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AROSY DAWN spilled across the kingdom of Ald Tor. The forest encircling the castle on the hill was a tangle of pale greens and golden browns, its paths speckled with well-dressed travelers. They marched in neat little lines like ants toward the gate, and knights in freshly painted armor cantered ahead of them on horseback. Gable hoods bobbed in the crowd, gowns dotted with pearls glittered in the sunlight, and banners rippled in the morning breeze. Voices grew louder near the castle, mixing with the music drifting over the drawbridge. Each creaky opening of the throne room’s towering doors cut through the comforting sounds as sharply as a blade.

Prince Phillip swallowed, shifting in the confines of his heavy silk tunic, and scratched his leg with a foot. The new hose itched. His freshly washed face felt red and tight. The gift gripped in his hands was heavier than it had been that morning.

“Bow, say hello, congratulate them, and give them the gift for Princess Aurora,” Phillip whispered to himself.

“What are you muttering about, lad?” his father, King Hubert, asked, eyeing Phillip over his shoulder.

Phillip swallowed. “Nothing!”

The two of them were at the front of a long line of visitors before the doors to the great hall of the castle. They had spent the last few moments waiting to be announced to those gathered in the hall, giving Phillip plenty of time to worry. Earlier, he’d had the walk to distract him from his thoughts.

“Can’t be talking to yourself when you meet Stefan,” said the king. “This is the first time Stefan and Leah will have seen you since you were a baby, and you want to impress them, don’t you?”

“Of course,” said Phillip.

Phillip had to impress King Stefan and Queen Leah. The tales of his father’s time as a knight with King Stefan—long days on the road with nothing but a sword and evildoers for company, best friends hunting down magical villains and their minions, and a final battle against the wicked fairy Maleficent before the human kingdoms finally won and trapped her in her mountain prison—were the most interesting things Phillip’s father ever told him.

And the only things he talked about.

“Good lad.” His father leaned down and straightened Phillip’s new blue tunic and cape. “Are you ready to be a proper prince?”

Phillip sniffed, gripped the gift tighter, and nodded.

The great doors before them opened, trumpets blared again, and someone announced, “Their Royal Highnesses, King Hubert and Prince Phillip!”

“Finally,” muttered King Hubert as he hustled toward the thrones at the other end of the room.

Phillip startled at the announcement and scrambled after his father, hoping the king hadn’t noticed his near trip.

The thrones were nestled in an alcove at the other end of the room, green-and-blue silk brocade draped behind them like a treetop against a clear sky. The black-and-gold coat of arms of His Majesty, King Stefan of Ald Tor, hung from the high rafters. Even sitting, he was as tall and imposing as his castle, all sharp angles and stone. He smiled only when he glanced at a crib beside the thrones.

Phillip took a deep breath and ignored the fluttery feeling in his stomach. This was the first time he had been before so many people and the king and queen of another kingdom, and he knew his father was watching for any little mistake. He squared his shoulders the same way his father always did before court. “Hail to Aurora” became “Hail to our hero” if he thought hard enough. He was Prince Phillip!

He didn’t need to be scared.

Phillip bowed to the two seated monarchs, like he had been told to, but his father didn’t. King Hubert held out his arms to his old friend, and King Stefan rose. The two embraced.

One day, Phillip would be just like his father—loved and happy, invited to important parties and looked up to. The anticipation made him feel equal parts thrilled and anxious.

Phillip’s father beckoned him, and Phillip bustled over, holding up the gift to King Stefan. The king smiled politely and patted Phillip on the head. Up close, the king of Ald Tor looked warmer and more welcoming. Queen Leah came forward and took Phillip to Princess Aurora. He peered over the edge of the crib.

The babe was small and pale, chubby fists clenched around the blue blanket swaddling her. Phillip hadn’t seen any other babies, but his father said he had been a handsome, bellowing thing. This one sniffled and smiled.

She was like a wrinkly, toothless turnip. A turnip he was supposed to marry. His father had told him over and over that it was his duty as a prince to wed the princess, and Phillip wanted to be a good prince. He just wasn’t sure what marrying her meant, and no one would explain it to him. His father said he would tell him when they were older, but what if the princess didn’t want to marry him? It wasn’t like they could ask the baby.

