feeling as she readied herself for going out. In an effort to remain visible, the friends had forgone their uniforms in favor of outfits scrounged from the cottage’s wardrobes. We’re to go into town and see what help we can provide with the evacuation, she thought. She knew that this could trigger a butterfly effect and alter her own memories, but that was a small price to pay if it meant no one was hurt in the panicked rush to flee Wurtz.


      She and her companions dressed in silence, and soon all were ready to depart.


      “Out we go,” said Vik.


      “Yes, Your Highness.”


      Claire followed Vik and his guards out the door, but they had only just crossed the threshold when Dion piped up. “Say, what’re we to do with Princess Beatrice? You don’t think it’s safe to leave her behind?”


      “You and Prince Gilbert can watch her,” Vik said. “Like you always do. You wouldn’t mind, I’m sure?”


      “I’d say not a whit, Your Highness, but then I’d be a liar.” Grinning, Dion threw a glance up the staircase. “Princess Beatrice asked if Claire could stay behind instead.”


      “Me?” Claire said, surprised.


      Dion scratched the back of his head. “She says she trusts you best. Prince Vik was telling us just the other day that she’s been struggling and feels like she’s got no one to turn to. I’m sure it’d mean a lot to her if you stayed, but it’s up to you.”


      Claire had intended to help where she could in town, just as she and Vik had talked about. But Vik had also asked her to keep an eye on Beatrice, so perhaps it was best if she stuck close to the cottage.


      She nodded. “All right. I would be happy to stay with her.”


      “Hold on,” said Vik. “I know I told you to watch out for her, but there’s too much at stake today. I want you in town where you’ll be ready to use your magic in case something goes wrong.”


      “So you’d rather Dion and Prince Gilbert keep her company?” Claire said. She felt bad for Beatrice, but she hoped the princess would understand.


      Vik grinned, the picture of confidence. “Nope,” he said. “I have a better idea.”




      “What is going on?” Beatrice spluttered. “Why is everyone running? Is Paffuto doomed?!”


      “Please, Princess Beatrice,” Claire reassured her. “Just follow me.”


      The sky had turned black as night, and bits of dust and dirt swirled through the air, picked up by the rising wind. Seeing more than a few meters ahead was impossible, and all around them, terrified people thundered past, heedless of their surroundings. Beatrice stopped short, aghast at the chaos unfolding before her. Claire had to grab her arm and pull her to shelter, somewhere slightly less dust choked and dangerous.


      “Paffuto will be fine,” she said. “It is well prepared for calamities, just as we should be. Would you please turn around and let me place a ward on you?”


      “I don’t need a war—” Beatrice began.


      “Please,” Claire insisted. “Prince Vik has ordered all of us to wear wards.”


      Her tone brooked no argument. She placed her hand on the small of Beatrice’s back and channeled her magic into Beatrice. A ward wrapped itself around the princess, cocooning her in a protective envelope. It would prevent even the worst of accidents in this turmoil. That should keep her safe for the nonce, Claire thought.


      Beatrice had asked Claire to stay behind shortly before the whole party set out, but as that presented trouble multiple times over, Vik had opted for Beatrice to come with the group instead. He and his guards had separated from Beatrice and Claire to direct the flow of traffic a few paces away, and Claire took her new companion with her to do the same.


      She kept a wary eye both on Beatrice—she wouldn’t want her running off—and the panicked crowds. This was a difficult task, to be sure, but a tracking spell Lui had laid on Beatrice eased things somewhat. Beatrice showed no sign of wanting to run either. She was so very docile it felt like she was another person entirely, and Claire found it more than a little disconcerting.


      The ward was the one thing to balk Beatrice thus far. She scowled, none too pleased with the spell cast only somewhat with her consent. “About this ward...” she began.


      “Yes?” said Claire. “Do wards not sit well with you?”


      “No. They’re fine.”


      Claire’s implication was that she knew Beatrice did not often wear wards, and Beatrice averted her eyes in shame. Just because it was common knowledge that she didn’t ward up for ease of curse casting, that didn’t mean she had to like it.


      In between shielding Beatrice from the buffeting wind and shouting directions to the fleeing townsfolk, Claire found a moment to ask, “Where were you when the magical tornado struck last year?”


      “Ignice, luckily. The Southern Royal Academy was on holiday after the end-of-term exams. I had no idea there was a disaster in Wurtz at all.”


      “You’ll be all right,” Claire reassured her again. “This is only a dreamworld, and the tornado will be taken care of before it hits.”


      Beatrice blinked, surprised. “You have nerves of steel, Lady Claire. Did you know that?”


      Claire didn’t answer her. “Stick close, please.”


      She grabbed Beatrice’s arm, and before Beatrice could protest further, she ran to where Vik and the knights stood clustered about. Now was not the time for a conversation about her nerves.


      “Vik!” she called. “How is it going?”


      “Not great,” he said. “Has there been no help sent from the palace yet?”


      Vik wore a cloth over his face to conceal his identity from his subjects, and his tone was stern as he barked directions.


      Lui wore a similar disguise. She frowned as she stepped closer to Claire and Vik. “I see some knights across the way. They’ve come to quell the chaos, no doubt, but they’re just as confused as any of us. I’m sure their commanders haven’t briefed them in much detail, and they have no idea what’s happening.”


      She pointed, and Claire looked in that direction. Those were indeed royal knights, but it was painfully obvious how out of their depth they were. Claire and her friends would do all they could to assist. But without revealing Vik’s true identity, there was only so much help they could offer. Dread pooled in the pit of Claire’s stomach, heedless of the knowledge that the tornado would be purified soon. I said it would be bad, but I had no idea it would be this dire, she thought.


      There was screaming everywhere: “Outta the way! The carriage has got to get through!”


      “Grandma? What is going on? Why is everyone so scared?”


      “They’re telling us a big storm’s on the way. The court mages are putting up a shield around the palace, and everyone is to get under it as fast as they can!”


      “Can someone help us? Please! We have children here!”


      “Aaah! Daddy! Mommy!”


      A chill seeped into Claire’s bones. Knowing everything would turn out all right did nothing to calm her as she watched people stagger past, bowed under the weight of their possessions. But there was nothing to be done, save help these poor souls rush to safety.


      Denis raised his voice. “Hey, listen up! Do what those knights said! Don’t you worry now. The palace is plenty big enough for all of us. Don’t you worry at all. Let’s just stay calm and not rush, because the last thing we want is anyone getting hurt.”


      “There’s no reason to rush,” Vik shouted. “You are almost in range of the court mages’ shield. Let’s be calm about this now.”


      “If anything is too big to carry, leave it!” Lui joined in. “We don’t want anyone getting caught in the storm because of their possessions.”


      Presently, Vik turned to Lui. “Could you cast a spell to give us some light? It’s getting darker, and that’s only making people more confused.”


      “Yes, Your Highness.”


      At once, all the street lamps flickered to life, dispelling the worst of the tornado-induced gloom. I should help, Claire thought.


      “Oh spirits,” she said, “I beseech you to light our way!”


      Imitating Lui, Claire cast a spell, materializing multiple small orbs of light, and the visibility continued to improve by degrees.


      She caught snatches of conversation from the crowd: “Is the sun coming back?”


      “No, it’s magic. A court mage’s been sent from the palace to help!”


      “So does that mean the king knows what’s happening?”


      “Let’s just stay calm and continue on our way to the palace. I think we’ll be safe there.”


      Now that the people could see where they were going, their fear and confusion began to recede. Good, Claire thought.


      But just as she relaxed, she felt Beatrice’s eyes on her. “Yes?” she said.


      “You used the same spell as Sir Lui,” Beatrice said. “Like it was nothing. I thought Sir Lui was a master at magic.”


      Claire wasn’t sure what to say. “Yes, I suppose I did. She teaches me often, you see. I’ve used this spell before.”


      It was the truth, but Beatrice continued to fix her with a puzzled frown. Claire had no reason to think Beatrice believed Claire couldn’t cast complex spells, so she put Beatrice’s bemusement out of mind and continued summoning orbs of light. I’d best light up the road ahead as well. I’d love to do something about this dreadful wind too, but I’ve never done that before; now is hardly the time to go experimenting. I’d better not use any strong spells that could interfere with my purification spell.


      As she thought that, a wagon trundled into view, loaded with what looked like an entire household’s worth of belongings. Towers of trunks and piles of possessions swayed precariously along with the bumping and jouncing, ready to fall at any moment. It was just Claire’s luck that a sudden gust of wind sprang up, and as anyone could have predicted, one end of the wagon’s load lurched and began to topple. Oh no! she thought.


      Just then, a small boy ran between her and the wagon. Having been separated from his parents, the boy was so wracked with sobs he failed to notice the heavy trunks tumbling towards him.


      Vik leapt into action, but he was too far away. He would never make it in time, and there were too many fleeing bystanders between him and the boy. He was trapped.


      Oh no! Claire thought again, and then she was in motion before she had time to think anything else.


      “Oh spirits, in exchange for my power, I beseech you to bring me to that little boy!” she cried.


      Instantly, she teleported to the boy just moments before the pile came crashing down on his head. The whistling sound of the spell made him look up just in time to see a heavy trunk falling. Surprise warped his features—he was doomed—and then a young woman appeared next to him inexplicably.


      There was no time to explain. This might hurt, Claire thought. Forgive me! Issuing him a mental apology, she barreled straight into the boy with the forward momentum of her spell and knocked the two of them out of the way.


      There was a massive crash behind her at almost the same moment as she felt a burning sensation in her arms. A huge cloud of dust surged up around them.


      The little boy whined. “Oww!” He began to cry.


      She only dared look up now. She was crouched over the little boy, who lay flat on his back on the ground. Her wards had activated, protecting them both from the impact. Whatever burning she felt in her arms was likely a consequence of the spell.


      She backed away and rose up as quick as she could. “I’m so sorry! Are you all right? Are you hurt anywhere?”


      “No,” the boy sniffled around his tears. “Th-thank you...”


      So he understood that she had just saved his life, and he had the presence of mind to thank her, tears or no. She looked him up and down and satisfied herself that he was not injured.


      “I’m glad to hear that,” she said. “You don’t look hurt to me either. Now, where are your parents, little boy?”


      “I dunno,” he said. “We got separated.”


      “All right. Why don’t we go look for them together? If we just keep going towards the palace, I’m sure we’ll find them.”


      “Okay.”


      She looked back at the spot the boy had occupied mere moments before, now covered in a pile of massive, heavy trunks. Just dreadful, she thought. The bottommost trunk was smashed to bits. Had she not come along when she did... But no, that didn’t bear thinking about. She was simply grateful she’d been able to swoop in just in time.


      Though I do wish I hadn’t had to push the poor boy and hurt him that way, she thought. Lui would’ve been able to teleport in and teleport out just like that, but I’ve got a long way to go before I’ll be as strong a mage as she.


      She reached for the boy’s hand and took it.


      “Miss?” he said. “Which way’s the palace?”


      “That way,” she said. “What do your mother and father look like? Could you tell me about them?”


      “Okay.”


      Just then, Vik came plunging through the last of the crowd. “Claire!” he shouted. “Are you all right?”


      “I’m just fine, thank you. And thanks to my ward, this boy isn’t hurt either.”


      “What a relief! As for the boy, I think I’ve found his parents.”


      She looked over Vik’s shoulder to the ashen-faced couple behind him.


      “Abel!” the woman cried. “Where did you run off to?”


      “I got lost,” the boy, Abel, said. “I’m sorry.”


      “No, no, it’s all right. Everything’s all right as long as you’re not hurt. Now let’s hurry. We must get to the palace.” Abel’s mother turned to Vik and Claire. “Thank you so much for saving my son.”


      “It was my pleasure,” said Claire.


      “Bye, miss!”


      Abel waved, and Claire waved back. As his parents led him away, he kept turning round to wave several times further.


      Only when he had vanished into the crowd did Claire allow herself to relax—and she was immediately struck by another realization. Oh no!


      “Princess Beatrice!”


      So preoccupied was she in her urgent need to rescue Abel, she’d completely forgotten it was her duty to guard Beatrice and watch her lest she slip away. Claire turned white as a sheet. I hope she hasn’t run off somewhere. Even with Lui’s spell, I’d hate to cause a nuisance by making us have to track her down all over again!


      But she needn’t have worried. Vik saw her grow pale and shot her a confused look. “Princess Beatrice? She’s right there.”


      Claire turned, and there was Beatrice, assisting with the evacuation efforts. The princess stooped to help a panicked townsperson retrieve a dropped belonging and rose again to point them in the direction of the palace. She carried herself in the easy, natural manner of someone who had chosen to help of her own accord, not one who had been forced into labor. While her expression was grim, Claire saw none of the haughty condescension that had been her trademark at the graduation exam retreat.


      “Hard to believe she’s the same person,” Vik remarked.


      It was. Had it been just a few days before, Claire would not have believed the evidence of her own eyes. But that was before she had heard Beatrice’s timid, yet tenacious vows—her resolutions to save her mother without being beholden to anyone else.


      “Perhaps she isn’t,” Claire said. “I daresay Princess Beatrice has truly turned over a new leaf.”


      “Yes, but it doesn’t change the fact that she’s a criminal.”


      Claire’s heart sank.


      Just then, a ray of light shot up from the direction of the palace. It was so dazzlingly bright that all the evacuees paused in their panicked, pell-mell rush to look up and goggle. The light reached high into the heavens, whereupon it emitted one brilliant flash, even brighter than the first, that spread out until the entire sky was bathed in light. All at once, the dread miasma vanished in the purifying glow. What is that? Claire wondered.


      “It’s the purification spell,” Lui said.
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      Now Claire registered what she was seeing. Her first-life self had just completed her powerful spell.


      “Ooh!” someone cheered.


      “Look, daddy. The sky’s full of light,” said a child behind her.


      “How beautiful...”


      “What happened to the storm?”


      The tornado dissipated as quickly as it’d come, and the crowded streets were shocked into silence.


      Vik leaned across to Claire surreptitiously and whispered, “Everything’s taken care of. Let’s wait until things have calmed down and then head back to the cottage.”


      “Let’s.”




      A rainbow bridged the blue sky, a view so bright and joyful that Claire, looking out the cottage window, could scarce believe there had been a tornado just hours before. She breathed a sigh of relief.


      “Thank heavens,” she said. “I’m so glad everything went according to plan.”


      “Of course it did,” said Vik. “I never doubted you for an instant.”


      It was funny to hear Vik compliment her first-life self. “Why, thank you,” Claire said. She dipped her head in a quick, rather bashful bow.


      Vik could barely contain his smile. He was positively cheerful now that all the havoc and hurly-burly in town was little more than a half-remembered bad dream. I do so admire Vik and the guards for always keeping their heads, Claire thought. They seem to know exactly the right thing to do in every situation.


      Even if she didn’t voice it, her admiration for Vik only grew with every tense encounter the two of them weathered. And Lui and Denis were no less resplendent in her eyes whenever they cut such dashing figures carrying out their prince’s orders in times of crisis.


      “That’s more reason than ever to ace my exams,” she said to herself.


      The moment they returned to the real world, she’d throw herself into studying hard enough to blow the graduation exams out of the water. How she would hate being the weakest link in the strong chain that was Vik and his companions!


      But Vik overheard and looked at her in confusion. “What’s that now?”


      “Nothing. Pray forgive me for talking to myself.”


      “About the exams? Now, of all times?”


      Before Vik could ask where this fresh anxiety had come from, she cut him off with a quick smile. She could lament her shortcomings later; now, she had other, more pressing business to attend to.


      “Really, it was nothing,” she assured him. “And now I’d best bring Princess Beatrice her tea.”


      She rose, effectively ending the conversation.


      Claire, Beatrice, Vik, and the guards had stayed in town to ensure the restoration of order and returned to the cottage as a single group once they were satisfied that the town was back to its old, sleepy ways. Beatrice had assisted with the evacuation efforts during the crisis, and Claire took this for a sign that she was opening up to the group at last. Unfortunately, the moment they were home once more, Beatrice clammed up again. Claire had invited her to join the company for a post-tornado celebratory tea, but Beatrice had curtly refused and made herself a prisoner in her room once more. Perhaps she’s self-conscious about all the trouble she caused, Claire thought. I understand why she would feel she couldn’t face us.


      Sympathetic to Beatrice’s aversion to the social gathering, Claire collected the one untouched teacup from its place setting, made up a tray with Beatrice’s share of baked goodies, and turned towards the stairs.


      The incense burner won’t be ready for another few weeks, she thought. Princess Beatrice can’t stay shut up in her room that whole time.


      As she passed Lui with the tray, Lui said, “Hold on. I can take Princess Beatrice her tea. Aren’t you tired?”


      “Oh no, not at all. You deserve a rest yourself, Lui. It’s been quite a long day.”


      “I’ll hold up. It’s my job to be pulled in a thousand directions at once. You’d be surprised what working for Vik does for one’s stamina.”


      (If the prince was in earshot and simply pretending not to have heard, that was surely just Claire’s imagination.)


      Claire had a topic of her own to discuss with Lui, and now seemed as good a time as any to broach it. “Lui, might I ask you for a favor in your capacity as the crown prince’s guard?”


      The question didn’t ruffle Lui, but it did cause her to give Claire an odd look. “And what might that be?”


      Claire hesitated for all of a second before she said, “I should like you to teach me more magic, please.”


      “In addition to your lessons at the Academy?”


      “Yes.”


      Lui’s expression grew even more bemused, and Claire couldn’t blame her. Lui had already tutored Claire in magic once before, but that had been solely to improve Claire’s powers until she could purify the tornado without expending all her strength. With the tornado behind them, Claire had no such excuse now, and asking for additional lessons was puzzling indeed.


      She continued. “The thought occurred to me when I was in town earlier. If I had been able to teleport multiple times over, I could’ve teleported to the boy and once again to safety. We could’ve avoided him being hurt at all.”


      “Ah, I see,” said Lui, catching on immediately. “It’s very like you to be so conscientious.”


      “I’m sure Claire could learn that in no time,” Vik commented, “especially with Lui for a teacher.”


      “Certainly,” said Lui. “Contiguous casting of high-level spells is no small feat, but with a superb magical color and plenty of magical power, all she’ll need is a bit of practice. She’ll have it down in no time.”


      Claire was comforted to know the two had such confidence in her. She’d feared her request would be denied, as had been the case for similar requests before. Vik was a worrywart, and as much faith as he had in Claire’s abilities, he hesitated to do anything that would place her in danger. She counted her lucky stars that today’s ordeal hadn’t resulted in any such perilous moments.


      “I’d also like to learn other spells that could help in a pinch should I ever find myself in another panicked crowd,” she went on.