The trumpets sounded again, and Phillip’s father ushered him away. A beam of light shot down from the ceiling, and a gentle breeze rustled the many banners hanging from the high arches. Three figures appeared, small bodies glittering with magic.

“Their most honored and exalted excellencies, the three good fairies,” cried the announcer. “Mistress Flora, Mistress Fauna, and Mistress Merryweather.”

“Fairies,” Phillip whispered, and his father laughed.

Phillip had heard stories about fairies but never met one. Now there were three fluttering right in front of him. They were powerful and reclusive, more so after Maleficent’s failed takeover of the human kingdoms. They looked like the stories, fairy wings thin as glass fluttering behind them and their feet floating slightly off the ground. Phillip crept closer.

The three women flew toward the crib on stained glass wings.

“Always stay on the fairies’ good sides,” said King Hubert, tugging Phillip back by his collar. He patted Phillip’s shoulder. “There’s not a thing we can do against most of their magic, but their promises last forever. Once you make a deal with one, you can hold them to it.”

He tapped the side of his nose, and Phillip nodded as though the king’s counsel made sense. His father smiled.

The fairies were small, and each was clothed in a different color. The green was tinged with brown, like a leaf or moss. The red was more like holly berries than fire, and the blue had the same grayish quality as fog on a summer morning. They flitted to the crib and cooed over the princess before greeting the king and queen.

“Each of us the child may bless with a single gift. No more, no less,” said the one in red. “Little princess, my gift shall be the gift of beauty.”

She waved the bright yellow wand in her hand. Magic gathered and glittered like stars over Princess Aurora. It peppered down on the crib like fresh snow.

Beauty? Phillip scrunched his nose. Beauty was nice, but it wasn’t a gift.

He had wanted to gift her a bear, like the one on the coat of arms for his home, Artwyne, but his father had said bears weren’t appropriate gifts.

As quickly as she had approached, the fairy in red moved away, and the one in green fluttered to Aurora. Phillip tried to move closer again. He had seen magic once or twice, when his father called in a wizard, but that had been ancient runes, bloodred potions, and boring incantations. No amount of studying runes would make a true knight, his father always said. A hero relied on themselves and nothing else.

But it was still magic, and Phillip gasped as the fairy’s wand sparkled. They could gift the princess anything—cunning, stalwart companions, or even magic itself! This one had to be more exciting than beauty.

“Tiny princess,” said the fairy, “my gift shall be the gift of song.”

“Song?” Phillip asked, looking up at his father. “What good is that?”

“A lovely face and voice make for a lovelier wife,” whispered King Hubert. “Something you should be thankful for.”

Phillip wasn’t sure what a wife was, but the golden music box he had given the princess had been pushed aside for the fairies’ gifts. They would never have been able to push a bear aside.

“Why does that matter to me?” Phillip asked. “You said gifts are for the person you give them to. Those aren’t for her. What if she doesn’t like singing?”

“Hush.” His father flicked his ear.

Next, the fairy in blue raised her wand, and a burst of wind nearly ripped it from her hands as she prepared to give the baby her final gift. The doors blew open, clanging against the walls, and people scattered across the hall. Phillip’s father yanked him behind the thrones and squared himself next to King Stefan. Phillip peeked around his father’s legs, hoping his shaking wasn’t noticeable. The sounds had scared him, but his father’s reaction scared him more. Nothing ever frightened his father.

Thunder crashed despite the clear skies, and lightning struck the ground outside the swinging doors. A sickly green fire sparked to life in the center of the room. Smokeless and shifting, the flames twisted in on themselves until they formed a lithe figure taller even than King Stefan. Her headdress rose over her, and her cloak moved like flickering shadows. She smiled, her sneering mouth a red slash across pale skin. A raven perched on the orb at the tip of her staff.

“Why!” cried the red fairy. “It’s Maleficent!”

The name shot through Phillip like an arrow. Maleficent was supposed to be trapped, restricted to her mountain to reflect on her misdeeds. It had taken years for Phillip’s father and his cohorts to beat her back to the Forbidden Mountain, and now she stood before them all. Phillip tried to be brave and not flinch, but when she looked at him, it was like a cook eyeing a ham hock. He shuddered.

Then he made sure no one had seen him.

“What does she want here?” asked the fairy in blue, who had been interrupted.

The green one shushed her.

“Well,” drawled Maleficent. Her voice was like brambles brushing together or ice grinding in a frozen river. She was taller and sharper than the other fairies, wearing a pointed headdress like goat horns and a sweeping gown, and she carried herself with an arrogance that made Phillip shiver. “Quite a glittering assemblage, King Stefan. Royalty, nobility, the gentry.” She glided toward the thrones and stared down her nose at the other fairies. “And—how quaint—even the rabble.”

She scowled, and the other fairies had to hold the blue one back.

“I really felt quite distressed about not receiving an invitation.” Maleficent stroked her raven and stopped at the foot of the thrones.

The blue fairy snarled, “You weren’t wanted.”

“Not want. . .” Maleficent gasped, dark eyes rolling up, and laughed. “Oh, dear. What an awkward situation. I had hoped it was merely due to some oversight. Well, in that event, I’d best be on my way.”

Phillip didn’t understand what was happening. His father’s fists were shaking by his side. He turned slightly and caught King Stefan’s gaze. The pair shared a look of fear that shook Phillip’s heart.

Maleficent turned as though to leave, but her raven stayed twisted to glare at all of them.

“And you’re not offended, Your Excellency?” asked Queen Leah.

“Why, no, Your Majesty.” Maleficent stopped, as if she had been waiting for the question, and smiled. “And to show I bear no ill will, I, too, shall bestow a gift on the child.”

King Stefan and Queen Leah moved to the crib, and the trio of fairies threw themselves over it to protect the princess. Maleficent spread her arms wide. Phillip, trembling, couldn’t take his eyes from her.

“Listen well, all of you,” she said, and her voice echoed terribly. Unnaturally. Until it was all Phillip could hear. “The princess shall indeed grow in grace and beauty, beloved by all who know her, but before the sun sets on her sixteenth birthday, she shall prick her finger on the spindle of a spinning wheel and die.”

The raven took flight, and Maleficent swirled her fingers around her staff. Monstrous silhouettes sank from the green magic growing around it, and Queen Leah gasped. Phillip ripped his gaze from Maleficent. The queen scooped up Aurora into her arms.

And Maleficent only laughed at her fear.

“Seize that creature!” King Stefan yelled.

His guards surged forward, but Maleficent’s staff glowed green again.

Laughing still, she said, “Stand back, you fools.”

Lightning flashed, and she was gone, a green orb of dripping magic hanging in the air where she had been. Her raven cawed once and vanished into it. The magic faded.

Phillip started repeating to himself what had happened, pinching his thigh to make sure it was all real. It was like a nightmare, and no one had done anything to stop her. Two legendary kings in a hall full of knights, and Maleficent had cursed Princess Aurora and left like it was nothing.

It wasn’t at all like the stories. His father and the king hadn’t struck out to meet Maleficent with their swords drawn. Phillip’s father only kept a firm grip on Phillip’s arm and kept shuffling them away from where Maleficent had stood.

King Stefan and Queen Leah looked over Aurora with frantic eyes, and the red fairy approached them slowly. The crowd crept forward at the edges of the hall, people trying to see the princess or talk to the guards. He heard someone ask how this could have happened. He wanted to know that, too. He tugged at his father’s tunic and was ignored.

“Don’t despair, Your Majesties,” the fairy in red said. “Merryweather still has her gift to give.”

“Then she can undo this fearful curse?” asked King Stefan, and Phillip was shocked to hear the king’s voice waver.

“Oh, no, sire.” The blue fairy, who Phillip now knew was called Merryweather, shook her head.

“Maleficent’s powers are far too great,” said the one in red.

“But she can help!” cried the third fairy.

“But. . .” Merryweather looked from the other fairies to the king, and the other two nudged her closer to the princess.

The one in green patted her shoulder and said, “Just do your best, dear.”

Phillip crept out from behind his father’s legs, the fear seeping out of him. Anticipation tinged the air like magic. A fairy’s best would surely be the best.

“Sweet princess.” Merryweather shook out her arms and raised her wand. “If through this wicked witch’s trick a spindle should your finger prick, a ray of hope there still may be in this, the gift I give to thee. Not in death but just in sleep the fateful prophecy you’ll keep, and from this slumber you shall wake when True Love’s Kiss the spell shall break.”