      “Like the light spells?” Lui said.


      “Yes. Your and Vik’s foresight was nothing short of impressive. I never knew such spells existed, much less thought of applying them in the moment.”


      Her compliment made Vik smile, which emboldened Claire to add “I might like to learn fencing too, perhaps.”


      “Pardon me?” Vik and Lui said in unison. Their eyes widened, and they looked so very shocked that Claire knew immediately she shouldn’t have said that. Oh dear, but it was too late now.


      “No, no,” she hastened to say. “I’m not asking so I can take a sword and run anyone through. And I haven’t the slightest bit of doubt that Paffuto’s knights will do anything and everything to keep me safe.”


      “Naturally,” said Vik. “So what brought this on?”


      Oh, but he wasn’t giving her an inch. Claire had to stutter out “I-I simply wish I could protect myself, you see. I have my wards and my spells, but neither are ready at a moment’s notice. Should my ward break, I wouldn’t be able to throw a new one on immediately.”


      “You do have a sound argument,” Lui said. She took a moment to think over Claire’s suggestion before grinning. “All right. Why not? I have the time, so I can teach you a thing or two. If you can handle your own in a fight when Vik should be protecting you, that’ll upset him something awful—which is no loss, in my book.”


      “Excuse me, Lui?” Vik frowned and stepped in between her and Claire. “Do you care to repeat that?”


      “Not especially.”


      “Excuse me?!”


      Lui leading Vik around by the nose was nothing new. Claire typically found these little exchanges between two childhood friends charming. Today, however, the fun was being had at her expense, and while she wasn’t sure what had made Vik so heated, she felt it was best to explain herself.


      She shook her head and said, “Vik, I’ve never held a sword in my life. I can’t possibly get to the point where I don’t need a guard.”


      Vik turned from Lui, looking down until his eyes met Claire’s. “All right, then,” he said. “I’ll teach you too.”


      Claire’s eyes widened, and she jumped. What had possessed him to suggest that?


      But Lui just chuckled. “That’s not a bad idea, my prince. You never know when a few combat spells and sword skills might come in handy on the graduation exam. And since Claire suggested it herself, Denis and I won’t be on the hook for her learning.”


      That last comment made no sense; Claire and Vik exchanged a bemused look over the cheerfully cryptic remark. Well! She’d puzzle through that one later. Now, she’d secured her place as pupil of swordsmanship under Lui and Vik’s tutelage.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 29


      Claire gripped the wooden practice sword harder as she stepped forward. The point, dark with knotty wood grain, whistled through the air, but the clumsy stroke failed to reach the prince standing opposite her. In fact, all it did was permit Vik to drive her back a step and break the fighting stance Lui had helped her with not an hour before. And then it all happened so fast. Vik closed in on her, and while his strike was not meant to kill, it certainly was not tame either. Claire regained her tottering balance not a moment too soon and, gripping the hilt of her sword in both hands, brought the blade up just in time to meet Vik’s.


      She had no ward.


      The hit was landing.


      Clack! The impact traveled up through Claire’s hands and arms. There wasn’t much force behind it—Vik hadn’t meant to hurt her, and these were only wooden weapons—but her hands went numb. The sword dropped from her fingers and clattered to the ground as a wave of weakness washed over her. It was all she could do to avoid sinking to her knees.


      Having fought relentlessly all morning, she could go no further. She strained to pick up her sword, but her arms and legs refused to obey her summons. She hissed, frustrated and fatigued.


      “Are you all right?” Vik asked, alarmed. Why had she faltered? He had been going easy on her, beginner swordswoman that she was. Surely she wasn’t drained already?


      Lui had been watching the fight from a few meters away. Now she crossed that distance to pass Claire a flask of water. “Drink,” she said. “And let’s take a short break.”


      “I don’t need to stop,” Claire insisted. “I’m fin— Gh!”


      It took every scrap of willpower she had to remain steady on her wobbly legs and not worry her frightened friends any more than they already were. But she could not hide the heaving of her shoulders as she gasped for breath.


      Vik grinned, somewhat ruefully, as she struggled on gamely. “You’ve got the makings of a real fencer, Claire. With enough time and training, you could have a future as a knight.”


      “Do you really mean it?” she said. He was smiling far too brightly for her to believe him.


      “I do. Well, maybe not the knight part. I’m not going to dub my future bride and take her into my service.”


      Well, so much for being a knight.


      Now stop fussing and rest! his smile silently scolded her as he helped her over to the rattan settee on the porch.


      She thanked Lui for the flask, took it, and sighed. Her performance had been just dreadful. “I’m afraid it’s a waste of time to teach me, and I’m so sorry I put you up to this. I haven’t the strength to be a fencer. Without that, acquiring technique is a foregone conclusion.”


      Ever since the magic tornado, Claire had passed her days learning sorcery and swordcraft in the cottage gardens from Lui. Having lived through so many near disasters, she felt keenly the need for further contingency plans in case of future emergencies. Lui handled the magic lessons, but Vik, eager to put Claire through her paces in physical matters, joined in for the fencing. With several weeks remaining before the incense burner would be good as new, Lui—who frankly had not a clue what to do with herself in this glut of free time—thought it the perfect opportunity to give Claire a crash course in sword fighting. Lui always has such a full schedule, being Vik’s retainer, Claire thought. What a rare and lucky chance to grab her attention! She gulped down the lemon water from the glass flask and counted her many blessings.


      At the start of the course, Lui had supplied Claire with a set of sparring garments, as Claire’s uniform would’ve never allowed the range of motion she needed to fight effectively. From there, Lui cast a shield around the garden to hide the companions from prying eyes, and now Claire and Lui trained in the sword fighting arts every dawn and dusk.


      It was a new and exciting learning experience for Claire; she enjoyed how pleasant the exercise made her feel. But a lady’s education contained little rushing about and fighting with swords, so she was quick to tire. Though she could hold her own at the start of practice, she soon began to flag, and by the time she reached the end, even sitting made her legs feel as heavy as lead.


      She rubbed her aching limbs, cursing her lack of athleticism. “I simply must build up my strength,” she said. “It’s such a fundamental thing, and I’ve clean neglected it.”


      “Vik’s not wrong,” said Lui, offering Claire a grin. “You do have talent. Habitual magic use probably plays a role. You’ve got good reaction times and instincts alike.” She picked up the two practice swords and tossed one to Vik. It arced through the air, and Vik caught it handily.


      “Oh?” he said. “You want to have a go?”


      “I’ll play nice,” she said. “I wouldn’t want to show you up too badly, my prince.”


      “Thank you, Lui.”


      At that signal, Lui and Vik began to spar. Claire watched their bouts multiple times a day, but every match only heightened her fascination with their fighting abilities. Her prince and his retainer sparred with an adroitness and speed that dazzled the eye. She had known long before she’d met him that Vik was a dab hand at fencing, for his acumen with the sword was spoken about even in Noston. But it was one thing to hear rumors and another to see with her very eyes how he and Lui traded blows, especially now that she had attempted the same feat.


      They move with such grace, she thought. Their swords clacked at regular rhythmic intervals, transfixing Claire to the spot. Against Lui, Vik darted like an arrow. Gone was the slow, measured pace he’d taken with her earlier. If this was how real knights sparred, then fighting Claire was as much a challenge to a knight as an afternoon nap! For all that she had been the one eager to learn this new skill, she felt herself so outmatched that it depressed her.


      These lessons were my idea, she reminded herself. I might not get far, but I’d like to at least master the basics. That goal seemed realistic, and it raised her spirits—


      But she’d stopped watching the match. Now Lui had Vik trapped with his back to the wall of the cottage. He growled in frustration. He’d put up a good fight, to be sure, but his knight had won out in the end and turned the battle against him as she so often did.


      And, as he so often did, Vik rounded on her in humiliation. “One more time!”


      “No, my prince,” said Lui. “I don’t spar with tired opponents of lesser skill. That’s asking for someone to get hurt.”


      “Lesser skill? Excuse me?”


      Most princes wouldn’t suffer such disrespect from their guards—even if there was genuine concern for Vik’s well-being buried under the banter—and Claire couldn’t help but grin. Vik and Lui have sparred together since they were small, she thought. Although she isn’t his only practice partner, of course.


      She immediately thought of Keith, now in Ignice attending to the Paffish delegation. Claire had not known Keith for as long as Vik and his retainers had, but she was still dreadfully concerned for him. And if she was so consternated, Vik, Lui, and Denis must have been worried sick, even if they didn’t vocalize it. We’re all keeping ourselves busy to hide how scared we are for him. They had to get Keith home soon. They just had to.


      Their match complete, Vik and Lui returned to Claire’s settee. Lui hadn’t even broken a sweat. She laid down her sword and remarked offhand, “We might try seeing if you can cast spells mid-battle.”


      “I beg your pardon?” Claire said. She’d never heard of such a thing.


      Vik grinned wryly. “It’s not a bad idea. Blind your opponent with a spell, and they’ll have a hell of a time taking you down.”


      “But calling on the spirits and trying to fence at the same time?” Claire said. “I don’t know if I’m capable.”


      As reluctant as she was to write off the idea without even trying it, she imagined it would be dreadfully difficult. She feared her anxiety showed on her face.


      Lui said, “Wards break in combat, and recasting wards to shield yourself after every blow will eat up your magic in no time. Besides, you’ll rarely have the opportunity to pause for the several seconds needed to erect a good ward. You’re better off focusing on defensive spells that last for a given quantity of time.”


      “Oh! I see.”


      “A blinding spell won’t work on someone who’s protected by a ward, but if they’ve only got those defensive spells I just mentioned, it’s a great distraction. I won’t lie, Claire. Using magic in the middle of a sword fight is tricky stuff, but once you get the hang of it, you’ll be in business. Very few people can use magic in battle. It’s perfect for confusing an opponent or breaking their defenses.”


      Considering her lack of strength and stamina, mid-combat magic sounded like a prudent strategy for Claire indeed. Good old Lui for thinking of it!


      “Very well,” she said. “Then I should like to keep up my physical exercises but add defensive spells and a simple blinding spell to my routine.”


      “Jolly good,” said Lui, smiling at Claire.


      “Just don’t overdo it now,” Vik advised. He threw a worried look and placed his hand on her head, a comforting gesture.


      Excited to have a new goal, Claire chatted with her friends further until the glass door to the cottage slid open behind her.


      “What is everyone doing out here?” said a girl’s voice.


      “Princess Beatrice?” responded Claire.


      For it was Beatrice who stepped out into the garden; she hadn’t left the cottage once since her brief foray into town during the magical tornado. Beatrice had, however, begun to warm to Claire and her friends at last. She would come downstairs to take her meals with the others, and Claire had caught her staring longingly out the windows more than a few times. The company’s unflagging efforts to bring Beatrice tea and provide her with companionship were breaking down the walls around her, slowly but surely.


      Beatrice looked from one face to the next, curious. “You’ve been spending all your time outside lately,” she said. “What is it you’re up to?”


      “I am taking magic and fencing lessons,” Claire said.


      “Magic? And fencing?” Beatrice looked baffled. “Whatever for?”


      “I’d like to be able to join Vik and the guards in the fighting should an emergency arise.”


      “But aren’t you already a powerful mage? You can’t hide it from me. I saw you casting spells left and right in town the other day. I could understand you wanting to improve those talents further, but why learn to fence on top of that? You’ll never be a swordswoman. Anyone can see that.”


      Claire tried not to let the harsh assessment of her abilities get under her skin. She was more interested in Beatrice’s first comment. On the day of the magical tornado, Claire had cast a ward on Beatrice and teleported in full sight of the princess. Beatrice hadn’t mentioned Claire’s magic to her in any of their conversations since, but evidently she had a good picture of Claire’s mystical abilities. Not that it mattered; Claire hadn’t any reason to hide them.


      She smiled. “Yes, I am a mage of some skill, but I don’t feel comfortable limiting myself to that single defense.”


      “I suppose that makes sense.”


      Vik and Lui exchanged glances, impressed that Beatrice had accepted the explanation without a rebuttal.


      “I’ll never know how she does it,” Vik said, shaking his head. “Claire works her wonders as ever.”


      “She charmed you plenty quick too, and you were wary of her to begin with, my prince.”


      “Can you blame me? It’s hard not to like someone so sincere.”


      Oh heavens! Were they really bringing up the early days of Claire and Vik’s relationship in front of Beatrice? Claire was immediately mortified and thought to cut them off before they could embarrass her further, but Beatrice had already heard.


      “You mean, Lady Claire and Prince Vik weren’t always so close?” Beatrice said.


      Well, there was nothing for it now. Claire might as well own up to it. “Our backgrounds and social standings were too dissimilar,” she explained.


      Beatrice knew all about societal barriers. She nodded and said, “But you overcame that, and look how much His Highness adores you now. You make me jealous.”


      For all Beatrice’s claims of envy, however, Claire detected nothing but a friendly cheerfulness in her voice and demeanor. Looking at her now, Claire found it hard to believe that this was the same girl who had tried to curse her. Princess Beatrice is a changed woman, Claire thought. Perhaps she’ll eschew the villainous role prescribed for her after all. The desire wasn’t entirely selfless, but that didn’t stop her from wishing for it with all her might.


      Just then, Gilbert yelled, “Miss Lui! Might I join in today’s training too?” He barreled towards them from across the garden, practice sword in hand.


      Lui turned on her heel. “You do that. I, meanwhile, will go on patrol.”


      “Oh, Lui,” Claire said with a sigh. (Privately, she admired Lui’s ability to treat the Prince of Lupty like the gunk under her shoe.)


      Thus was the conversation diverted from Claire’s love life.




      After morning practice several days later, Claire sat in the salon gazing out the window. It’s the weekend, she thought, so there will be no classes at the Royal Academy. My, and just look at that lovely weather. It brought to mind a moment from her first life: not the tornado, but a sweeter, more tender memory.


      “Penny for your thoughts,” said Vik, startling her out of her reverie.


      “Oh! It’s nothing,” she said, and rapidly shook her head.


      As she did, Denis walked in bearing good tidings. “I stopped by the artisan’s today, and it looks like the incense burner will be ready this afternoon! Isn’t that swell?”


      Everyone in the salon cheered.


      “Thank goodness!” Claire said. “I can’t wait to be home.”


      “We’ve been gone for ages now,” said Dion. “Honestly, I’m starting to worry about the mess waiting for us back at the lodge.”


      Claire agreed. Vik’s privileges afforded his chambers a measure of privacy that would make anyone but his entourage loath to enter, but when he and his close companions hadn’t been seen for days, there was every chance that the party would return home to an uproar.


      Yet Vik wasn’t concerned in the slightest. “I’m sure it’ll work out. If anyone would’ve noticed my absence and raised the alarm, it’d have been Lui—but she’s just as absent as the rest of us. And time passes differently in the real world. Though we’ve been here almost three months, that’s not even two days back home.”


      “That is true,” Claire said, “but I just don’t know, Vik.”


      She couldn’t help but worry. Were someone to see all six of us collapsed on the floor of Vik’s parlor, just think of the scandal.


      Vik chuckled at her look of consternation. “You think the court has time to go worrying about me? They have their hands full with Ignice. They don’t care what I get up to, so long as my guards are looking out for me. Relax.”


      “Are you sure I should?”


      “Absolutely.”


      Well, if he said it with such confidence, then perhaps she could. She reminded herself that he was no stranger to slipping out of the palace and that his guards were some of the finest knights in the land. The court must’ve been content to leave their crown prince otherwise unsupervised, and so Claire decided there was no point in worrying about it further.


      “Once you’re back, you’ll have your exams to take,” Lui said.


      “Yup. Which means studying all over again.” Vik looked far off into the distance.


      Lui scoffed. “Oh, you’ll be fine. You’ve had a surprising amount of prep these past few weeks.”


      “What’s that now?”


      What does she mean? Claire wondered. I thought alumni were not permitted to speak about the exams. Denis and Lui were allowed to accompany Vik to the retreat as guards but were forbidden to divulge any of the exams’ contents to him. However, that hadn’t stopped Lui from leaving cryptic remarks several times over the last few weeks, all of which piqued Claire’s curiosity. There was no point in asking Lui to explain, as the gag order would stop her. Yet Claire wondered and worried all the same. These were no ordinary exams, and rumor had it that students could fail and be held back, even at this late stage in their education. If only she knew what was on them!


      Vik changed the topic. “Well, I think it’s been a worthwhile trip. We got to see the day Claire learned her mother’s history and the time she purified the magic tornado. Oh, and we caught the tail end of that one tea party, didn’t we?”


      “Yes,” she said. “I suppose we did.”


      Vik might’ve read her mind. She only hoped she wasn’t too transparent, for—truth be told—she knew of other happy moments the friends might witness: a date with Vik, the ball in which he chose his future queen... But that was not to be, for if they stayed in the dreamworld long enough to watch these scenes, they would never make it home in time for the exams. I wonder if time stops in this dreamworld when none of us real people are in it, she thought. It’s possible, but I can’t be certain. Were Vik to know he’d miss these romantic occasions, he was sure to sulk. Best not to tell him, then.


      Claire averted her eyes and nodded. “It’s been a pleasure to share my memories with all of you.”


      “I’m glad to hear it. It’s been swell learning about your first life, although I never expected I’d wind up jealous of myself.”


      The guards chuckled. Claire paused before she joined in with a small giggle of her own. She felt guilty for keeping her pleasant memories a secret, and there was a curious little flutter in her stomach at Vik’s words.


      This morning, the entire company was assembled in the salon save Beatrice, who remained in her room upstairs. With the return to reality upon them, they set about packing for good.


      “We’d better set the cottage to rights before we leave,” said Vik.


      And speaking of packing... “Oh, Miss Claire!” said Gilbert. “I’m so sorry for breaking your incense burner all those weeks ago. I really shouldn’t have tried to play the gallant when I know it’s beyond me.”


      “Oh no, Prince Gilbert. Please don’t start apologizing again now!” Claire said.


      By the time she had assuaged Gilbert’s guilt once more and the preparations were complete, it was just past time for afternoon tea.


      Lui glanced at the clock and nodded to herself. “The incense burner should be ready.”


      “I know none of you are big, clumsy oafs like me,” Gilbert said, “but what if whoever goes to pick up the incense burner has an accident? Do let’s avoid that. Why don’t we all go to the artisan together? Then the moment we have the incense burner, we can return to reality.”


      His idea was a good one, and the group readily agreed. Without further ado, they departed the cottage that had served as home for the past several months. Once the incense burner was safely in their hands, it would be time to say goodbye to the dreamworld.


      “Er, everyone’s invisible but Princess Beatrice and me,” Gilbert pointed out, trying and not altogether succeeding at making himself unobtrusive too. He glanced at Beatrice.