King Stefan deflated with relief. Queen Leah kept Aurora clutched to her chest, smiling down at her as she thanked the fairies. King Hubert clapped Phillip on the back.

“See, lad?” his father asked. “Stay on their good sides.”

Phillip didn’t see at all.

“I thought Maleficent couldn’t leave the mountain,” said Phillip. “How could she come here?”

But no one was listening to him. The queen laid the baby down into her crib, and his father spoke with King Stefan.

“. . .no indication that she could leave,” King Stefan was saying. “None! My scouts have reported nothing unusual, and the fairies clearly had no inkling of her escape.”

Phillip’s father huffed and rubbed his chin. “I’ll ask Barny. Her power’s returned faster than expected, or she burned it all in order to escape today. Barny will know.”

King Stefan’s hand never left the cradle. The fear was gone, but a tension had taken hold of all of them. Phillip peeked over the edge of the cradle, prodded the princess’s cheek, and huffed. Beauty and song!

“I’ll still get you a bear,” he whispered to her. “Sounds like you’ll need it.”
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IN A DINGY inn dripping with rain and choked with the scent of hunter’s stew, in the middle of his first throw for the penultimate round of darts, His Royal Highness, Prince Phillip of Artwyne, knighted the year before and skilled in all manner of princely things, missed the dart board entirely.

Half the crowd groaned. A few threw copper rots at him, the coins clattering to the floor. Phillip caught one, kissed it, and bowed to his opponent. A miller with suspiciously good aim and a good few years on him, she saluted him with her dart.

“Losing isn’t very knightly of you,” she said, nodding to his purse. “Though I hope you’re chivalrous enough to pay up.”

Phillip had eschewed the usual trappings of royalty, traveling with the nondescript crest of a lesser family on his clothes, but everyone in the inn had seen him arrive on horseback with his armor the day before. Only a knight could afford a courser, and everyone had upped the bets on the games once he started playing. Fortunately, no one had connected him to Prince Phillip yet. Portraits were rare in such a rural area, and his name was ordinary enough to not rouse suspicions. Nobles were more common than royals, anyway.

People expected knights; they didn’t expect errant princes.

“Have mercy,” said Phillip. “I sold my chivalry to afford dinner.”

Well, he was errant.

“Oh, don’t show him mercy,” said a woman behind him, her familiar voice making him wince. “He loses nightly, so he should be used to it.”

Johanna, his squire for a year and friend for three, had no respect for him at all, and that was how Phillip preferred it.

“I have half a mind to leave you here,” he said, and glanced at her over his shoulder.

“You have half of a mind?” She gasped and clutched her heart, full mouth in a completely believable O of shock. “I hadn’t noticed.”

It was better to let Johanna think she had the upper hand. Tall and well built, she could easily take him in a fight. She preferred camping, where she could write poetry aloud without anyone overhearing, but Phillip had dragged them to the small village yesternight after two weeks on the road. Her wet black hair was braided in a crown around her head, a sure sign she wasn’t too angry about the detour. Not even Johanna would pass up a warm bath.

“Stop letting him stall, Maxine!” shouted a woman near the door. She had thrashed Phillip at chess the night before and was walking the coin she’d won from him across her knuckles. “Win so I can go home earlier and richer.”

Maxine—Phillip really had to start learning people’s names before he lost to them—blushed all the way up her ears.

“Perhaps missing was a well-calculated move,” he muttered and faked a yawn. “She a friend of yours?”

“Emma’s friendly enough,” mumbled Maxine.

Phillip had missed on purpose. People had been playing darts off and on all day, hustling him out of his money. Maxine was a fine opponent, but her hands started shaking the moment she noticed people were watching. When she realized Emma had joined the crowd, Maxine had practically forgotten what a dart was.

Maybe if Maxine thought him tired, she wouldn’t feel so pressured and would beat him outright.

She threw her dart, and it struck one of the middle rings carved into the wall.

“Six points,” said Phillip, picking up his next dart. He could hit the board’s edge and still lose. “Whatever shall I do?”

Maxine had bet five silver nobles on this game after watching him lose earlier. To Phillip, the riches were nothing—and he was well aware of how unappealing that thought was—but what was the harm in his enjoying himself and Maxine’s taking home some easy money and impressing her crush?