      “True,” she said. “That just means the two of us will have to carry on a conversation. We’ll look awfully silly walking in silence.”


      “Er! Goodness, yes, I suppose. But, er...”


      Claire and Vik exchanged glances, surprised that the unsociable Beatrice was displaying such a spirit of teamwork in the interest of not being noticed. She has changed so much, Claire thought. She knew Beatrice wanted to avoid causing a stir that would lead to any accidental warping of Claire’s memories. That consideration and cooperative attitude were shocking when compared to the behavior she’d demonstrated when she was hell-bent on driving Claire and Vik apart.


      Before long, the company turned off the main boulevard into a lane and arrived at the artisan’s workshop. Lui and Denis had handled all previous appointments with the artisan, but with them in uniform, it fell on Gilbert to retrieve the incense burner alone. He trembled with nerves, but he needn’t have feared—Lui had, for once in her life, deigned to cast a ward on him.


      He returned shortly with the incense burner in hand. The little curio was right as rain.


      “H-Here, Miss Claire. You take it,” he said, stuttering from nerves.


      Claire lifted the item from the jittery prince’s hands and inspected it before giving him a brisk nod. “It is good as new,” she said. “I have every faith it will take us home.”


      “Then let’s not beat around the bush,” said Vik. “Shall we?”


      He took a quick look around and clapped a hand on Claire’s shoulder. The rest followed his lead to touch some part of her, none too eager to be left behind when the curio activated.


      It was only when everyone had a hand on Claire that Denis piped up. “Should we really do this in the middle of the street? I mean, it doesn’t matter for those of us in uniform, but it’d be a right shock to see Prince Gilbert and Princess Beatrice poof out of existence.”


      Now that he’d said that, Claire was concerned too. “Perhaps we might find a spot a tad less crowded, then.”


      “Right. Let’s do that,” said Vik.


      Claire began to look around, wondering where to take the incense burner, but her eyes stopped short when she glanced up the street. Oh my! she thought.


      “Claire?” Vik said.


      Oh, damn Vik for being so attentive! She normally appreciated how he caught every change in her mood, but for once, she wished he hadn’t noticed her tense up.


      “Pray ignore me,” she said. “It’s nothing.”


      But her eyes strayed up the street again. The wind teased a girl’s tresses of the same milk-tea hue that Claire saw in her mirror every morning. But the mirror girl’s hair went to her waist, and the girl on the street’s hair fell to her shoulders. She had on a dress that Claire remembered; it was one she’d worn in her first life. There was no mistaking it.


      I had a feeling, she thought. She hadn’t known for sure, but something inside her had told her today was the day. The day I went on my outing with Vik.


      In her first life, Claire had done herself up for a day out on the town with Lui, whose duties made such outings few and far between. Scheduling time with Lui was almost as hard as scheduling time with Vik, so Claire had been excited to spend an afternoon with her friend. But goodness! When she showed up at the appointed meeting place, who should she have found standing there but Vik!


      Oh heavens, present-day Claire thought. What do I do now? We can’t go down the street! We’ll run right into Vik and myself!


      Her alarm was so apparent that the rest of her friends took notice too. “What’s the matter, Claire?” said Lui, now concerned.


      “Nothing,” Claire said. “Oh, it’s nothing, only...”


      She had no choice. She had to tell her friends. She took a deep breath and—


      —was cut off by a gasp. “Hold on,” said Vik. “Who’s that with Claire? What in the blazes is going on here?”


      Oh no! Vik had been standing next to her just seconds ago, but now he’d vanished. She followed the sound of his voice and spotted him tucked out of sight behind a building at the end of the lane, frozen with shock.


      Oh goodness gracious me, she thought. The cat was out of the bag.


      She dashed over to him. “Vik, no! Vik, that’s you.”


      He looked at her, baffled. “Me? Are you sure?”


      “Yes, I’m quite positive.”


      “...Are you really?”


      “Yes, Vik.”


      She couldn’t entirely blame him for not believing her, as the Vik at first-life Claire’s elbow was a year younger than the current prince. But he hadn’t changed so much in a year’s time that he need grill her about it, surely?


      Feeling just as baffled herself, she leaned out of her hiding place and peered at the young couple. Ah! Now it all made sense. Young Claire’s beau lacked Vik’s shining golden locks or his fine apparel. Just who was this black-haired scoundrel?


      “Now I recall!” Claire said. “That is you, Vik. You’re simply in disguise.”


      “What? You mean, that boy with the black hair is me?”


      “Yes! Who else would it be?” Goodness, but Vik had thought he’d caught Claire taking up with another man! She had to explain at once. “Lui changed your hair so we could walk through town and not be recognized. And you wore different clothes, see?”


      “Huh. I do see.” Vik couldn’t tear his eyes away from the couple. “Are we on a date? It looks an awful lot like that to me.”


      “Oh?”


      That was odd. A date? she thought. I suppose it could look like a date, but it really wasn’t. We were just friends at the time. She and Vik hadn’t done anything she wouldn’t have done with any friend of her age: swapped tales from childhood, had a look in shops here and there, enjoyed a casual lunch. True, Vik had ended the day by taking her to a knoll outside town that he held dear, but he hadn’t made any advances on her. It was all perfectly platonic.


      So she didn’t quite agree with Vik’s assessment, but she recognized that the sight of their younger selves had left a strong impression on him. She watched as he regarded the young couple in animated conversation.


      Vik murmured to himself, “I’m glad.”


      “About what?”


      “That he’s— Well. I was a bit panicked, is all. Or that’s not the word. Jealous? I’m not sure how to put it, but I was well and truly upset for a moment there.”


      The thought of Claire with another man unnerved him so? She looked up and caught Vik’s eye.


      He looked down at her fondly. “That’s how much you mean to me,” he said. “Sometimes, I can’t believe how lucky I am that you’re mine.”


      Claire didn’t know what to say. One part of her was thrilled; the other, bashful.


      Behind her, Beatrice said out loud, “Is that Lady Claire?”


      Princess Beatrice, no! Claire thought. She wasn’t in uniform! The denizens of the dreamworld could see and hear her! Claire threw her a quick shushing gesture, and Beatrice quieted.


      Beatrice was no less shocked than Vik to see Claire’s disguised paramour; in fact, she looked tongue-tied. I’d best clear this up to everyone, Claire thought, but she couldn’t explain about Vik’s disguise when first-life Claire and Vik lingered just in earshot. The last thing she wanted was for Beatrice to arouse the pair’s attention with some inadvertent reaction. Beatrice was a princess from an empire that was a powerful player on the global stage. First-life Vik would recognize her in a trice.


      Beatrice shrank back, silent, and tiptoed over to Gilbert and the guards. With some concern, Claire watched her go, but Vik was more interested in the first-life couple.


      “Where are we going at this hour? It’s almost dark.”


      “You’re taking me to a hill overlooking the capital. Oh, the view at dusk was just beautiful, Vik.”


      “You mean it? I really took you there?”


      Claire nodded. She wasn’t sure why he was so startled. “Yes. We watched the sunset, and then you took me home. It wasn’t anything much.”


      “To you, maybe. I’d never say that hill isn’t ‘anything much...’ But never mind that now. I remember you mentioning I took you there once. Was this the occasion?”


      Why was he being so cryptic and so self-conscious in equal measure? She shook her head quickly to dismiss whatever strange idea he had. “It truly wasn’t anything extraordinary, Vik. It was a lovely outing, and that was all.”


      Vik threw her a knowing look. “I say we go watch those two on the hill. There’s something you ought to know, and my younger self would thank me if he knew I took you.”


      Just what was that supposed to mean? She didn’t understand what he was being so vague about, but if he thought it was that important, she was loath to argue.




      Gilbert and Beatrice’s visibility prevented them from tailing the couple, so Lui stayed behind to chaperone as Vik, Claire, Denis, and Dion hurried to the hill. They mounted the stone steps that Claire remembered from her previous life. The setting sun reddened by degrees, casting the company’s slanting shadows across the ground.


      Goodness! Claire thought. When she turned to face the breeze blowing at her back, there was the entire city laid out before her. Homes and shops spread in all directions from the base of the stone steps, and far off in the distance twinkled the sea.


      Vik says this hill is his special place, she thought. It was not hard to imagine why he cherished it, for when his destiny had been set for him since birth, this view served as a powerful reminder of the importance of his subjects, as well as his own identity as just another person.


      Vik started forward and, noticing that Claire was not following, turned to offer her his hand. She took it—it was warm. He pulled her up to the crest of the hill, where two figures stood admiring the twilight city: Vik and Claire. Above them, the sky darkened to deepest indigo even while the tips of buildings remained tinged with orange.


      She watched first-life Claire and Vik exchange a smile. Night was drawing on, bringing with it a chill upon the wind, but the cold failed to bother the couple. They dazzled her. They were lost to her now, these younger selves, and the more she thought of them, the more precious and in need of preservation they seemed.


      Next to her, she heard Vik faintly gulp. On any other day, Vik would suggest we step closer and hear what they’re talking about, she knew. But not today. Today, he cared too much about the dreamworld pair’s privacy, and his kindness made her smile.


      “We can move up a bit if you’d like,” she whispered.


      “No,” he said. “Let’s stay right here.”


      “Well, if you insist.”


      So she faded into the background instead and stood sentinel over her younger self. She could not hear the contents of the young couple’s conversation, but something in their demeanor challenged the belief that she and Vik had really just been friends after all. Although I could’ve sworn our intentions were platonic at the time, she thought. It hadn’t occurred to her to care how their relationship would appear to anyone except them, but with the ball—and everything the ball symbolized to her—looming just ahead, she started to rue her younger self’s negligence towards feelings. Whose feelings? Well, Vik’s, of course. But also her own.


      She squeezed Vik’s hand unconsciously. He remained beside her as a comforting presence.




      At length, first-life Claire and Vik headed for home. Younger Claire smiled, turned her back on the twilight-covered city, and began to pick her way down the slope. As she did, first-life Vik paused—and did something second-life Claire had never noticed. Hmm? she thought.


      When he followed Claire at last, he lingered a pace or two behind. Had he dropped something, perhaps? But no, that wasn’t it. There was something in his jacket pocket that preoccupied him. Now he was slipping his hand into the pocket and glancing down to make sure the object hadn’t run away. What is it? Claire wondered.


      It looked to her like an envelope. The dim light of dusk made it difficult to ascertain the color, but she could’ve sworn she’d seen that envelope somewhere before.


      Next to her, her fiancé muttered to himself, “That’s her invitation, isn’t it?”


      It took Claire a few seconds to place what that meant. Then she gasped.
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      The significance hit Claire all at once. Her voice quivered; her cheeks heated; the hands she had pressed to her mouth chilled; all other sensation blurred to numbness. Her thoughts whirled so quickly her head felt ready to explode.


      When she managed to speak at last, she said, “My invitation to the ball where you...you would choose your future bride? When... When you told me you loved me, I was so shocked. I thought it was all so sudden.”


      “Yes.”


      “But... But it wasn’t sudden at all, was it?”


      “No.”


      Vik’s voice was so very, very gentle that it made her heart sing. Oh, but she wanted to cry. She wanted to run, to jump, to fly across the ground after the departing pair, to stop them, to make them turn back and face each other—


      But she didn’t.


      “I...” she began.


      Vik couldn’t bear to see her struggle alone and took her into his arms. Oh, such gentle arms. Such supportive hands stroking her back.


      “Did those two finally tell each other their feelings at the ball?”


      Claire couldn’t speak. She simply nodded.


      Vik’s voice floated over her, as soothing as a parent rocking a baby. “Then there’s nothing to fear. So what if they missed their opportunity now? My first-life self will tell his Claire he loves her eventually. I have faith in him.”


      Again, Claire could only nod. That’s true, she thought. It will work out all right in the end. It’s only a bit shocking for me now, that’s all.


      Or so she told herself in her head, but her heart refused to believe it. The past was lost to her; so, too, was the future that would’ve belonged to the first-life pair. What if Vik hadn’t waited? What if Claire knew he loved her now? Perhaps things could’ve been different. Perhaps Charlotte could’ve been thwarted before she abused her powers. Perhaps, perhaps, perhaps—


      But Claire turned away from all those perhapses. I’ve already made my decision, she thought. Yes, I’m surprised to find that everything could’ve been different, that I could’ve been with Vik sooner. But I’m with Vik now—Vik and all our friends—and I have to put our own well-being first. I don’t want anyone taking him away from me or denying our love. It’s my love for him that makes my heart hurt now.


      She had never wanted to rank her two princes, to pit them against one another—and yet she had. She so clearly had, and in choosing one over the other, she’d broken a part of her heart.


      Wiping away her tears, she turned forward and managed a smile.


      “You may not have invited me, but you stopped at nothing to see me attend your ball and become your bride,” she told Vik. “I was no more than Lady Isabella’s chaperone, and you brought me straight to His Majesty the King.”


      “Stopped at nothing, pah,” he said. “I about trampled on every societal convention there is. Which sounds just like me, doesn’t it?”


      “It does,” she said, looking up to meet his eyes. “Everything about it was so quintessentially you.”


      A shadow fell across his face. “Sounds like I have grounds to be jealous after all.”


      At first, she thought he meant it as a quip, but when his voice quavered on the final syllable, she realized it was no joke at all.


      “Well,” she said, and her heart ached. “Perhaps you do.”


      Tears pricked Vik’s emerald-green eyes. In their depths, she saw his heartache too.




      “Sorry we took so long,” Vik said, turning into the lane where the others sat waiting patiently.


      “Yes! I’m terribly sorry,” Claire said.


      She knew they’d been gone for ages, but her friends didn’t seem to mind. Lui, for one, looked perfectly comfortable leaning up against a wall of someone’s home, the incense burner secure in her arms.


      “There you are,” she said. “We saw the other two of you pass by just a bit ago. Here’s the incense burner, by the way.”


      “Thank you for holding on to it for me, Lui. You’re such a big help.”


      Denis looked up the street past where the other Claire and Vik had gone. “You know,” he said, “those two are awfully chummy. I’m so used to seeing you lovebirds that I forgot what it’s like to see a pair who’re just friends!”


      Ouch. Claire felt that one like a stab in the heart.


      “Har-dee-har,” said Vik. “You sure get a kick out of other me’s unrequited affections. Mind your own business, will you?”


      Denis laughed. “Are you kidding me? Here’s a man who everyone in the kingdom loves and adores—and Claire’s spurned his suit before it even began! Way to go, Claire.”


      For once, Denis’s jokes inspired rather mixed feelings in Claire. It’s my fault for drawing a line between us, she thought. In her first life, the announcement that Vik was searching for a future queen had come with a realization that she and he lived in two very different worlds. Claire had been forced to confront her feelings. Did she have no romantic inclinations towards the prince at all? Perhaps not, but she’d pretended otherwise for the sake of her poor heart.


      And if she’d sent any message to Vik on that fateful twilight, it was this: I don’t need anyone else but me.




      “Did you know? The girl I am a governess for, Lady Isabella, received an invitation to the ball next month. I’m not sure how much help I can really be, but I’d like to do what little I can so it’ll all eventually add up into something bigger. My first goal is to make her appearance at the ball a success. She’s such a lovely, regal young lady, but she’s ever so worried about her conduct. Your Highness, if you see her there, will you please be kind to her?” 




      What nonsense! It was ridiculous to pretend she had no feelings for him, no heartache at all! Why, it pained her so much to think about that she hesitated to remember it. In her efforts to gain the strength she would need for an independent life, she’d failed to recognize how dear Vik had become to her. How had Claire noticed this only now? What a fool she’d been!


      But it’s all just memories now, she thought. As sentimental as these recollections might’ve made her, the only world that mattered was the here and now. And now Vik knew her pain. At last, he could heal her wounds.


      Claire smiled at Denis, who knew nothing and was only making jokes out of ignorance, really. “Vik was a dear friend, yes. You were all dear friends to me in my first life.”


      Vik hesitated. “Yeah. That’s what it looked like to me too,” he said at last.


      “Yes, indeed.”


      She saw in his eyes the same heartbreak in hers, and that was enough to lift her spirits.


      “Well now,” she said. “Who’s ready to go home?”


      “We are!”


      At Vik’s hearty reply, the group clustered around Claire. She took the incense burner from Lui and held it in both hands to channel magic into it. Rainbow smoke burbled up out of the top, and a thin beam of light speckled with tiny sparkling motes traveled up into the darkened sky. In moments, the world turned white and indistinct.


      Claire’s heart went out to this fading world of so many memories. Thank you, she thought, for this beautiful dream. And once the thought had crossed her mind, she knew no more.




      Claire and her companions returned home to the stark reality of exam prep.


      “Oh goodness!” said Claire. “Try as I might’ve not to think about it, we’ve got our exams first thing tomorrow morning!”


      “What do you mean, you tried not to think about it?” Vik said. “You were studying nonstop in the dreamworld.”


      “Yes, but I didn’t have all my notes and textbooks!”


      Having made a beeline for the library upon waking, Claire covered a desk with study materials and buckled down to work, conscious of the eyes drawn to her on account of her whispered conversation with Vik. The library was packed with students cramming as frantically as she, and disturbing the silence was strictly forbidden. Claire quieted accordingly.


      The graduation exam retreat consisted of two parts, which totaled about four weeks in all. For the first half of the retreat, students were expected to compose and submit a thesis. Then, following a three-day break, students would proceed to the second half of the exams, a gauntlet of written and practical tests.


      Claire and Vik had entered the dreamworld during that short three-day break, and it was now the third day of said break. With the festivities of the post-thesis celebration behind them, the exams looming on the morrow were all anyone could think about.


      I haven’t the faintest idea what the practical exams might entail, Claire thought, but I’ve heard the written ones will cover the things we’ve learned in lessons. That’s some comfort. Only, it’s been almost three months since my last lesson, thanks to that stay in the dreamworld. Oh dear, but I must relearn as much as I can!


      She cracked open her textbook. Just as she did, however, a girl looking in at the door uttered a delighted shriek.


      “Lady Claire! Oh good heavens. I haven’t seen you in days! You had me worried, my dear.”


      The girl was Lydia, her face a deathly white. The moment Claire saw her, everything came back in a rush, and she was instantly guilty. Why, but I haven’t seen Lydia since the party! Her dear friend was such a kindly, altruistic soul that it would have worried her something terrible to have seen neither hide nor hair of Claire for three days.


      Claire couldn’t go into detail about her absence, but she felt she should issue an apology at the very least. In a low voice, she said, “Lady Lydia, I’m sorry for causing you a fright. I was with Prince Vik in his chambers, er...studying for...for three days...”


      It was such a bald-faced lie that she hadn’t the courage to meet Lydia’s eyes, but Lydia accepted it readily enough.