His throw hit the edge of the board with a resounding thwack. Phillip gasped like Johanna had. He had learned how to look contrite and disappointed ages ago, but sardonic hyperbole was far more fun. Emma applauded, and Maxine blushed. Phillip hid his smile with another yawn.

“Rematch tomorrow?” he asked Maxine.

“Sure.” Confusion wrinkled across her face. “But I figured all you knights had to prepare for the wedding, and that’s only—”

In an instant, the comment ripped the happiness from him and replaced it with rage.

“I’m not that sort of knight,” Phillip snapped, even though he didn’t mean to.

The wedding was twenty-six days and eighteen hours away, give or take some minutes, and he had no intention of arriving in the kingdom of Ald Tor for it until absolutely necessary.

Phillip picked up his last dart, wished Maxine good luck with the rest of the tournament, and bet on her on his way to Johanna. He dropped onto the stool next to her.

“Lose again?” she asked without looking. Her head was bowed over a thin book, a birthday gift from him, and her supper sat forgotten. She’d been scribbling in the book all year and refusing to let him see her latest work. Usually she read her newest poetry to him as they rode. “Did you always dream of losing a coin in every corner of your kingdom as your great rebellion against your father?”

Phillip smiled to himself. “I don’t think gambling counts as rebellion, but if you’re offering. . .”

He didn’t care about the lost pride or money. His fate had been set since he was a child, so what did losing or winning anything matter? For the first and final time in his life, he wasn’t training to save Princess Aurora or even thinking about her. That was the entire point of this journey—distraction.

“Keep your treasonous jokes away from me,” said Johanna.

Phillip tapped the tip of her long nose with his stolen dart and tried to peek in the book. “Isn’t this better than standing around the castle in overly decorated armor and playing skumps? How are you ever going to write the next great epic if all we do is sit in the castle performing ceremonial duties?”

“Most of those ceremonies require us to stand,” she said, and angled the book away from him with a pointed look. “So long as you’re in one piece when I return you to His Majesty for the wedding, I don’t care what you do.”

Phillip shushed her and glanced around to make sure none of the remaining patrons were listening.

“Don’t talk to me about the wedding,” he whispered, getting his emotions under control.

It wasn’t even a real wedding—it was a way for King Hubert to join his family with his best friend’s, regardless of how Prince Phillip and Princess Aurora, his betrothed, felt. Not that Phillip knew her feelings, as he had only met her once, when she was still a baby.

“No one’s even heard from her or those fairies for fifteen years,” Phillip said, each word drawn out from him like poison from a wound. “Maybe there won’t even be a wedding.”

“Not being heard from is the point of hiding,” Johanna said. “Royals marry for business all the time, and you’ve known about your betrothal for ages. Why are you still acting shocked?”

Phillip couldn’t say it was because he had believed all those stories about true love, dragons, and knights in shining armor as a child, so he slumped and said, “Bitter words for such a romantic.”

“Romance and realism aren’t opposing forces,” Johanna said, and scratched out a word that might have been slumber. “Eat your food. I finished all of the celery for you.”

She gestured to the stew of mostly carrots next to her, and Phillip smiled. His horse, Samson, would be so jealous.

“An act purely for my benefit, I’m sure,” he said, and picked up the bowl. “Also, if you’re writing about the curse again—”

The door to the inn crashed open. Three people flooded inside, blades dripping rainwater across the floor as they swung them about. A few folks screamed, some brandished jugs or stools, and Phillip set his bowl back on the table.

“Tell me this isn’t a robbery,” he said.

Johanna closed her book. “I’m hoping it will be more of a shakedown.”

“You all do as he says, leave your money on the tables, and keep your hands in sight, and you’ll live,” said the tallest of the interlopers. They inclined their head to the one in the lead.

He was short and silver-headed, the vicious look in his blue eyes twisting his handsome face. He pulled a knife from a loop on his belt and raised it at Emma, who had still been standing near the front door when he had burst through.

“You don’t,” he said, “and she dies.”

Phillip laid his stolen dart and both hands on the table, and Johanna tossed her purse next to his dart. The other two thieves collected everyone’s money as the third one watched, his knife at Emma’s throat. Two folks had grabbed Maxine by the arms and covered her mouth to hold her back. Phillip eyed the two thieves as they took Johanna’s money and left his dart. They slowly finished their round.