      “I don’t blame you one bit,” she said. “We only have one graduation exam, and it is awfully nice to be away from the capital for a change! You and the prince so rarely have an opportunity to spend all day together that I shouldn’t wonder you’d want a bit of alone time.”


      “Oh no! Perish the thought.”


      “Two sweethearts studying together! Isn’t that just darling? And you had Sir Lui with you, you lucky thing. You can keep your old prince, but I’d have done anything to have Sir Lui help me cram.”


      It was hard to argue against such conviction, although Vik—an old friend of Lydia’s—put in, “I can hear you, you know.”


      When he scowled at her, Lydia suddenly remembered she had something of more importance to attend to and stepped closer to whisper in Claire’s ear. “Have you heard? Princess Beatrice has awoken. Have you been able to get in to see her yet?”


      “No, I haven’t.”


      “They say she might’ve cast her curse on someone. I don’t know what that’ll mean for her, but it’s worrying, isn’t it?”


      “Certainly.”


      Claire and Vik exchanged glances, and Claire internally sighed. Beatrice, laid low in the infirmary since her failed attempt to curse Claire, had come around with the rest of them. Claire had gone to the infirmary straight after waking but had been turned away at the door. On the professors’ insistence, Beatrice was not allowed visitors, given the likelihood that she had cursed one of their number at the retreat. Even Vik could not gain entrance to her sickroom. All he could learn was that a careful investigation would be conducted once the exams were behind them, and only then would the king decide Beatrice’s fate.


      “His Majesty will wait until the official report is in before he passes judgment,” Vik whispered to Claire. “A hasty decision will only cause friction with Ignice, so for the time being, she’s allowed to sit her exams.”


      “Which means we won’t have a chance to see her until the practical exams.”


      “Correct.”


      She nodded. Should it come out that Beatrice cursed a prince of Lupty or made an attempt on our own crown prince’s fiancée, it’ll snowball into a diplomatic incident. Still, it was some comfort that Beatrice hadn’t been barred from the exams themselves. Beatrice had sworn to do better, and after all their time together, Claire thought she really meant it. In fact, she was sure Beatrice hadn’t spoken so much as a single lie to her.


      When the results from the official investigation come out, I’ll see if I can’t speak to Princess Beatrice again. There might be some way to help her once she’s home in Ignice.


      But that would have to wait. For now, all Claire could do was cram for tomorrow’s exam.

    

  

  
    
      Interlude: To Each Their Own Evening


      With the second half of the graduation exams beginning on the morrow, Vik fell headfirst onto his bed in his none too modest quarters. There was much on his mind tonight.


      Denis and Lui sat in the two chairs next to the bed and discussed tomorrow’s plans. This was their habit most every night, but having only now returned to the real world, they let the conversation run long this evening. It didn’t help that, old friends as they were, jokes kept worming their way into more serious discussions.


      Vik watched them from his spot on the bed, but while he looked straight at Denis and Lui, his eyes went right through them. “I wish Keith were here,” he said. “I need to talk to him.”


      “What’s that now?” said Lui.


      “Are we not good enough for you?” Denis teased him.


      Vik shouldn’t have expected any other reaction from his friends, especially when they had no exams of their own to worry about. He grinned and heaved himself up into a cross-legged position.


      “You’re fine,” he said. “Keith’s just better for this sort of thing.”


      “What sort of thing?”


      “Did something happen right before we left Claire’s memories?”


      Vik grinned wryly at the guards. “Sort of. I’d already heard about it from Claire, but hearing it was one thing and seeing it another.”


      “Something from Claire’s first life?”


      “Yeah. I didn’t realize how difficult it was for Claire to abandon everything she’d worked for. Sure, it was to save us all, to prevent a war... But I think it broke her heart worse than I’d imagined.”


      Lui and Denis fell silent, their thoughts turning to Claire. Keith might’ve been Vik’s confidant of choice, but the other two retainers knew Vik and Claire just as well. They could picture the situation clearly.


      I still wish Keith were here, though, thought Vik. I’ve told him all my troubles since I was a kid.


      Despite his worries for his absent retainer, Vik smiled. “Now I want to take even better care of Claire.”


      “Good!” said Denis.


      “Yes,” Lui said. “You should.”


      The guards applauded, and their support cheered Vik. With the exams resuming tomorrow, he could only hope no further troubles presented themselves.


      ⸙⸙⸙


      The infirmary was located in the lodge’s cellar, a dank, unpleasant place to spend the last night of the mid-exam break. But such was Beatrice’s lot.


      “What a fine mess I’ve woken up to!” she grumbled to herself.


      She had expected to open her eyes and find herself tucked into bed in her chambers, Nery hovering at the bedside, just as she would after every other curse casting. Yes, she’d known that her attempt on Claire had failed, but so what? Surely while she was out cold, someone from Ignice had come and collected her. She knew her offense was just cause to have her sent back to the empire in disgrace, but even that, she thought, wouldn’t happen until the exams were over. Being apprehended while she was unconscious and locked up in the infirmary was the last thing she had planned for; unfortunately, this was only the beginning of the nasty surprises in store for her.


      “Oh, I know casting my curse is a serious crime, but really? They’re considering failing me if the investigation results determine that I did it! I can’t believe it.”


      Her shoulders slumped. The professors had told her she could sit her exams here in the infirmary, but a fat load of good that would be if her scores were wiped afterward. It didn’t help that the professors were wary of her curse and had restricted her to having only a handful of visitors. Naturally, the important personages of Vik and Claire had not made the list.


      “I thought that if I could just pass my lessons at a prestigious institute, I could finally win the court’s trust. Then I could’ve sent for my mother and brought her to live with me in the palace.”


      But now Beatrice’s situation was so hopeless that all the blood had drained from her face. She felt on the verge of passing out.


      Yet she managed to rally once more. Claire Martino’s courage had given her the resolve to change, and she wasn’t going to sit around when there was a stark reality to face.


      She found the bag Nery had brought to her infirmary bed and pulled out a white envelope. It had come from the Crown Prince of Ignice while Beatrice was out cold.


      Heart sinking, she tore open the envelope and read the latest in point-blank orders from her brother:




      The Crown Prince of Paffuto’s fiancée, Claire Martino, has a special magical curio in the form of an incense burner. You’re to steal it and bring it back to me.


      If you succeed, I shall overlook your failure at the graduation exams.


      I have changed the members of your entourage to facilitate the execution of this mission. I will be watching. Once the incense burner is in your possession, someone will come to retrieve you.




      “He wants me to bring him the incense burner?” Beatrice said.


      She knew exactly which curio he meant. It could only be the one that had sent her to and from Claire’s dreamworld.


      “So that was a rare magical curio,” she said. “I thought it might’ve been.”


      Curios were a common fixture in the lives of Igniceans, particularly for those with little or no magical powers at all. Beatrice, no great mage herself, had used many curios in her life, so the existence of a world-hopping incense burner hadn’t come as much of a surprise.


      After she memorized the contents of the letter, she lit it on fire and watched it disintegrate. “If I just bring my brother the burner, he’ll finally acknowledge me as a princess. The court will forgive me for bombing my mission. My mother can finally come live with me! Everything I’ve wanted can be mine.”


      She could see herself there already. All she had to do was pluck up the courage to steal the burner.


      But wouldn’t that put her back at square one? She’d only be under her brother’s thumb again, always trying to guess what would please him best. She wouldn’t be saving her dear mother by herself like she’d promised she would. Hadn’t Claire appeared so stunning to her because Beatrice hated this vicious cycle? Hadn’t she wanted to be like Claire and rebel against Maxim?


      “But my brother terrifies me,” she said. “Him and the Church both. I don’t know what they’re planning. They say they only want the incense burner, but is that the extent of it?”


      Knowing Maxim, she could easily imagine they’d kidnap Claire and force her to use the incense burner however they pleased.


      Not long ago, Beatrice had believed wholeheartedly that the ends justified the means. If someone had to die or have their future wrested from them to see her mother safely ensconced in the palace, then so be it. So what could she do now? Nothing. It was too late to try and do good, even if she wanted to.


      An image flashed through her mind, and Beatrice bit her lip. I saw Lady Claire talking to a man with black hair on our last day in the dream. She and he looked awfully close, and even if the others say they’re just friends, I don’t believe it one bit. Friends don’t carry on like that. I wonder who this other beau of hers is.


      It was odd to think of sweet, saintly Claire on such intimate terms with a man who wasn’t Vik. There was some story there, surely, but what? Once, Beatrice might’ve been incensed at the affront to Vik’s honor and labeled Claire a trollop, but Beatrice had more sympathy now. She knew that there must be more to this situation than met the eye.


      But what if I played this straight? she thought. The lord prophet and my brother don’t need to know that I’ve had a change of heart. I could publicly accuse Lady Claire of infidelity, and then my brother will never find out that I’m on her side. Yet would he believe it?


      She stared down at the infirmary floor, the sterile setting so incongruous with the rest of the old manor house. She sighed. No, that won’t do. Oh, my head’s been a mess ever since I woke up! I can’t think straight!


      An odd, unsettling sensation stole over her. She felt like something was dragging her into a bone-chilling darkness. An ominous black mist spilled out of her, and by the time she noticed what was happening and frantically looked around, it was too late. Her heart felt leaden, dark, and cold.


      What was going on? None of it made any sense to her. She fumbled for Nery’s bag until she found a curio that Ignice had sent to her while she slumbered. An ordinary rectangular box upon first blush, the curio had been created by an artificer at the behest of the prophet of Ignealism, whom Maxim so revered. It was covered with a ward so powerful that it rivaled one the prophet, himself a bearer of silver magic, could create. The ward protected anything placed inside the box and teleported the prophet to the box’s location should danger threaten. Beatrice thought she’d never need to use that function, but she recognized the box’s principal purpose. Even someone like her with little magical ability could safeguard a treasured possession with this box.


      I will be watching. Once the incense burner is in your possession, someone will come to retrieve you, she remembered Maxim writing. But why would that be necessary? If all Maxim wanted was the incense burner, she could put it in the box and have it in the hands of the Church with zero need for returning to Ignice herself. Why come collect me? she thought. They must have some other use for me. But what?


      Claire’s kind, noble smile needled at the back of her mind. She sensed some dreadful possibility taking shape, and it made a chill run down her spine. The Church would stop at nothing to achieve its goals.


      She covered her mouth with her trembling hand and thought as hard as she could. “What can I do? What can I do?”


      A voice she’d never heard before crawled across the infirmary floor, and all around her, the cold darkness closed in.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 30


      Testing began promptly the day after Claire and her companions returned to the real world. For an entire week, the Academy’s prospective grads spent every day holed up in the lecture halls, sitting paper exams on everything covered in their three years of school.


      Then, at last, the written exams were done. On that seventh night, Claire, Vik, and the guards shared a meal in the lodge’s dining hall. After a week’s worth of fussing and fretting over tests, the friends were exhausted in brain and body both.


      “Good god but I’m tired,” said Vik.


      “Are you all right?” Claire asked him. “I’m exhausted too, goodness knows.”


      “Why don’t you have Lui cast a spell on you? She could sap all your exhaustion away and have you feeling better in no time.”


      “Oh, I just couldn’t. It wouldn’t be fair to the others. Maybe when the exams are over, but not now.”


      “You and your honest streak.” Vik snickered.


      It had been a long week of nonstop exam papers; now, Claire’s head felt like it was stuffed with cotton. Yet she didn’t have the luxury of whining about it for long.


      “The practical exams start tomorrow,” she said. “I’m so nervous. They haven’t told us what we’re to be tested on.”


      “If it helps, you can ignore what I said about looking after Princess Beatrice,” Vik said. “At least until the exams are over.”


      That was kind of him to offer. Claire nodded. “Thank you. But I’d still like to keep an eye on her as best I can.”


      “‘As best I can,’” Vik repeated. “Claire, there’s such a thing as being too conscientious.”


      Presently, he changed the subject. “So tell me, Denis and Lui. What’s on the practical exams?”


      Although he gave them his most princely expression, his retainers clammed up.


      “Can’t say, Your Highness,” responded Lui. “I’m not allowed.”


      Denis added, “My lips are sealed too.”


      The Academy alumni never budged, not now and not earlier when Vik had first asked. The Academy is so strict about its exam materials, Claire thought, but there wasn’t anything especially noteworthy in our theses or the written exams. I fear that means the gag order was instated for the practical exam.


      The Academy’s curriculum was impressive in its depth and breadth alike. Claire assumed the remaining portion of the graduation exams would be no less comprehensive, but how exactly that would be achieved, she could scarce guess.


      “Our lessons have always been sensible and proper in order to prepare us for our futures in the highest echelons of society,” Claire said. “I wonder if this last exam will go against the grain and test whether we have such an unshakable foundation as we think.”


      Denis looked amazed. “Spot on! You’re sharp as a tack, Claire.”


      “Don’t give her information, Denis,” said Lui. “You’re too soft on Claire.”


      “Well, so are you.”


      Claire noticed Professor Cheinz, one of the magic instructors and her private tutor, setting up something at the other end of the dining hall behind Lui and Denis.


      “Is he making a shield?” she said to Lui.


      Professor Cheinz overheard. “That is correct,” he said.


      “Oh! I’m so sorry, professor.”


      “No, no,” he replied, adopting the same tone he used when applauding a correct answer in class. “No need to apologize. This is a special shield for the upcoming exams.”


      “Oh? Might I ask what makes it special?”


      Professor Cheinz shook his head and smiled cryptically. “I fear you may not. That’ll be something to look forward to tomorrow, now won’t it? But let me give you a hint—a big one, now. No one will be able to break this shield unless they have a stronger magical color and much, much more magical power than me.”


      “How fascinating.” It sounded like she could break the shield. Would that affect her exam score?


      The professor must have been thinking the same thing, for he smiled at her. “Do you know why I told you that?”


      Claire shook her head. “I’m afraid I don’t.”


      Professor Cheinz pointed to a sigil drawn onto the floor. “As you have the ability to break my shield, I would like you to add your magic to it. That will prevent you from using your magic inside the shield, which is the last step in preparing for the exam.”


      The shield needs my magic too? Claire thought, surprised. She couldn’t refuse a direct order from her instructor, so she said, “Yes, Professor.”


      Nodding, she placed her hand inside the sigil and channeled magic into it. The sigil expanded with a flash of red light before reverting to the same color as the floorboards. Now, only those who had seen the flash would know the sigil was ever there. It blended in perfectly with its surroundings.


      “There,” said Professor Cheinz. “That takes care of the shield. Here’s looking forward to tomorrow’s exams, students.”


      He flashed his pupils a meaningful grin and departed the dining hall.


      Claire and Vik exchanged glances. “Now I’m more curious than ever about the exam,” she said.


      “Same. Lui, I order you to give me a hint. Anything will do.”


      “You know I can’t,” said Lui.


      “Yeah,” said Denis. “We don’t want to be told off.”


      For all Vik’s efforts to strong-arm his retainers into spilling exam secrets, the guards remained singularly unruffled. It wasn’t a good look for a crown prince, but it did help with Claire’s anxiety.




      The students assembled in the rear courtyard the following morning, wearing matching uniforms and worried frowns.


      “Allow me to explain the practical exam you are about to take,” said the professor proctoring the test.


      I wonder what it could be, Claire thought. All the whispering and murmuring died out at once.


      Claire could tell that her classmates were as tense as she was, but that nervous energy turned to surprise when the professor said, “Your task will be to collect these orbs.”


      I beg your pardon? thought Claire. Around her, many of her friends mirrored her confused head tilt; presumably, the teacher saw this reaction every year, as he did not miss a beat.


      “You will be divided up into groups of four. Each professor overseeing this exam will have orbs of different colors, and your task is to work within your groups to acquire as many orbs as possible before time is up. Points will be awarded according to the number of orbs held at the end of the exam. These points will be added to your final marks.”


      When the professor had finished speaking, the student body visibly relaxed.


      “What, is that all?” a boy behind Claire said.


      “So we just have to go from professor to professor?” said his friend. “I bet finding the professors is the hard part. We’ll have to put our thinking caps on or try a few spells. But that’s nothing we can’t handle, surely.”


      A girl whispered to her neighbor, “I wonder what group we’ll be in!”


      Claire heard similar mutterings from all around her, but she still felt uneasy. “I just don’t know,” she told Vik. “Even supposing we’ll need to use the things we’ve learned from lessons, this sounds too easy.”


      “Yeah. There has to be a trick.”


      She nodded and looked past him to Lui and Denis, standing at a slight distance but keeping a watchful eye on their charge. The guards made no move to intervene or advise. Evidently, Claire and Vik were on their own.


      The instructor cut through the chatter with one final comment. “Each professor will have ten orbs, and there are four professors overseeing this exam. This means you have no more than forty orbs to compete for.”


      At once, the laughter evaporated. It was so quiet in the courtyard that Claire could’ve heard a pin drop. There were over two hundred students sitting this exam! Only forty orbs for all of them? Why, some of us are bound to fail! she thought. A fine thesis and stellar marks on the written exam might make up for a zero on the practical, but for students like her who wanted to pass with honors, earning points in this exam was a matter of life and death. She was sure that one orb would not be enough. She would have to earn an orb from each of the four professors.


      Now it was obvious just how challenging the exam would be.


      “It’s a competition!” one of the boys behind Claire hissed. “The whole point is to try to take each other’s orbs.”


      “Yeah,” said his friend. “Forget getting orbs from the professors. We’ll need to focus our energies on protecting the orbs we already have.”


      Claire glanced over at Vik, her face white. He didn’t look shaken at all; in fact, he was eyeing his rule-abiding guards with newfound understanding. “I see now,” he said. “That’s why Lui didn’t get top marks in the practical exam. Ha! This is going to be fun.”


      Lui stared straight ahead, ignoring Vik’s comment, but Denis grinned and waved. Well, never mind about them. Claire didn’t have the time to think about two people who had already completed the exam when her graduation was on the line.




      Panicking solved nothing, but it did distract her until the pupils had been sorted into their groups. Claire wound up in a group with Beatrice, Lydia, and Dion. The professors had arranged for students of various skill levels to work together such that the top students didn’t sweep the competition.


      Lydia eyed Vik’s group sadly. “It’s such a shame you and Prince Vik are forced to part, Lady Claire.”


      “I don’t mind,” she said. “It’s just an exam.”


      “You don’t? My.”


      Lydia looked like she didn’t quite believe Claire, and who could blame her? For all Lydia knew, Claire had been inseparable from Vik for the last three days. Claire would’ve denied it, but with Dion smiling at her just as broadly as Lydia was now, Claire knew the battle was lost before it had begun. She pulled a face and moved on.


      Turning to Beatrice, she said, “It’s a pleasure to be in the same group, Princess Beatrice. Best of luck to both of us.”


      Beatrice hesitated before flashing her a small, somewhat cryptic smile. “The pleasure’s all mine.”


      Something was different about Beatrice today, but Claire couldn’t put her finger on what. Was Princess Beatrice this subdued just a few days ago? I rather thought she was warming to me at the cottage.


      Ignoring the strange look Claire threw her, Beatrice indicated the paper the professors had passed around. “Well, let’s not waste any more time. We’ve got a strategy to work out, and I, for one, want top marks.”


      “Let’s,” said Lydia. “Shall we make introductions? Lydia Carrere, at your service.”


      “Charmed, I’m sure,” said Beatrice.


      Lydia was blissfully ignorant of the connection between Claire and Beatrice. With the investigation still ongoing, Beatrice was allowed to take the practical exam, and the rest of the student body had yet to be alerted that she may have tried to curse Claire.


      Claire watched Beatrice while Lydia outlined their game plan. Yes, something was different indeed. She hadn’t behaved anything like this in the dreamworld, and her smile hadn’t been so forced. Just then—


      Claire flinched. For a second there, she could’ve sworn she’d seen a swirl of black mist around Beatrice. But it vanished as soon as it had appeared, leaving Claire to wonder if she had only imagined it.


      Meanwhile, Lydia unfurled a map of the grounds. “As the group leader, I asked the professor for more information. The professors are scattered about, all around the manor house and the nearby mountains—with everything under a large shield. No magic above a certain threshold is allowed inside the lodge to protect the building, but anything goes outdoors.”


      “Oh! I see,” said Dion. “The wards on our uniform were for the practical exam all along. They’ll make sure no one gets hurt even if it does come to blows.”


      Claire nodded. “That does clear things up. I thought it strange our uniforms came equipped with special wards.”


      Lydia turned to Claire. “I fear the lack of magic indoors poses a problem for us. We three are whizzes at magic, but we’re no good in a fight. I suppose we could cast blinding spells, but what’ll we do if real bruisers come at us? We’ll have no means to defend ourselves or fight back.”


      “Indeed.”


      “We three” meant Claire, Lydia, and Dion. It wasn’t the done thing to share one’s magical color, but attending many classes together had given the trio a fair picture of one another’s capabilities. All three were skilled mages but could not hold their own in a pitched battle, and if that was clear to them, it would be just as clear to their rival classmates.


      I’m afraid I’m not much of a swordswoman yet, Claire thought. She remembered Lui’s cheerful comment that fencing lessons would prove helpful on the practical exam. This must have been what Lui was referring to.


      Few pupils at the Royal Academy drilled in sword and sorcery both. Really, the only examples Claire could think of were Vik’s guards. She knew several of her classmates aspired to study at the Knights’ Academy following graduation, but even they had no true combat experience. She doubted that any of her peers could fight well and wondered just what this competition would devolve into.


      Beatrice’s expression was neutral. “So be it. Once we acquire our first orb, we should leave the lodge and hide it somewhere in the hills. In fact, I suggest we scope out a good hiding spot first.”


      “An excellent idea,” said Lydia. “Say, did I hear correctly that you have a curse? Could you swap bodies with a professor who isn’t proctoring the exams and hide an orb on your person?”


      Lydia hadn’t meant anything by the suggestion, but Beatrice pulled a guilty frown all the same. “I’m afraid I can’t,” she said. “It’s the wards on our uniforms, you see. I can’t curse anyone with a ward on, but I do apologize for the inconvenience.”


      “Why, no! Think nothing of it. I’m terribly sorry for my rude suggestion, Your Highness.”


      Beatrice accepted the apology with a gracious smile. It was an innocuous exchange, and Claire might have thought it the beginning of a beautiful friendship if not for the niggling sense that something was wrong. Vik told me not to mind about Princess Beatrice until the exams are over, but I just can’t, she thought. I wish I was only imagining things. She doesn’t seem herself.


      Perhaps it was a stroke of luck that she and Beatrice were in the same group. If her prophetic vision was any indication, fate would have it that Beatrice’s descent into darkness would occur right here in Paffuto.




      Such was the first day of the practical exam. Following the professor’s explanation of the rules, the students dispersed and set about their task. This was easier said than done, for the exam took place over an enormous area. The tracking and targeting spells learned in lessons would’ve served in other scenarios, but for lack of magic, the entire student body found the task devilishly difficult. No one managed to obtain a single orb, and Claire’s group was no exception.


      “What’s the problem?” Dion said. “I thought finding the professors would be child’s play for you, Claire.”


      The question was meant innocently, but it depressed Claire all the same. “If only it was,” she said. “The professors are simply too well hidden. We should have expected as much, I suppose.”


      She was sure that she could have sniffed out her classmates with her ability to sense magic. She might not have been as astute as Lui, but her powers were impressive all the same. Yet, with so much riding on these exams, the professors had spared no effort concealing themselves and their powers. Finding their first orb would ultimately come down to luck.


      And from there, the real battle begins, thought Claire. Fighting our classmates for orbs.


      “It would’ve been nice if we could’ve found the professors through magical means,” said Lydia. “But if it’s any consolation, I’m sure the others are struggling just as bad or worse.”


      She knew that Claire was a powerful mage, and she smiled to cheer up her dispirited friend before passing her a blanket.


      “Why don’t we head to bed?” she said. “We’ll want to keep up our strength, as this is a long exam.”


      “Yes,” said Claire. “You’re right.”


      All group members were to share the same quarters until the exam was complete. That evening, the rooms were swapped around, with each student moving his or her belongings into their respective group’s suite. In Claire’s group, she, Beatrice, and Lydia shared one bedroom while Dion, being a boy, slept alone in the room next door.


      The new arrangement made Claire sigh. “I fear this is just another facet of the exams. The professors must want us to room together so we can guard our group’s orbs in our sleep.”


      “Why, that just might be,” said Lydia. “The professors told us we had one week to collect the orbs, but they never specified a daily start or end time.”


      “Once groups begin earning their first orbs, it may be irresponsible to sleep at night.”


      As she and Lydia went to bed, Claire watched Beatrice alone at the other end of the room, penning a letter. A report for the empire, no doubt, she thought. She was curious, but she knew better than to pry.


      Instead, she closed her eyes. Would her group be able to find any orbs? Would she manage to earn good marks on her exams? The worries plagued her until she drifted off to sleep.




      Bright and early on day two, Claire’s group made good on their strategy and went into the hills to find a proper hiding spot. The lodge was in a densely wooded, mountainous region, and hiding spots abounded. But then again, wasn’t that the problem?


      “With grounds so large, the professors could be anywhere,” said Dion.


      A collective groan passed around the group. Dion was right.


      “Between the lodge and the grounds, we have quite a search on our hands,” said Claire. “Certainly, the four professors wouldn’t be grouped together either. I don’t have much confidence we’ll find any of them.”


      Beatrice and Lydia nodded.


      “A hiding place for an orb does us little good when we’ve no orbs at all,” said Lydia.


      “Why don’t we split up?” suggested Beatrice. “That might be fastest.”


      Beatrice was not the only one to have reached this conclusion. Yesterday, when the groups had only just been formed, most of the students moved in packs, but quite a few had taken off on their own this morning. Divide and conquer was, Claire assumed, the tactic for many a group.


      By day’s end, Claire’s group had discovered a cave that would be the perfect hiding place for an orb—if they’d had one. But the professors remained as elusive as ever. At least Claire’s group was not alone, for no one had reported seeing a professor, much less two groups of students brawling over orbs. No one must have any orbs yet, Claire thought as she readied herself for bed.


      For safety purposes, she had chosen to keep her ward on even in her sleep and had advised Lydia to do the same. Similarly, she had put the incense burner under lock and key in the chest of drawers by her bed. Beatrice was sharing this very room, and she knew how valuable and useful the unassuming curio could be. Of course, none but silver mages like Claire or her grandmother were capable of using it, but it was better to be safe than sorry.


      And speaking of Beatrice, what was she up to? For the second night running, Claire watched the princess bending over her writing desk, plugging away at a letter to persons unknown.




      By night three, there had been no major progress.


      Claire awoke in the dead of night to find Beatrice out of bed and hard at work on yet another letter in the light of the desk lamp. Three nights of letter writing was cause for curiosity, so Claire said, “Are you having trouble falling asleep, Princess Beatrice?”


      Beatrice started, having not realized Claire was awake. She slammed a book down on top of the letter. How odd, Claire thought. She knew something was wrong but hesitated to embarrass Beatrice by calling it out.


      Instead, she said, not unkindly, “This exam is a test of endurance. You should try and get your rest. We wouldn’t want you collapsing.”


      “I’ll go to bed soon,” Beatrice said. “You don’t need to worry about me.”


      “Well, I’m glad to hear that. Would you like me to make you something hot to drink to help you sleep?”


      Their quarters included a modest kitchen and a stock of tea and milk, and Claire’s experience as the governess of Miss Isabella Reine made her no stranger to whipping up hot drinks. She rose from bed, intending to do a good deed for the princess, but Beatrice cried out, “No, no! I’m fine. Thank you, but I’m fine.”


      A hint of fright bled through the stiff expression on Beatrice’s face.


      “Oh?” said Claire. “Are you sure?”


      She looked down at the desk. It seemed that Beatrice was indeed composing a letter in these nocturnal writing sessions; she’d gone through several sheets of stationery already, having started over every time she made a slip of the pen. One such sheet fluttered to the ground even as Claire watched. She would’ve liked to pick it up, but she gathered that Beatrice would rather she not even know it was there. She looked away and ignored Beatrice scrambling out of her chair to snatch up the paper.


      A few seconds later, Beatrice’s own sense of curiosity won out, and she said, “You didn’t ask me who I was writing to. Why, you’re pretending you don’t even see me. Aren’t you engaged to Prince Vik—one of the most central figures of the Paffish court? Shouldn’t you be keeping a closer eye on me?”


      “I haven’t been ignoring you,” Claire admitted, “but I have no reason to monitor your every move. You’re allowed your privacy. I won’t report your personal affairs to the crown.”


      Claire meant every word she’d said, but Beatrice reacted oddly. Now she was suddenly unable to meet Claire’s eye. “Should you receive a private letter,” she said, “that could serve as crucial evidence of a crime, I think you should show it to Prince Vik immediately. That is, if you don’t mind me saying so, Lady Claire.”


      “I beg your pardon?” said Claire.


      She wasn’t sure what to make of this conversation’s serious turn. Beatrice said no more to her, shoved the half-written letters into the desk drawer, and went to bed. She covered herself with a blanket and turned her back on Claire.


      Did I say something to hurt her feelings? Claire thought. If she had, there was nothing she could do about it now. She returned to bed herself. If Beatrice wanted to spend another late night writing letters, that was her own business. Claire would leave her to it.




      On night four, long after the others had gone to sleep, Beatrice used a paper knife to slice open the seal on a letter from Prince Maxim. The missive inside was concise to the point of terseness.


      “Steal the incense burner and send it to me at once,” Beatrice read aloud.


      She’d received the same message night after night for several days running. Maxim was at his wit’s end, with Beatrice due to be banished from Paffuto any day now. And as careful as he was, he was reluctant to lose this opportunity to get his hands on the burner. If that required a brute-force approach, well, so be it. Beatrice understood where he was coming from, but stealing Claire’s incense burner would spell the end of her academic ambitions at the Royal Academy. And I was so hoping to graduate with honors from this wonderful school! she thought. It would improve my mother’s life astronomically.


      She knew that her fate had been sealed the instant her curse attempt failed. She could say nothing in her defense for casting her curse on the Luptian Prince or the Paffish Crown Prince’s fiancée. At the time, those had seemed like her best and only options.


      She hadn’t gone in unprepared either. She had channeled magic into Claire during their introductory handshake to test the strength of Claire’s wards. The lack of reaction to her magic had convinced her that Claire’s wards were triflingly weak and that it was safe to work her devious spell. Unfortunately, she could not have been more wrong.


      I bet Lady Claire has the same magic color as the court mage in Ignice, she thought. The ward hadn’t failed to react. Rather, the ward was so powerful it hadn’t deemed Beatrice a threat at all, and she’d only realized her mistake when it was already too late.


      “What a fool I am!” she said.


      Beatrice continued reading, her foul mood growing darker with every word. Unlike the previous letters, this message from Maxim contained an additional line: Should you continue to fail to send me the incense burner, the lord prophet will come to retrieve it himself.


      Was the Church intent on kidnapping Claire? Beatrice was all but sure of it, and that dreadful possibility grew more real with every passing day.


      Sighing, she struck a match and burned the letter. She could hear Claire and Lydia breathing quietly from where they slept on the other end of the room. But Beatrice remained apart from them in this dark corner, watching the letter turn to ash in her hands. She remembered another lightless place: her mother’s humble home and the cold nights spent huddled against her mother’s side for warmth. She detested the idea of returning to the poverty, the darkness, and the cold. But she detested even more the life of a pawn doomed to sell out the only people who had treated her with kindness.


      Beatrice retrieved a half-written letter from the desk drawer and sat down to finish it as, all around her, the hours ticked past towards dawn.


      ⸙⸙⸙


      Morning broke on the fifth day of the exam with mounting anxieties for Claire as plan after plan failed.


      “Whatever are we to do, Lady Claire?” Lydia asked her. “We’ve yet to earn our first orb, and it’s already day five.”


      “Counting today, we’ve just three days left,” Claire said. “Oh heavens, but I’m starting to worry.”


      The group had spent the past four days attempting to deduce possible hiding spots for the professors and searching for traces of their magic, but both efforts had been in vain. Not a single orb had turned up. I’ve yet to hear other groups brag of finding orbs either, Claire thought. But I fear some may simply be hiding that information. With most of us lacking orbs of our own, an announcement that someone had one would cause quite a stir.


      She shared a sigh with Lydia before turning to Beatrice. “I propose we split up and search in small groups today. That is, unless you have any objections, Your Highness.”


      Beatrice hesitated. “No.”


      “Dion and I will look around the manor house and grounds. Why don’t you and Lady Lydia focus on the dorms and lecture halls?”


      As she spoke, Claire noticed that Beatrice looked rather unwell today. Her skin was blotchy, but with what? Claire had watched Beatrice wash her face just minutes before, and there simply hadn’t been time for Beatrice to have gone and gotten dirty since.


      “Are you feeling quite all right?” Claire asked.


      She knew it was rude, but she peered closely at the princess in concern. Beatrice turned away entirely, rather more like someone with a guilty conscience than someone who was ill. Something was not right.


      “Your Highness?” Claire prompted again.


      “It’s nothing!” Beatrice snapped. “Leave me alone.”


      Claire was so taken aback that she gasped.


      Still not meeting Claire’s eye, Beatrice repeated herself. “It’s nothing. Come, let’s go already. We only have three days left.”


      “You’re right.” Claire bit back the rest of what she might’ve said. She couldn’t shake the mental image of Beatrice wreathed in an inky haze from the vision she’d had.




      When the group had finished breakfast and their morning toilette, they scattered to their respective corners of the grounds. Claire and Dion were in charge of the part of the old manor house that had not been turned over to the academy for the exam, and as they made their way, fate conspired to place them in the path of Vik’s group.


      “Claire?” Vik said, surprised. “Why, it’s you! How have you been?”


      “Oh, Vik!”


      Claire hadn’t seen him in days. The practical exam had the pupils combing such a wide area that her opportunities to run into him were few and far between. Oh, but it was so good to hear his voice again! She dashed over to him.


      Conscious of his group members’ eyes on him, Vik lowered his voice. “How’re things on your end?”


      “They simply couldn’t be worse. We haven’t found a single teacher. Why, have you?”


      Vik flashed her a loaded smile, and that told her everything. He’s got an orb! He couldn’t speak of it in front of his group members, of course, but good on him and his group for making out all right. Claire was jealous.


      “It was an accident, to be honest. Prince Gilbert’s been roaming the grounds, poking his nose here and there as part of his inspection tour. I saw him trip on nothing at all, and when I went to see if he was all right, I realized he’d run right over a teacher.”


      “...I beg your pardon?” That was just too many coincidences to be believed. Claire had to know more. “Am I understanding this correctly? Prince Gilbert tripped over a hidden teacher, and you just so happened to be nearby to witness it?”


      “Yup. Isn’t that the strangest thing you’ve ever heard?”


      “I’d say so!”


      What a way of turning up orbs! Why, if Vik and Gilbert could literally stumble across theirs, what in heaven’s name was Claire’s group struggling for?


      But that was only the beginning of Vik’s shocking news. “It was such a funny coincidence that I followed Prince Gilbert around all day yesterday. I mean, I wasn’t going to find any more orbs on my own anyway.”


      Claire was nonplussed. This wasn’t the first time she’d seen him go off on some silly personal expedition, for while he behaved the way a crown prince should in public, his personal life was peppered with offbeat adventures.


      She had a feeling she knew where this was going. Sure enough, Vik said, “To make a long story short, we found the other three professors. Well, Gilbert did. He tripped over all of them. I’ve never seen someone with such amazing bad luck.”


      Gilbert falling down the stairs with her incense burner flashed through Claire’s mind, leaving her with a thousand-yard stare. Gilbert had such a knack for getting into scrapes. His habitual lack of a ward was often to blame, but when Claire recalled the story of how he had died and come to be reincarnated into her universe, she feared he’d simply been born under the world’s unluckiest star.


      But enough of Gilbert and his lack of luck. There were very real consequences to discuss. “Why, that’s incredible,” she said to Vik. “To find all four professors when the others are scrambling to locate one is no small feat.”


      “The professors told me most students never manage to find any of them. Our group has set a record.”


      “Most students don’t?” That confirmed her suspicions. “Then the point of the exam must be for us to fight each other for our orbs.”


      “That’s how I see it too. Lui—she’s on guard duty, but she’s not helping me—says Professor Cheinz has cast a hiding spell on the other instructors. Even she can’t sense them until she’s practically on top of them, and the professors never stick around in one place for long.”


      “So it’s hopeless,” Claire said. “I’ll never find them.”


      Perhaps she would be best served giving up and pilfering orbs from the lucky few teams who had them. But Claire was no fighter, and such a task would be challenging indeed.


      Vik knew this just as well as she, for he grinned. “Maybe you ought to grab Prince Gilbert for your team.”


      “Only as a last resort,” she said.


      Truth be told, her interest was piqued. Yet Gilbert’s string of bad luck had a way of inconveniencing his loved ones, which vexed the poor prince. She didn’t have the heart to add to his woes by using him as a professor dowsing rod.