Chasing after these thieves wouldn’t be worth it. Neither Johanna nor he was ready for a fight. Their weapons and armor were in their room, and the night was thick with rain and fog. Phillip could replace the money lost twice over. If Johanna and he tried to take down the three here without their supplies, they probably wouldn’t lose, but a bystander might get hurt.

“All right,” said the oldest thief. He hemmed and hawed, looking like he’d expected more of a fight. “Well, we’ll be going, and we’ll be taking her for a little walk with us to ensure no one tries anything funny. Anyone follows, she dies.”

They vanished out the door with Emma, and the inn’s occupants started talking frantically and peering out the shuttered windows. Maxine slumped against the people who had held her back. Phillip picked up his supper.

“Absolutely not,” said Johanna. “We’re giving chase.”

“They’ll let her go, and then I can repay everyone,” said Phillip.

“But what if they don’t?”

Phillip shrugged.

“You want to be the man who bet another’s life on thieves being honest?” Johanna asked. “Because that’s the epic I’ll write about you if you don’t help me.” She flicked the back of his hand. “And if you start throwing money at people, they’ll know you’re not an everyday knight.”

Phillip sighed. It wasn’t that he cared about what anyone else thought of him, but he cared about Johanna. And Emma had been a good sport when he arrived yesterday. He set everything down again.

“Fine, but I’ll follow them at a distance and only intervene if they try to hurt her,” he said, standing and stretching. “You go upstairs, grab our things, and follow me with Samson. Once they leave Emma, we can arrest them. If you insist.”

It would be easier and safer to round them up when they didn’t have a hostage.

“I do insist, but you can’t go alone.”

“I am a knight, even if I don’t always act like one,” he said. “I know what I’m doing.”

[image: ]

Phillip plunged weaponless and armorless into the dreary dark. Fog as thick as smoke coated the street outside, and the humidity left behind by the warm spring rain was cloying. Night had stained the lush woods surrounding the town a deep indigo, and clouds dimmed the little moonlight there was. A drizzle-soaked Phillip crept along behind the thieves until he was close enough to intervene. The trees along the side of the road were the perfect hiding place.

The shortest one, straight brown hair slicked back with rain, hesitated and glanced over their shoulder. “I don’t think anyone’s coming.”

Phillip ducked down below a small wall along the path.

“You told them not to,” said Emma. “They don’t want me dead.”

“Bully for you,” muttered the third one. They wiped their red curls from their eyes. “Sire, what do we do?”

“Keep walking,” said Sire, who Phillip assumed was the leader. “We stick to my plan.”

Sire kept the blade at the side of Emma’s throat. He was comfortable wielding it, which was worrying. Less worrying was the redheaded thief’s small crossbow, which they held like a venomous snake and had clearly never used before. The third one seemed completely baffled by the ax in their own hand.

“You can’t keep me forever,” Emma said. Her hands were fists at her sides. “We must be far enough now.”

Sire smacked her with the flat of the knife. “You stop when I say you stop.”

Phillip, not caring for Sire’s nonchalance, darted off the path and looped wide to overtake them. The redheaded one must have heard him and fired off a shot. It tore harmlessly through the branches far to Phillip’s right, and he sank to his knees behind a bush. He had often played town guard and protector as a knight, but these were the oddest thieves he had ever encountered.

“Why did you do that?” Sire tilted his head back and sighed. “You could have killed someone.”

The thief ducked instead of answering. Phillip started to crawl toward the road, low enough to be out of sight. To his delight, Emma had shuffled out of Sire’s reach. Phillip stopped two strides away from the thief with the ax.

“Do what I say,” muttered Sire. “Why is that so hard?”

Lightning flashed overhead. Phillip lunged, timing his step with the thunder. He crashed through the underbrush and flung his stolen dart at Sire’s face. It struck the thief’s left cheek, sending him sprawling with a shriek, and the other two spun to Phillip.

Phillip tackled the one with the ax and kneed them hard in the side. They dropped the ax. He rose with it in hand. The thief with the crossbow fired off a shot with surprising accuracy, missing him by a hair. Phillip knocked the crossbow aside with a sweep of the ax, and they stumbled back. Strides away, Sire struggled to his feet, and Emma raced back toward the inn. Phillip slammed the handle of the ax into the crossbow thief’s temple. They crumpled to the road.