      Vik shot a look over his shoulder at the rest of his group behind him. One of the other boys reached into a cloth sack and removed a blue orb large enough to rest comfortably in both his hands. Claire caught a quick glimpse of a red and a yellow orb too; each professor must have had their own color to distribute.


      The boy passed the orb to Vik, who in turn gave it to Claire. “Here,” he said. “Take this one.”


      Claire started. “I can’t possibly!”


      Vik was undeterred. “Don’t argue with me. Take it. The rules don’t specify how you earn the orbs, so long as you hold on to them afterward.”


      “Yes,” Claire said, “but this is as good as cheating!”


      “We’re an ambitious lot at this Academy, Claire. We all have our pride. Prince’s orders or no, my group mates wouldn’t stand for giving you an orb unless they respected you. You’ve earned it, Claire.”


      He looked back at his group mates again, grinning. The three other boys did not seem upset that Claire had made off with one of their treasures. Far from it! Why, every one of them regarded her affably. She could only admire them for their sacrifice and be grateful for the help, but deep down, she wondered if this was a poor move. I’m his future bride, she thought. Should word get out that Vik is offering me preferential treatment, it could jeopardize his standing later at court.


      No, she couldn’t accept it. She stepped away and bowed. “Your kindness and chivalry know no bounds, my lords. Thank you, but—” She caught Vik grinning before she could finish her sentence. “But I can’t take it. It’s yours, not mine. I appreciate the sentiment, but I simply can’t accept.”


      The boys exchanged glances. “Of course,” said Vik. “I don’t know why I ever thought you’d say otherwise.”


      “Do, however, let me share with you a good place to hide your orbs. My group has found the most capital little cave, and the entrance is so covered by bushes I don’t suppose anyone else will spot it.”


      She and her group had discovered this and many other similar caves on their second day of the exam. The approach was so far off the beaten track that, unless one knew the cave was there, it was near impossible to find.


      Vik’s group looked at each other, surprised, before looking back to her and grinning once more.


      “Lady Claire Martino, you’re a real class act,” said one of the boys.


      Another added, “I’ve not gotten many chances to talk to you because His Highness is so protective. Now I find that you’re every bit as capital as people say. Honestly, I’m a bit shocked.”


      “You wouldn’t take our orb, and then you give us a hiding spot for our own? That’s just unthinkable.”


      Too late, Claire felt like she might’ve committed a faux pas. But the boys seemed none too displeased; if anything, they all clearly adored her.


      The sight of it made Vik light up. He took Claire’s hand and said, “There, what’d I tell you? You’re always despairing about how you’re no help to me.”


      “Yes, I do say that often,” she agreed.


      Vik chuckled. It struck Claire now that he may never have thought she’d take the orb at all. Then why had he offered it? Perhaps it was a political maneuver designed to help with his upcoming investiture.


      “But just having you as my bride is the biggest help of all. You have a special something, Claire. Something that can’t be taught. You have to be born with it, because it’s the hardest thing in the world to learn.”


      Did he truly think she had the class and grace to be the crown princess? Claire flushed.


      Vik raised her hand to his lips and kissed it. For a moment, Claire stood there, dazed—then remembered the eyes on her and yanked her hand away. Oh, it was all just too romantic. She couldn’t bear it.


      Fortunately, Dion cut in and broke the tension. “You know, I just had a thought.”


      “Yes?” said Vik.


      “Is there much of a point to hiding your orbs? I mean, it’s an important exam and all, but who would dare steal an orb from our prince?”


      The others fell silent, and Vik’s group members—Claire realized now they must’ve known this from the start—suddenly couldn’t meet her eye. Dion was right, but it took a brave man (or an oblivious one) to point it out.


      Dion grinned. “So there’s no need to hide the orbs, I should think.”


      “Well, yes,” said Claire. She couldn’t disagree.


      Vik, on the other hand, inferred a different meaning from Dion’s observation. He grew thoughtful and said, “Dion’s got a point. The exams are crucial, but I can think of precious few people who’d dare hex me or run at me with a sword. I suppose the professors couldn’t change the exam format to work around that, what with tradition and all. But there’s still the matter of us finding all four orbs. Doesn’t that seem strange?”


      “You don’t suppose it wasn’t all due to Prince Gilbert’s bad luck?” said Claire.


      “No, I don’t think so. It’s possible someone’s rigging the exam to grant me high marks.”


      Claire eyed the other members of Vik’s group. All came from fine families, as was only proper for anyone who’d be in the crown prince’s retinue for seven days. Furthermore, all were young gentlemen, and Claire wondered whether that fact was by design or simply a coincidence. Most Paffish marriages in the upper echelons of society were political in nature, and it had turned heads when Vik had selected a bride after his own heart. An all-male group prevented any great houses from forcing their daughters upon Vik during the exams in a bid for closer ties to the crown.


      “It does seem rather convenient,” Claire said. “Even the groupings are a bit contrived.”


      “Aren’t they? I’d wager you and Dion were placed in the same group on purpose too. I’ve got Lui and Denis with me, which should keep me out of any scrapes. But you have no such knights, and you’re officially recognized as my fiancée. You ought to have someone.”


      “So you think the professor in charge assigned Dion to me for that purpose?”


      “I do. And I doubt that’s the end of his meddling. There’s bound to be a rationale behind the organization of the other groups. Take whatever he did with Princess Beatrice, for instance. He wouldn’t have sorted her into a group at random.”


      A sudden chill ran down Claire’s spine. Why, Beatrice was in her group. She had thought that she and the princess were something like friends now, but then there was this recent spate of odd behavior. What was with those letters she wrote in the dead of night and this strange mulishness that made it difficult to work with her? If someone had pulled the strings to put Claire and Beatrice into the same group, then maybe there was even more to Beatrice’s transformation than met the eye.


      Claire fought to stay calm. “Who was responsible for the groupings?”


      “None of the orb professors, interestingly enough. Actually, he isn’t much of a mage at all. It was Professor Lesley, one of the core subject teachers.”


      Immediately, she recalled a moment weeks earlier in the corridor leading to the library, watching as Princess Beatrice grabbed at Professor Lesley’s hand. A breeze stirred the grass in the adjoining courtyard, carrying a whiff of magic to Claire. Beatrice’s eyes flashed red. The curse.




      I stumbled upon Princess Beatrice cursing Professor Lesley at the start of the exams, Claire remembered. Perhaps Professor Lesley sided with the empire afterward. Or perhaps the empire found a means of controlling him.


      Just what did the empire want? What could they hope to achieve by placing Claire and Beatrice in the same group for the practical exam?


      She had a flash of inspiration: the exam evenings—sharing meals, sleeping in adjoining beds, trusting her friends with the vital matter of her marks. No, not just her marks. Her vital possessions were also at the mercy of her group mates.


      All at once, it hit her. Is my grandmother’s curio in danger?


      Claire turned on her heel and ran.


      Vik shouted after her. “Claire?”


      “Forgive me! I need to grab something!”


      The magic-proof shield blanketing the lodge grounds prevented her from teleporting. There was nothing for it but to run as fast as she could. She needed to check her bedroom immediately. She needed to secure the incense burner.


      In all of Noston, none but my grandmother and I could use that curio, Claire thought. But put another way, that simply means we were the only two silver mages in the kingdom.


      Ignice was just as large as Paffuto, and Paffuto had a powerful holy woman whom Claire could only assume had white or silver magic. Who was to say that Ignice did not have a mage or holy woman with powers just as potent?


      And the worst worry of all: When Princess Beatrice broke the burner in my vision, I saw a darkness in her eyes. I fear that was the moment she became the villain the game wants her to be. What if she tries to steal my incense burner?


      Her breath coming in ragged gasps, she dashed up the lodge’s steps. Oh, curse the ban on teleportation! She was no runner, and her lungs and legs competed to see which would give out first. Yet there was no time to allay her fatigue. There was no time at all.


      She raced off the landing and made a beeline for her bedroom door. It flew open, whereupon her vision was assaulted by the sight of Beatrice, hand reaching for Claire’s chest of drawers, and Lydia staring daggers into her from a pace away.


      “Lady Claire!” Lydia cried, turning pleading eyes on Claire.


      “Just what is going on here?” Claire demanded.


      “I walked in, and Princess Beatrice was trying to get into your things. I made to stop her, but... But...”


      Now that Claire had a moment to breathe, she noticed that all her possessions lay scattered around the room: textbooks, clothing, crucial study materials for the exams. Beatrice stood in the middle of the chaos. She slowly lifted her head and smiled at Claire with a dull lifelessness.


      “Well, isn’t this a surprise,” she said. “I thought you were searching the manor.”


      “I remembered that I’d left something important and came back to get it.”


      “Did you, now? Was it that curious incense burner, perhaps? What a funny coincidence. I was just looking for it too.”


      She spoke like the incense burner was something just ripe for the taking, not one of Claire’s possessions. Weren’t they friends now? Hadn’t Beatrice reformed her ruinous ways?


      Claire’s head spun. Lydia, her eyes brimming with tears, plucked at Claire’s sleeve. “Oh, Lady Claire! Princess Beatrice has been acting odd all day. She suggested that she and I split up to search, and being as no professor would hide in a student’s chambers, we’d best comb the classrooms and corridors. I soon lost track of her, and by the time I found her again, she’d already turned our room upside down! Though I told her to stop, she just wouldn’t listen to me.”


      “Thank you for trying, Lady Lydia.” Claire turned to Beatrice. “Your Highness, that curio belonged to my grandmother, and it is very precious to me. I simply cannot part with it. Please cease this madness.”


      “No.” Beatrice’s voice was low, her eyes dull and devoid of life. “Did you lock this chest of drawers? Where is the key... Aha. There it is.”


      Her eyes fastened themselves on the key dangling from the chain around Claire’s neck. Slowly and deliberately, she drew a silver knife out from behind her back. Lydia screamed.


      This was worse than Claire could ever have imagined. Her lip trembled. “Princess Beatrice, what in heaven’s name are you doing?”


      Claire’s own wards would protect her, but what of Lydia’s? Were they strong enough to turn a knife? If only Claire had her magic! But this was the middle of the graduation exam, and the shield disabled all spells. There was precious little Claire could do, and Beatrice knew it.


      She stared down at the end of her knife and smirked. “You may hand over the key, or I’ll cut it off your neck myself. Your choice.”


      Claire hesitated. “I choose neither.” Wasting no time, she burst out into a spell. “Oh spirits, I beseech you to erect a wall around us!”


      Magic surged through her. She felt the familiar sensation of the defensive spell forming around her. But just as quickly, it collapsed, the magic dissipating and fading away without a trace. She hadn’t expected the spell to work, but for the defenses to fail completely? That was a surprise. I can’t use magic at all! she thought. The shield is too powerful. The shield might’ve been an effective deterrent against petty squabbling, but this was a legitimate crime, no minor feud between classmates. Beatrice had real steel, and without magic, Claire could do nothing against a knife. Her own safety notwithstanding, the last thing Claire wanted was to put Lydia in any further danger.


      Too late, she wished she hadn’t left Dion and Vik behind. I shouldn’t have run off on my own, she chastised herself. But such thoughts were of no help to her now. She had only one option.


      She drew the dagger she kept concealed on her person. Its blade was dull, but it might stop Beatrice’s knife. It would have to be enough.


      Beatrice smirked. “Ah. Putting your fencing practice to use, are you?”


      Claire deigned to give her no response.


      “I’m a city girl at heart. I’ve lived through my fair share of evil and horrors. I’ve faced danger aplenty, and I’ve had to stand and fight my way out of more than a few scrapes. You may have taken a lesson or two in fancy fencing, but that will never stop me. I’ll have that key from you with or without your say-so.”


      “Lady Claire!” Lydia screamed.


      Claire maneuvered Lydia behind her with a careful step. She had to keep Lydia safe.


      Beatrice’s dauntless smile never wavered. The effect was eerie; there was no other word for it.


      “Hand over the key and no one gets hurt. Just think. Wouldn’t Prince Vik be so sad if I ruined your pretty face with a scar?”


      “I will do no such thing,” Claire said. “The incense burner is mine. It’s a memento of my grandmother, and I would never give it up to someone who can’t even use it.”


      Claire knew she didn’t have the skills to navigate this fight without getting hurt. Beatrice was right, but that didn’t change matters. She could not give the incense burner to Beatrice. The burner was a key item in the video game Claire lived in, and according to Gilbert, it played a major role in Beatrice’s ascension to villainhood. Should events transpire as the game foretold, Paffuto and Ignice would go to war. Claire could not, would not, let that happen.


      She stared Beatrice down, holding the dagger before her in preparation of an incoming attack. If only she could persuade the princess to abandon this plot.


      “Princess Beatrice, you’ve been allowed to participate in the exams while the investigation into your alleged crimes is ongoing due to the king’s clemency. Should you spit upon his kindness now, everything you’ve worked for will be for naught. Please, you mustn’t do this.”


      No sooner did she finish speaking than she sensed a surge of magic. She gasped.


      The darkness next to Beatrice yawned, tearing a hole into reality through which stepped a man whom Claire had never seen before. His outline sharpened until she could make out the unsettling, inscrutable grin upon his face. A fresh chill ran down her spine.
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      Too young to be considered a proper graybeard, the man carried himself with the dignity of maturity and experience. He sighted Claire and smirked anew.


      “Who is this little miss?” he said. “The incense burner’s owner?”


      “And who might you be, sir?” Claire challenged.


      “Ignealism’s prophet, Tristan, at your service.”


      Claire was astonished that he’d given her his name so readily. Beside him, Beatrice stood in a daze, and the man—Tristan—slung his arm around her shoulder. Beatrice’s confident grin of only a few seconds ago had vanished. In its place, she wore the expression of a woman whose doom was sealed. But why? Shouldn’t the prophet be one of her compatriots, a fellow would-be thief of the incense burner?


      Now a look of disgust crossed Beatrice’s face. For Claire? No, she was plainly upset at the man who had his arm around her shoulder. What do I know about Ignealism? Claire thought frantically. It’s a new religion, to be sure, and it has taken the empire of Ignice by storm. I should think this Lord Tristan has come to assist Princess Beatrice, but she seems just as surprised to see him as I am. Or is that the right word? No, she isn’t surprised. She’s terrified.


      Behind her, Lydia trembled in fear too. That didn’t stop her from hissing, her voice surprisingly steady, “Lady Claire! I thought the shield would stop all but the most powerful of magics.”


      “It does. That is why I could not cast my defensive spell.”


      “No, that isn’t what I meant. How could this Lord Tristan have teleported through the shield?”


      Claire hesitated. Truth be told, she knew the answer to Lydia’s question. According to what Professor Cheinz had told her the day before the exam began, Tristan must’ve been a mage far more puissant than the good professor. Claire was as well, hence why her magic had been employed in the barrier’s creation, preventing her from casting so much as a defensive spell now. In other circumstances, she knew not how her magic would’ve stacked up against Tristan’s, but in the limited confines of the graduation exam lodge, it was apparent that she stood at a major disadvantage. There was not a thing she could do against this mage. Horror set in as sweat trickled down her brow.


      A slow smile played across Tristan’s lips. “You Paffish folk put such stock in your graduation exams, eh? The clever contrivances of this exam made teleporting all the way from Ignice far too taxing on my mighty powers. It took multiple trips, and I fear I’ve had to leave my retinue behind.”


      “What are you doing here at all?” Claire demanded of him.


      Tristan snorted. “Collecting one incompetent little princess, of course.”


      Beatrice stiffened in Tristan’s grip. The single gesture painted all too clear a picture of how she was treated back home.


      Claire’s blood ran cold. Now everything makes sense. If Princess Beatrice was being threatened and coerced into following orders, it is little wonder I could not parse her true intentions. She relayed to me all her fears for her mother. I doubt I could do what I knew was right if the lives of my loved ones hung in the balance either. But at the same time, there are moments when we simply cannot let that stop us.


      Beatrice and her deadly knife struck fear into Claire’s heart, but overpowering that fear was her hunch that they could not allow Tristan to seize the princess and drag her back to Ignice. Keeping Beatrice out of Ignice’s clutches was, Claire felt, the key to saving the world.


      Behind her, she heard a familiar, unlucky voice. “Miss Claire? What is going on here?”


      For a second, Claire’s attention was diverted to Gilbert, and that was all the time Tristan needed. Jutting his free hand forward, he recited the words of a spell. There was a sharp snap; the door to the chest of drawers at Claire’s bedside shattered. Splinters of wood rained down around the incense burner, now plainly visible to everyone in the room.


      “There.” said Tristan. “Now we’ve no need for a key.”


      “What do you think you’re doing?” Claire cried, turning pale.


      In the corner of her vision, she glimpsed Gilbert staggering backwards and landing squarely on his bum. It was just his luck to have walked by and stumbled into this mess. He scrambled away, half walking and half crawling on his hands and knees, until he vanished out of sight down the corridor. Gone to call for help, most like, Claire thought. She only had to hold out until that help came, then. Vik would come running to her rescue the moment he knew that she was in danger.


      Tristan, on the other hand, paid no notice to Gilbert. And no wonder; with his powers, he could subdue virtually any professor who might come to assist.


      “Princess Beatrice,” he commanded. “Grab that incense burner and come with me.”


      Beatrice hesitated briefly, but in the end, she did as she was bade. Mutely, she took up the incense burner in both trembling hands. She produced a rectangular box from her person and carefully placed the incense burner inside. The box floated out of Beatrice’s hands and hovered in the air. Some kind of ward covered it, Claire could tell. A powerful ward.


      “My, my,” Tristan purred. “The ward has done an excellent job, if I do say so myself. I should know—I am its creator.”


      His smug tone sent chills down Claire’s spine. That box is some kind of curio, and it’s protected very well indeed. I can’t do a thing against that ward. Breaking a ward would have been a trifle under ordinary circumstances, but inside the lodge’s shield, Claire’s magic was rendered powerless.


      Even should Claire rush at the curio and attempt to take the incense burner back by force, she was sure Tristan would only break her own ward in a trice. Once broken, the ward could not so easily be reformed—not under the shield, at least. The shield might allow simple blinding spells and the like, but she had no doubt a powerful ward would trigger the shield’s magic-disabling properties. She had no means to protect herself, and thus caution was the watchword. There was little point in trying to shield Lydia or the incense burner when she couldn’t even keep herself safe. The weak uniform wards may suffice for an exam, but they’re no help at all in a real fight, she thought ruefully. Her fear mounted with each passing moment.


      Having confirmed for himself that the incense burner was secure in the box, Tristan flashed her a nasty taunting grin. “I hear that precious few mages have the power to use this incense burner. Are you one of them?”


      Claire did not give him the satisfaction of an answer.