Lightning flashed again, and Phillip lunged for Sire. With any luck, the others would surrender or scatter as soon as he—and the money—went down.

Phillip swung the ax at Sire. He moved with surprising speed, blocking the blow with his knife. The guard caught the ax’s handle, and he nearly wrenched it from Phillip’s grasp. Phillip twisted with the movement, his confidence flickering, and connected a kick with Sire’s knees. Sire went down with a howl.

That ought to have done it, but when Phillip spun to face the other two thieves, they didn’t run. One even laughed at Sire.

Maybe Phillip had misread this trio.

“It would be best if you all surrendered,” he said, adjusting his grip on the ax.

One thief raised the crossbow, and the other lifted their fist.

“Optimistic of you,” Phillip said to the one without a weapon and twirled the ax. Johanna should have caught up with them by now. Phillip was good, but he wasn’t three-versus-one-in-the-rain good. “You know, if you took off running with the money right now and left well enough alone, I wouldn’t stop you.”

Phillip said it in a drawl, stifling his concern with false confidence. He shuffled backward and tried to lead Sire out of the middle of the road. Fog shrouded the inn from sight, but Phillip didn’t want the thieves to see Johanna coming in case that made them panic. The trees lining the road would provide some cover. Maybe he could even find a branch to wield as a weapon.

“Run?” Sire stood, knife in hand, and stalked after Phillip. “When you’re the one alone?”

A chill swept over Phillip, the odd tingling of it starting in his chest and spreading throughout his body. He flexed his fingers, and grass twisted around Sire’s ankles like a hand. Sire took a step forward, shaking off the grass. Phillip shook his head. What had he seen?

Sire attacked. Phillip sidestepped, the knife tearing through his shirt. The crossbow twanged behind him, and a bolt tore past his cheek. Desperate for cover, Phillip dodged deeper into the tree line. A branch cracked above him and crashed to his feet. Phillip snatched it up. A prickle like lightning raced across his skin.

He had misjudged this. Like him, they didn’t care about the money. Unlike him, they cared about winning.

Sire slashed at Phillip. Phillip blocked the knife with the branch and swung the ax. Another crossbow bolt tore through the air next to his hand, making him drop the ax, and Phillip stumbled. His back hit a tree.

Phillip pushed Sire aside with the branch. The third thief aimed their crossbow at Phillip again.

Hoofbeats pounded down the road. The thief turned, lowering their bow. Johanna, astride Samson and brandishing her sword, emerged from the fog and cleaved the crossbow in two. The thief dropped it and sprinted away. The second thief ran after them. Phillip relaxed.

“Took you long enough,” he said. “Last-minute rescues make better poems, I assume?”

Johanna shushed him. “You’re the one who took off without a weapon. The storm made it near impossible to find you. Mind of its own, I swear, but Emma made it back safely.”

Before he could respond, a knife sliced into his arm. Phillip yelped, panic numbing the pain. Sire slammed into Phillip and pinned him to the tree. His knife pressed into Phillip’s throat, and the fog smothered them until Phillip could see only the murderous glare of Sire’s blue eyes. The odd prickling sensation Phillip had felt earlier returned to his fingers. Phillip’s skin broke beneath Sire’s blade.

“Get away from me!” Phillip grunted, and as he struck out with his fist, so did a branch from the tree behind him. Both hit Sire square in the chest.

The thief flew back, crashed through a sapling, and crumpled to the ground. Phillip froze. Branches and grass twisted around Sire’s throat and hands, binding him to the ground as he struggled weakly against them. Johanna drew in a breath.

“What’s happening?” she asked, trying to calm the panicking horse.

Phillip took a deep breath. The vines holding Sire sank back into the earth, the fog around them dissipated, and the storm died down. Distantly, thunder cracked, and Phillip shuddered.

“I’m not sure,” he said, and wiped his hands on his shirt. “Perhaps the wind. . .”

“Phillip, that looked like magi—”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” snapped Phillip.

Phillip’s memories of magic were tinged with the brimstone stench of Maleficent’s green smoke and the cackling caw of her raven. Magic was rare, and he was besieged by a cursed betrothed and strange dreams as it was. This was a fluke. A trick of the light.