      What was odder to her was that Beatrice did not speak up in her stead. After all, Beatrice knew full well that Claire could activate the burner to hop between worlds. Rather, when the princess spoke, it was with a voice full of dread, and to say something else entirely.


      “L-Lord prophet? That incense burner belonged to Lady Claire Martino’s grandmother. She can’t use it herself. Do let’s ignore her, please. Shouldn’t we hasten back to Ignice before we’re discovered?”


      It was almost like Beatrice wanted to direct Tristan’s attention away from Claire. Did she not report to him that she went into my dreamworld? Claire wondered. This doesn’t make any sense. First she tries to steal my incense burner, and now she acts like she’s on my side?


      She was puzzled, but now was not the time to unravel this mystery. Tristan had just taken a step towards her, radiating such an air of pure malice that Claire’s heart leapt into her throat. His cool demeanor did nothing to disabuse her of the notion that he was a threat. The sense that she was in danger rang through her body like a bell.


      “That is of no consequence,” Tristan said. “The incense burner is useless to us if we do not know how to activate it. Come. You shall join us and show us its secrets.”


      Claire started. Tristan’s diabolical plan, now made clear, riveted her to the spot. He positively stank of magic, and now he was directly in front of her, reaching for her. Claire’s ward tore with a sharp ripping sound.


      I’ll be all right, Claire told herself. I don’t know for certain that I can’t recast a ward. I have to at least try! Praying that she’d been wrong, she quickly summoned her powers and made to shape a ward about her. She’d once drilled in mending broken wards at the blink of an eye to counter Dion, who was a powerful mage with an even more powerful curse. To this day, it was part of her daily routine. She would be all right. She would be just fine.


      But those reassurances fell flat when the spell fizzled out. Claire flinched.


      “I, too, find spellcasting tiresome in this accursed manor,” Tristan drawled. “It took multiple spells prepared far in advance to break into the shield, and to this moment, it is siphoning far more magical power from me than I would care to admit. I see that you are a mage of some ability as well, but it seems you cannot cast spells. The shield is too powerful for you to broach it, I take it?”


      Not exactly. Claire couldn’t use her magic because it was baked into the fabric of the shield itself, but she was loath to quibble over such details now. Her first and only goal was to escape the clutches of this wizard who was determined to spirit her away to Ignice.


      “Come now,” Tristan said, and without giving her time to react, he grabbed her wrist. He leered at her with his awful, creepy grin; behind him, Beatrice grimaced.


      The teleportation spell activated. Vik would never let Ignice get away with this, Claire knew. He would stop at nothing to come rescue her. She knew that deep in her heart of hearts, but still the future looked bleak. I’ll be Ignice’s hostage, she thought. Oh, but how Vik’s hands will be tied! And it will be all my fault!


      Despairing, she squeezed her eyes shut and braced for the inevitable.


      Yet a sharp, cold voice cut through the room, the voice of a ruler: “What do you think you’re doing?”


      Claire opened her eyes to see who had spoken and flinched at the sight of naked steel shivering at Tristan’s throat. The tip of the blade dug into the skin, drawing a steady drip of blood. The sword’s owner had not the presence of mind to temper his fury.


      “I asked you a question, sir. You are from Ignice, are you not? Tell me, man from Ignice, what do you think you’re doing to the crown prince’s—which is to say, my—fiancée?”


      Tristan’s eyes rolled in his head. He was a quick study, and he knew he’d been had. Claire could see the gears in his head turning as he pivoted plans. He let go of her arm, pushed her away from him, and snatched up the floating incense burner box.


      Claire would’ve hit the floor had not Vik caught her in his arms. She screamed, “Give the incense burner back! Let go of Princess Beatrice!”


      Tristan ignored her and shot Vik a sly grin. “I see that I’ve been stymied, but no matter. I shall give up on the girl for now. Until we meet again, Prince Vik—very soon, I hope.”


      Behind Vik, Lui (and where had she come from? Claire had missed her in all the commotion) thrust out her hand as she finished the final syllables of a long spell. In a flash, Claire sensed normalcy reassert itself. It took her a moment to place what Lui had done, and then realization hit her: Lui had lowered the shield.


      Unfortunately, it was at that same moment that Tristan’s teleportation spell activated once more. I can cast spells again! Claire thought. That means I can fight this mage! But if his spell goes off, my grandmother’s incense burner and Princess Beatrice will be lost to Ignice for good.


      She didn’t even think. She simply lunged for the incense burner box.
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      Vik grabbed her from behind and pulled her back. “Stop, Claire! You’ll be taken too!”


      “But Vik!”


      All at once, the feeling of magic in the air intensified. A strong wind whipped up, the kind that heralded any teleportation spell, and Claire shut her eyes against the gale.


      By the time she opened them again, Tristan and Beatrice were gone. All that remained where the pair once stood was a letter slowly fluttering to the floor.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 31


      The remainder of the practical exam was canceled in the wake of the Ignicean mage’s intrusion. The students were ordered to barricade themselves in their quarters, and a stout magical wall was projected over the dormitories. Such was the level of emergency that even Claire was called in to help construct the magical defenses.


      She was exhausted by the end of it. These spells were strange and new to her, and they demanded such a quantity of magical power that she felt sorely drained.


      Vik and friends gathered in her chambers that evening, where Beatrice’s absence stuck out like a sore thumb.


      Claire sank onto the settee and groaned. “Goodness, but I’m tired. My limbs are made of lead!”


      “Are you all right?” Lui inquired as she passed Claire a cup of milk tea. “Here, drink this and have a lie down.”


      “Thank you, Lui, dear.”


      The tea was sweetened with a generous dash of maple syrup, just how Claire liked it. It smelled pleasantly of the sweet treat, and the fragrance wrapped around her like a warm, relaxing hug. Now that Claire had a moment to think, the fear from the day’s ordeal finally began to sink in.


      “We’ve learned that Ignice has a mage so powerful he could bypass the shield,” she said. “Thank goodness you came when you did, Vik, or I wouldn’t be sitting here.”


      Vik stood behind her, leaning against the settee’s backrest. “I’m just glad we made it in time.”


      He reached out, ruffled Claire’s hair, and flashed her a grin. The relief on his face was plain to see, and it wasn’t just him either. All her friends were grateful to see her safe and sound.


      Lydia, the hero of the hour, had long since gone to bed, pleading fatigue after the confrontation with Beatrice. Claire could hear her gentle, shallow breathing from behind the folding screen that had been propped around her bed for privacy. She acted with courage, Claire thought, but she must have been scared stiff. Tonight she was terrified to sleep alone, so we offered to keep her company while she rested.


      Claire sipped her tea, letting the sweet liquid ease her weary spirits, but jumped when Lui remarked offhand, “Vik, you’ll have to write an incident report for having a go at that mystery mage with your sword.”


      “Says who?” Vik demanded.


      “Says the king. I went and told him what you’d done.”


      “Damn you, Lui! Well, I don’t know what I expected.” Vik looked off into the middle distance. “You’re good at your job—too good!”


      Lui was evidently in quite a froth that her prince had taken matters into his own hands, for now the knight glared sternly at him. “I have no idea what you expected either. That mage was brilliant, and you know it. You could have told just by looking. Any mage who could bypass a shield made by the Academy professors is not to be trifled with, and you thought it’d be smart to pick a fight with him. Had he taken you up on that, you could’ve died, guards or no guards. You ought to count your blessings that he was too conceited to even consider it.”


      Lui’s casual tone was deceptively chilling. Vik looked abashed. “I know; I know. But I couldn’t help it. I had to protect Claire.”


      “Then why were you wasting time with silly threats? You should’ve parted the man’s head from his shoulders and been done with it.”


      “Lui?!”


      “This is Paffuto, my prince. He was the unauthorized interloper. We could’ve worked out a defense for your actions later.”


      “I mean... You’re not wrong, but...”


      But the audacity of the idea! Vik couldn’t hold Lui’s gaze.


      Denis chuckled, for once sounding his age. “Oh, I don’t know, Lui. I thought he did a fine job. He seemed like a real prince for once.”


      “See?” said Vik. “That’s exactly what I was thinking.”


      Just like that, things felt like they were back to normal. Jokes, laughter, smiles—it was such a relief for Claire to be able to share an ordinary moment with her friends.


      She knew Vik had gone to see the professors before stopping by her room. “Vik, the practical exam has been canceled, hasn’t it? What will they do about our marks?”


      “There’s to be an official announcement about it tomorrow. Seems like only our written exams and theses will count for our grade.”


      “Oh!” Claire said. “Why, then I have every chance of passing.”


      “Quite literally,” said Vik. “There’s no way either of us would fail. It’s a bit of a shame, though. I was looking forward to sweeping the exams with my rigged stash of orbs. What’s the point of being a prince if you can’t throw your weight around?”


      He grinned, laughing at himself and the situation. The cause of his high marks was no secret to him, and with that cause came a certain responsibility. While the others dithered, Vik looked ahead to the task remaining to him.


      “I went and got permission from the Academy to go home,” said Vik. “First thing tomorrow morning, I’m headed back to the palace.”


      Claire hesitated. “I suppose that’s a good idea, given the situation surrounding Princess Beatrice.”


      “That, and I’m concerned for Keith. I’m going to give the king my understanding of the events and see if he can’t call the delegation back. I want to question the Ignicean prime minister, Aleš Baránek.”


      Claire could play no part in that save for wishing him good luck. “Speaking of Ignice, the mage we saw today introduced himself as the prophet of Ignealism. I fear he’s to be a major player in the war my incense burner prophesized.”


      “You already saved the world for us once, Claire. I won’t let it be taken from you now.”


      “Thank you, Vik.”


      The sheer conviction in his voice surprised her briefly, but she soon realized she knew where the sincerity came from. Vik’s trip into her memories had cemented his desire to safeguard all she held dear. He fell in love with my first life, and he knows just how much I love all my precious friends in this second one. He understands me without me saying a word. How grateful she was to have such a caring prince. It made her smile to think of how close she’d become with Vik and all her friends.


      Lui spoke up then. “Claire, did you just mention Ignealism?”


      “Yes. What about it?”


      “Ignealism is a relatively modern religion, and it’s already gained quite a foothold in the Ignicean Empire. It’s become the state religion, I hear. There’s been a considerable amount of buzz about it—some good, some bad.”


      Vik nodded. “I’ve heard the same. Curiously, the emperor himself doesn’t seem to be a fan of this faith. He and other members of the royal family opposed it becoming the state religion, and it seems this prophet of theirs has few friends at court.”


      “Does he, really?” Claire said. “But then how would he have known Princess Beatrice? For she certainly knew him. In fact, she was rather frightened of him.”


      The room fell quiet. Vik was the first to break the silence. “You think opinion is divided at court, then? And Princess Beatrice sides with the Ignealists? That’d put her in the minority.”


      “No,” Claire said. “Not exactly. She told me that she was under orders from her brother, Crown Prince Maxim. She dared not defy him when he held her mother hostage.”


      “That makes much more sense. In which case, there’s every chance the emperor wasn’t behind this incident. Rather, there’s a religious sect running amok and turning our graduation exam upside down.”


      In doing so, the Ignealist prophet had drawn Paffuto into the thick of his empire’s power struggle. Things couldn’t have been worse!


      Vik rose and signaled Lui and Denis. “We can’t wait until morning. I’m going back to the palace now. The portal will put me through shortly, but send word ahead to my lord father anyway.”


      “As you command, Your Highness.”


      “Denis, you are to come with me. Lui, you will stay here and protect others.”


      “And by ‘others,’ you mean Claire. Very well. Your wish is my command.”


      Denis and Lui knelt briefly to accept their orders, proving that this was no ordinary directive. This was serious business. A chill ran down Claire’s spine.


      Denis and Vik were just crossing the threshold when Vik turned back like he had forgotten something. “Oh yes. Claire, didn’t you pick up the thing Princess Beatrice dropped?”


      “I did.”


      Claire pulled out a letter enclosed in an envelope that she recognized; it was part of a plain stationery set sold in the school shop on the lodge grounds. The envelope was addressed to Claire. Even now, hours later and with the sun well below the horizon, she was reluctant to open it. Something told her that the answers to all her questions about Beatrice’s recent string of odd behaviors awaited inside, and that frightened her. She’d been acting strange for days, Claire thought. What if it portends us being locked into the bad ending? Oh, I don’t even want to think about it!


      “She wrote you a letter?” Vik said, puzzled.


      “So it appears. Let me open it and see.”


      She rebuked herself; there was no time for this dragging of feet, reluctant though she may have been to go on. She broke the seal on the envelope and withdrew several pages of writing. Doing so immediately put her in mind of all of Beatrice’s late nights bent over her desk. Well, this cleared up that mystery, but it remained to be seen what was so important as to necessitate all those nights of labor.


      “Dear Lady Claire Martino,” Claire read aloud.


      What followed was Beatrice’s own side of the story—her side of the story and a farewell.




      Dear Lady Claire Martino,


      I believe this marks the beginning of our personal correspondence. Granted, having never received a letter from you yourself—one not written on His Highness’s behalf, that is—I fear I may be taking liberties in writing to you. Nevertheless, those letters I just mentioned were an unthinkable boon to me. You can have no idea how moved I was to receive my invitation to Prince Vik’s investiture and find a kindly word from you enclosed. Having no supporters in Ignice, I was in a dreadful place mentally, and perhaps I was affected more than was warranted. Still, one thing is certain—no one has addressed me with such kindness then or since.


      Once I came to know that you were my rival for His Highness’s affections, I fear I did you a wretched dishonor, one too great to be amended with a simple apology. Despite that, you continued to treat me with warmth and mercy.


      Later, while in your memories, I came to learn of the many injustices you yourself had suffered. I was shocked, to put it lightly, and at once ashamed for my actions. Your memories emboldened me to swear that I would save my mother myself, without dirtying my hands in awful plots and evil deeds.


      Alas, this resolution came too late. I fear the time has come to pay the price for all I’ve wrought. The Ignealist faith, the state religion of Ignice, is conspiring to steal the imperial throne, and your incense burner is to play a key role in this usurpation. I have been tasked with taking your incense burner for Ignice, and should I fail to do so, you will be drawn into the conflict too. Were it to become known that my heart belongs to you and your cause, the Ignealists would stop at nothing to kidnap you and use you in their vile schemes. They would spread tales that you, the woman slated to marry Paffuto’s crown prince, are a bosom companion of Princess Beatrice of Ignice, she who champions the Ignealist faith. Worse, you could be forced to betray your countrymen and spy against Paffuto.


      Thus, my only choice is to steal your incense burner and flee Paffuto now. You have been nothing but a darling to me, and I am so sorry to repay your kindness with this perfidy. But it must be done.


      Lady Claire, I wish you all the happiness in the world.


      Yours,


      Beatrice Bazelaire




      “My goodness,” Claire whispered.


      A lump formed in her throat, stymieing further speech. Writing this letter must’ve been no mean feat, what with all the state secrets enclosed within. In leaving it to her, Beatrice had willingly risked her own life.


      “I knew something was wrong the moment she started acting so cold to me,” Claire said. “But this means she tried to steal my incense burner to keep me out of the empire’s clutches? That is, she did this to protect me?”


      Vik, reading over Claire’s shoulder, nodded solemnly. “That explains it. She was pulled in three different directions: between what the Ignealists wanted, what the empire wanted, and what her own conscience told her. No wonder nothing she did made sense to us.”


      “I would have us present this letter to the king,” Lui said. “That is, if you consent, Claire.”


      Claire hesitated. I was the letter’s sole intended recipient, she thought, and it is rather personal. Was it right to betray a friend and bare Beatrice’s heart to the king? She knew, really, that she had no choice in the matter; Vik’s position (to say nothing of her own) had to be considered. But it felt like a slap in the face to Beatrice after this display of trust to Claire. Saying yes was not an easy or ready option.


      Just then, a comment Beatrice had made at the beginning of the practical exam impressed itself upon her: Should you receive a private letter that could serve as crucial evidence of a crime, I think you should show it to Prince Vik immediately. That is, if you don’t mind me saying so, Lady Claire. Was this what she had been alluding to? Yes, surely. And that gives me my answer, Claire thought.


      She lifted her chin. “Yes. We must submit this letter to the king as vital evidence of a plot and enmity between the Ignealist faith and the Ignicean crown.”


      “Well done,” said Vik as she pressed the letter into his hands.


      Her mind was made up. “I must have my grandmother’s incense burner back. It is my duty.”


      “I agree, and I’ll see it done. Never fear, Claire.”


      Which was reassuring, but she wasn’t about to let him do this alone. She lifted her chin again and said, “As I mentioned before, my vision showed Princess Beatrice breaking the incense burner and becoming possessed by some malevolent force that compelled her to do evil. That is why I need the incense burner back.”


      “I understand completely. But don’t you think things have changed? Do you really think your vision will come to pass?”


      “I’m afraid I can’t say, for we’ve arrived at the same point through very different means. What matters is that it is the same point. We mustn’t be complacent.”


      In the vision, Beatrice had been in Paffuto when she had broken the incense burner, and a mysterious black haze had spooled itself around her. That, taken with Gilbert’s knowledge, told Claire that breaking the incense burner would lock them into the bad ending. I cannot let that happen, she thought. I must have the incense burner back at all costs.


      She eyed Beatrice’s letter again. This time, her attention was drawn to the familiar seal next to the princess’s signature. She’d seen it once before in Vik’s office, before the exams had even begun. The fierce hawk emblem had struck her as odd then as well, for what was a princess doing with so severe a seal?


      Lui, leaning over to look too, explained, “That is the mark of the Ignealist faith.”


      “But why would she use their seal on her letters?”


      “She’s a pawn, isn’t she? And this shows us which hand it is that moves her across the chessboard. The Crown will be much more likely to accept this letter as major evidence with this seal.”


      Oh. So that was what it was all about. Claire’s heart ached for her friend. She left me this letter for the express purpose of proving their crime, she thought, biting her lip.


      Vik must have read her mind, for he tousled her hair gently before holding up the important letter. “Right. I’m off, then.”


      “Please take care, Vik.”


      She saw him off with a curtsy and waited for the sound of his footsteps to retreat down the hall.


      It frustrated her that the situation was out of her hands, but what could she, Claire, do? Too much had happened, and there was too much on her mind. She doubted she would get any sleep tonight.




      The exam results were announced the next day. Due to the practical exam’s cancellation, the students were not ranked by grade as was Academy tradition, disappointing many. Accolades from the Academy could all but clinch a successful placement in the Paffish court.


      Claire looked up at the scoreboard hanging in the front hall and sighed. “It’s a pity there isn’t time for a makeup exam.”


      “I would imagine the professors think there’s no point,” said Lydia. “We now know the objective of the exam and have extra time to strategize, which defeats the purpose. Besides, we can’t risk it, not if it would put you in harm’s way.”


      Claire’s eyes widened—she’d never considered that the decision was for her own safety—before she smiled. She turned back to the board to see how she and her friends had done. Claire, Vik, Dion, and Lydia were all listed as passing. Scores aside, it’s such a relief that the exams are over, she thought. Many tribulations remained, but at least she had one less thing to worry about.


      Not all her classmates shared her opinion. She overheard a boy behind her say, “These scores don’t take our practical exam into account. That’s sure to count against us when seeking employment. Earning top marks this year doesn’t hold as much weight as it would any other year.”


      “Urgh!” his friend exclaimed. “What’ll it come down to, then? Family connections and social standing?”


      “I would imagine so. That’ll be a boon for some of us. For others, less so.”


      Come spring, the pupils would scatter in all directions, some going off to take positions at court, others inheriting their family’s holdings and titles, still others enrolling at the Knights’ Academy or applying to be a professor at the Royal Academy. Some of the young ladies would end their education here and seek marriage instead. There were many avenues one might pursue.


      Beside Claire, Lydia eyed the board with equal pensiveness. She sighed before offering her friend a small grin. “Forgive me for saying so, what with all the horrors we’ve been through, but I’m glad I got to share this exam with you, Lady Claire.”


      “And I you. I’m ever so grateful to have met you. You have made my school experience positively magical.”


      “Oh, my dear! I could say the same for you.”


      She and Lydia hugged one another tightly. Lydia had been a dear friend and constant companion since Claire’s first life. Claire might not have confided her fears over the video game aspect of this universe to Lydia, but in everything else—particularly in matters of the heart—Lydia was Claire’s trustiest confidante. What would Claire do without her? Now that school was winding down, there was no more guarantee that she’d see Lydia every day. Even if the graduation ceremony still lay on the horizon, Claire’s heart ached at the thought of parting.


      She broke the embrace first and turned back for one last look at the board. Now she spotted the innocuous list pinned in the lower right corner: the names of the disqualified. Seeing Beatrice there saddened her in a way words failed to describe.




      “I know the exams are over,” Claire said, “but there was one comment on the scoring rubric for my thesis that I’d like to look into further.”


      “Why?” Dion said bluntly. “You passed with flying colors.”


      He had her there.


      She and her guard (with Lui a respectful distance behind, for extra safety—Vik had insisted, and Claire appreciated the gesture) were on their way to the library on an errand of Claire’s.


      “Prince Asbert was kind enough to lend me his family’s heirloom curio,” she told Dion. “It’d be a discourtesy not to do a proper study of it and find how best to put it to use.”


      Dion snickered. “You and Prince Vik are two peas in a pod. Goody Two-shoes, the lot of you!”


      Claire did not know quite what to make of that. (The latter sentence did not sound especially like a compliment.) Perhaps Dion had other things to do besides ferry her around to study location after study location.


      But, mental apology notwithstanding, she ignored him and went straight to the shelves at the center of the library. The exams may have been over, but Claire was curious about the magical wardrobe she’d written her thesis on, and she intended to stop by the lodge’s library and see what she could find before she returned to Wurtz. The palace had its own library, to be sure—a large one, at that. But the lodge library had heaps and heaps of books on magical curios, for it was curated with Academy exam takers in mind.


      The professors said I did a splendid job on the history and construction of the wardrobe, but they would have liked to see more analysis via a historical use case lens, Claire thought. And if I remember correctly, one of the works I referenced had something to say on that subject.


      Asbert’s wardrobe had a storied history, having passed from father to son down the Nostonian royal bloodline. Modern curios were designed to be easily understood and convenient to use, but the same could not be said for antique curios. The professor was right, Claire thought. She shouldn’t have approached the topic from a modern angle.


      She had one other reason for returning to her studies: “I was told this wardrobe was used as a shelter in days of old, but that didn’t sit right with me. I don’t doubt its ability to store a great quantity of things, but in terms of sheltering people, it leaves much to be desired.”


      “In what way?” Dion asked.


      “The doors open and close with magic, but there isn’t a way to designate whose magic. Anyone with a bit of talent can come along and charm it open.”


      “I see what you mean. Not having a lock defeats the purpose.”


      “Quite. So, given that it’s an antique curio, I wonder if it has another function besides.”


      Having read no end of literature on the topic for her exams, Claire knew that, in rare cases, antique curios could have a secondary, nonobvious purpose. The rarity of these unique functions decreased the further back in history one went; such curios originated in the war-torn times of antiquity.


      With that said, finding a hidden function was a dreadfully tricky business. I hope I can uncover a hint somewhere in these texts, Claire thought. Her eyes traveled up the bookcases—and up, and up, and up. The shelves stretched all the way to the ceiling. She stood on the second floor, which afforded her a view of the entire library and its collection of countless shelves. Where would she even begin? Claire sighed.


      Just then, she heard someone say her name. She turned and saw Gilbert.


      “Oh good,” he said. “I’m glad I’m not the only one left. Why, and if it isn’t Miss Lui!”


      “Don’t mind me,” said Lui. “I’ll just be looking in these stacks across the way.”


      “I’d better help,” Dion added. “Ta-ta!”


      Lui and Dion made their speedy escape, leaving Claire (who, unfortunately, had not been quick-witted enough to follow them) and the excited Gilbert alone.


      She blinked, surprised at how delighted he was to see her. “Why, I thought you would’ve gone home by now.”


      “No, I wanted to poke around in the library a bit more. It’s got the most fascinating books—and the most fascinating Miss Lui!”


      Oh, Gilbert. She had to pity him—he was yearning so very hard, and Lui was so very not interested. In fact, she’d found ways to give him the slip for the full duration of the exams.


      “We’re here to do a bit of extra research on my thesis curio,” she said. “We’re splitting up for now, but we’ll meet back here to share what we’ve learned in a bit. Would you care to join us?”


      Gilbert lit up. “Nothing would make me happier!”


      His voice boomed through the quiet library. Off in the stacks, Claire caught the distinct sound of a Lui tongue click of disgust.




      A bit later, Gilbert’s light footfalls made Claire pause in her reading and look up.


      “I found this, Miss Claire,” he said. “This is about what you were looking for, isn’t it?” In his hands was a thick tome.


      “Thank you,” she said.


      Good timing. The book she’d been reading had nothing to say on the subject of hidden functions in antique curios. She slipped it back into its spot on the shelf and took Gilbert’s book from him.


      “What is it?” she asked.


      “Someone’s old graduation thesis.”


      Indeed, it did appear to have been written by a person who had graduated several decades earlier, a pupil by the name of Czesław Dordowa.


      Gilbert pointed out a pertinent passage. “Dordowa had to write about magic curios for his thesis too. He collected and researched antique curios from all over the world.”


      “‘Among antique curios, it is not uncommon for certain functions to be locked away. These locks can be lifted via specialized charms.’ Why, it’s just what I was thinking. The thesis goes on to list what those charms are.”


      “Col-or me sur-prised. Gil-bert has his mo-ments af-ter all.” Pooh fluttered into the air from Gilbert’s shoulder, ignoring his usual respect for the library’s rules to utter a derisive hoot.


      Why did that sound so familiar? Was it something from the vision?




      “Here it is, Claire. This is what you were looking for, is it not?”


      “Col-or me sur-prised. Gil-bert has his mo-ments af-ter all.”


      “Oh, shut it, you beastly bird. I’m just as much of a scholar as Miss Claire here! I’m perfectly capable of hunting through a few archives.”


      “Ah, look at you. Work-ing hard in the hopes Sir Lu-i even-tu-al-ly no-tic-es your charms. Brings a tear to one’s eye. You do know she turned you down?”




      Yes, it was from the vision! she thought. She remembered having a conversation very much like the current one. But that didn’t make any sense. Beatrice hadn’t shattered the incense burner while she was in Paffuto, so why should events play out the same way?


      Except events didn’t. Instead of squabbling with his pet, Gilbert turned to Claire. “I think you’d better learn the charms described in this thesis before you leave. You’re planning on going to Ignice, aren’t you?”


      It was like he’d read her mind. Claire nodded. “Yes.”


      “To save us from the bad ending?”


      She hesitated. If there was any purpose worth venturing into the heart of the empire for, it was to stave off the bad ending and save the world. But then Claire thought of Beatrice too. Beatrice hadn’t been perfect, neither to her nor Gilbert. But hadn’t she entrusted Claire with her hopes for her mother? Claire couldn’t forsake her now.


      When Claire didn’t respond, Gilbert nodded knowingly. “I understand. Not all bad endings are scripted, are they, Miss Claire? Now that Princess Beatrice has gone and been kidnapped, Paffuto’s right in the thick of things too. Who knows? Lupty could be next. For all our sakes, I hope everything goes well for you.”


      “Thank you, Prince Gilbert.”


      Gilbert smiled at her before his expression turned serious. “Ever since I came to the lodge, I’ve been racking my brain trying to remember more about Beatrice Bazelaire the game character. I stumbled upon something just recently. She’s not a villain until the incense burner breaks. That’s the trigger that tips her over.”


      “Why, that’s just like the vision I had.”


      “It’s a big scene. It has to be, if it’s the one that cements her into the antagonist’s role. You’re the main character of the sequel, Miss Claire, if you remember me saying so. You meet Princess Beatrice near the beginning of the game, and then she’s not seen for quite some time. She only reappears at the very end as the final boss. That’s when she breaks the incense burner.”


      “Goodness!”


      Claire was aghast. She had thought the burner breaking was no longer on the table, now that Beatrice had left Paffuto. But there was a certain logic to what Gilbert was saying. Most visual novels did not have only one bad ending. She could easily imagine Beatrice the character featuring in several bad endings scattered throughout Maxim’s route, and if that hunch proved true, Claire was not out of the woods yet. But Beatrice the character was not Beatrice the girl, no more than Gilbert was a mirror of his video game self. She exchanged glances with her partner in universe-hopping crime.


      “I believe in you, Miss Claire,” Gilbert said. “I’m sorry I can’t do anything myself, but perhaps that’s for the best. You know what a dunderhead I can be.”


      “I’ll do my best.”


      She pitied the prince. He’d come to Paffuto merely to audit the exams, and he’d somehow gotten caught up in the thick of things, where he’d made blunder after blunder. His failures weighed heavily on him. She knew Vik and Lui would have made a quip to laugh off Gilbert’s negative self-assessment, but Claire wasn’t Vik or Lui. Life-changing events followed her wherever she went, and having a friend like Gilbert—a friend who could be spared from the coming storm—made all the difference in the world.


      “You’ve been a wonderful help,” she told him. “I must take my leave now, but I do hope to see you again soon.”


      “As do I. Oh, and set me up for a tea party with Miss Lui, will you? You’re a dear, Miss Claire.”


      “I-I’ll do my best...”


      She bade the prince and his romantic problems goodbye, and with her two guards in tow, Claire said farewell to the graduation exams and the old manor house at last.

    

  

  
    
      Epilogue


      Claire arrived at the palace to find her friends waiting for her. She unpacked her trunk, put Asbert’s wardrobe away for safekeeping, and made her way to Vik’s office to inform him of what she’d found in the library.


      She knocked on the door. When she opened it, she found the last person she’d expected to see.


      “Hello, Claire,” he said. “Congrats on passing your exams.”


      Her eyes widened in shock. “Keith!”
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      Claire thought Keith had departed with the delegation bound for Ignice ten days ago. What was he doing here?


      “Why are you here?” she demanded. “Did you not leave with the delegation?”


      “Oh, we set out together,” he said. “But I turned back just before the boat arrived for the sea leg of the journey.”


      “Beg pardon?”


      That meant nothing to Claire, so Vik filled her in. “To get to Ignice, you have to go to the city of Marnix and catch a boat the rest of the way. There’s a church in Marnix with a portal linking back to Wurtz, so while the delegation waited for their ship, I summoned Keith in secret and had him pop back for a spell.”


      “For a spell?” Claire repeated. “Then is he going on to Ignice after all?” She had assumed Keith was back for good.


      Vik nodded. “The trip is still on, and Keith’s part of the roster. But it’s not because the prime minister, Aleš Baránek, strong-armed us into it. We’re just playing along. If he demands Keith, he’ll have him—as a spy for Paffuto.”


      “But I should think Princess Beatrice’s letter made clear the unrest between the Crown of Ignice and the Ignealists. This hardly feels the time to be sending delegations!”


      The confrontation with the mage and self-styled prophet of Ignealism was still fresh in Claire’s mind. Why would the Crown send Paffuto’s diplomats straight into the heart of a brewing civil war?


      But Vik had thought of that too. “The king received a letter from the Emperor of Ignice just as I turned up with our letter from Princess Beatrice. A secret letter.”


      “My!”


      “The emperor has requested our aid in quelling the Ignealists’ rebellion. Unrest in an empire as powerful as Ignice spells unrest around the globe, so we’ve pledged our assistance.”


      A noble sentiment, but Claire knew the Crown’s decision was more mercenary than Vik let on. Paffuto wanted Ignice in its debt, and rescuing an empire of such great size and power was a feat few kingdoms could match. Pride was a major factor in this equation.


      “I see,” she said. “Oh, but Keith, do please be careful.”


      Keith smiled at her like she was his own little sister. “Thanks, Claire. I only stopped back for a few minutes to drop off my report, but I’m sure glad I got to see you.”


      “Incidentally,” Vik cut in, “do you still have Prince Asbert’s wardrobe?”


      Claire blinked. It took her a moment to infer why he’d asked. “Yes. I was planning on taking it with me to rescue Princess Beatrice.”


      This was the very same wardrobe Claire had chosen to write her graduation thesis on. Once, it had been a shelter for the royal family of Noston, and the time had come for it to reprise its role for another nation’s princess.


      Claire, imbued with confidence and the charms she’d discovered in the lodge library, added, “For I do intend to save Princess Beatrice. That is part of why you’re going, isn’t it? Please take me along.”


      Vik groaned. “I knew you were going to ask. Normally, I’d say no, but you’re not exactly helpless these days, are you?”


      Claire grinned. “Yes. I promise to work even harder at my magic and fencing lessons. I won’t slow you down.”


      “I know you won’t.”


      And really, there was no stopping her, was there? Laughing, Vik took her hands in his and squeezed them.


      He was such a reassuring presence. Just having him there filled her with a deep sense of joy. Claire wouldn’t take him for granted any longer—she’d lost him once, and she wasn’t about to lose him again. It was time to rise up and vouchsafe her happiness with her own two hands.


      Formerly, the Fallen Daughter of the Duke: Volume 6


      The End.

    

  

  
    
      Afterword


      Hello. This is Ichibu Saki.


      Volume 6 closes with the end of the graduation exams and the introduction of even more momentous developments. I am currently midway through my draft of volume 7 and enjoying it immensely. I hope to have it ready for you soon!


      Nemusuke-sensei has reprised their role as illustrator for this volume with a truly gorgeous cover. Also, seeing first-life Claire and Vik in the front matter illustrations was so, so touching. A new artist will join the series from volume 7 onward, so I would like to offer a big thank you to Nemusuke-sensei for all their work on Formerly Fallen. This series was my authorial debut, and I will never forget how delighted I was to see the first character designs presented to me five years ago. Nemusuke-sensei has delivered so many charming covers and interior illustrations over the course of these six volumes, and I treasure each and every one of them. Thank you for adding color to my world—even if it’s not the strongest work of writing, being my first—and for introducing Claire and Vik to scores of readers.


      I am excited to work even harder to bring you another thrilling installment in Claire’s story. I hope that you will continue to support me with your readership.


      Until we meet again in volume 7, dearest reader.




      Ichibu Saki
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      Bonus Short Story


      Hidden Princes and Hidden Agendas


      Dressed in their uniforms, Claire, Vik, and the guards lay concealed outside the Royal Academy of Wurtz, waiting for a certain first-life someone to pass through its gates. The late afternoon was giving way to dusk, and carriages, ready to pick up their young masters and mistresses, jostled for space in the lane.


      “It’s tantamount to an ambush,” Lui muttered, clearly annoyed. “Enough, my prince. This is madness.”


      If that got to him, Vik didn’t show it. “Shan’t,” he responded. (So full of confidence—and for what?)


      “You are a literal child.”


      “Sticks and stones may break my bones, but words will never hurt me.”


      Oh, you two, Claire thought. She’d heard some variation of this argument a hundred times over, or close enough to make no matter.


      Laughing at them internally, she refocused her attention on the school gates. She and her companions were here to meet first-life Claire—or catch sight of, rather, as they weren’t to reveal themselves to her. They merely wanted to watch her go about her everyday life.


      “They” failed to include Lui, who made no secret of her boredom. “You’d really have us loiter outside the gates, hoping to catch a glimpse of her? You’re no better than Prince Gilbert.”


      “What’s so bad about Prince Gilbert?” Vik replied.


      Lui did not dignify that with a response.


      Gilbert and Vik were polar opposites in personality and reputation both, but Vik had a measure of respect for his fellow prince.


      “Don’t be like that, Lui,” said Claire, throwing Vik a bone. (Lui, having failed to make her point to Vik, had resorted to staring off into the distance in disgust.) “I was the one who asked us to come look for my first-life self today. I wanted to revisit old memories, and I thought we might be able to spot Princess Beatrice this way.”


      “Yeah, Lui,” said Vik. “What she said.”


      “Besides, Vik is learning more about my first life for my sake. He’s taking in as much as he can so that I won’t be the sole bearer of these memories anymore. I’m grateful for him, I really am. That’s another reason we’re here today, isn’t it?”


      She looked up at Vik. Suddenly, he seemed incapable of meeting her eye. What? Was that not one of the reasons?


      Lui flashed her little brother in all but blood a knowing look. Denis, too, turned away to hide a growing smirk. Something was not right.


      “Am I wrong?” Claire said.


      “No, you’re correct,” Vik answered. “I’m, er, not following your first-life self of my own accord. Of course not.”


      If that were true, he wouldn’t have been so flustered. So...this whole exercise was for Vik’s benefit? Oh dear. That made things terribly awkward.


      Just then, Dion piped up. “Weren’t we waiting for Claire?”


      “Yes.”


      “Well, we just missed her. She got into a carriage and drove off.”


      “Huh?!”


      Claire whipped around. Sure enough, there went the Reines’ carriage trundling down the road, bumping over cobblestones and growing smaller by the second. The company had been so preoccupied with probing Vik’s motives that their target had slipped clean past them.


      “Erm, should we follow her?” Claire asked.


      “No,” said Vik. “Then I really would be no better than Prince Gilbert.”


      And with that accidental reveal of Vik’s hidden agenda, the stakeout for first-life Claire was adjourned.
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