“We’ve been in odder fights before, and we have a job to finish,” Phillip said, but when he turned to where Sire had landed, the thief was gone. Phillip squinted into the fog and barely made out Sire fleeing. “Never mind. If Emma’s back safe, forget it. You pay everyone what was stolen from them out of my money, and I’ll pack our things.”

“We’re leaving?” Johanna asked, eyeing Sire. “I could get him.”

Samson snorted in agreement, but Phillip patted his neck.

“We need to leave as soon as possible to make it home before my father leaves for Ald Tor,” he said. “I want to talk to him.”

It was the only thing he could think of—his father would know of any reports of rogue magic or new magical deals—and he knew it would shut Johanna up.

“Right, because you wanting to see your father is perfectly normal,” she muttered. “If you’re sure.”

“Since when have I been sure of anything?” he asked.

But really, he was scared. Magic wasn’t supposed to just show up in strange towns. It was dangerous and unpredictable, and it shouldn’t have happened. It couldn’t have happened. If it had, he only hoped his father knew why.
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IT TOOK five days for Phillip and Johanna to reach the outskirts of Artwyne’s main city. King Hubert’s flags waved at them from atop the towers, shooing Phillip away. He hadn’t spoken to Johanna any more about what happened with the thieves, but she had talked about it nonstop. She had spent the whole journey describing what she had seen and how it was definitely, no question, could only be, magic, and Phillip had spent the whole journey finding it harder and harder to rebuff her. She wanted to get to the bottom of it, but Phillip wanted nothing more than to prove her wrong.

Sure, the grass and branches behaving like that was odd, but it had been windy. They had been distracted and worried. It was simply a trick of their panicked minds. Phillip was certain that their trip to visit his father would confirm that magic wasn’t involved.

King Hubert hailed from the school of What Doesn’t Kill You Makes You Stronger. He had hired trainers and knights to surprise Phillip with attacks and challenges as he was growing up, and each time he had watched from the sidelines like it was some great show. A knight always had to be prepared, he said time and time again.

And then, usually, some new little test, like stopping a flung spear or picking out the non-poisoned tart from a tray, would begin.

“What’s more likely, anyway?” Phillip leaned down from his seat atop Samson and whispered to him. “Magic suddenly appearing out of nowhere, or one of the hits I took rattling me so good I mistook normal winds and vines for mystical ones?”

Samson snorted. The courser had been with Phillip longer than anyone save his father and had spent years dragging Phillip to safety when he was a page. What Samson deemed safe was mostly his stall or the kitchens, but Phillip hadn’t minded.

Five years after Maleficent’s first and only escape from the Forbidden Mountain and Princess Aurora’s going into hiding, Kings Hubert and Stefan had decided that marrying Phillip to the cursed princess wasn’t enough. He was to be her protector once the curse was avoided, charged with keeping Maleficent from assassinating Princess Aurora, and Phillip’s dreams of gallantry and heroism had been trampled by an endless parade of surprise tests and tournaments.

Phillip would never be in charge of his own life.

“You’ll talk to Samson about what’s bothering you but not me?” Johanna asked, nudging her horse, Taliesin, up alongside him. “Shall I find a stranger for you to discuss it with as well?”

They were a few minutes from the gates of the city, and the road around them was mostly empty. She nodded to a group of three merchants far down the road behind them. “Perhaps one of them will do.”

“You’re painfully stubborn,” he mumbled.

As much as he loved her, Phillip knew Johanna wouldn’t understand. She knew what she wanted to do with her life and was already practically living it. She spoke of being a knight the same way most people talked about the loves of their lives.

She was even writing whatever it was in her book. She’d been working on the same piece for months. Phillip hated how terribly envious he was of her certainty.

“Samson doesn’t have any wild ideas about what happened,” Phillip said. “Listen—it’s much more likely my father concocted some plan to lure me home and the thieves were a part of it.”

Johanna frowned and rose up in her seat to better see the city walls ahead of them. They were near enough to the city now that the shadows of the short towers crept over them, and Phillip shivered in the shade. He had hoped not to return here until after he was ensnared by his wedding and Princess Aurora’s curse.

“I know what you’re not saying,” Johanna said finally. “It’s Maleficent. You’re worried the magic might be connected to her. But what if there’s a wizard out there who could help? Someone to defeat her once and for all.”

Phillip bristled at the mention of Maleficent. It always came back to her. “If they wanted to help, they’d come forward themself,” he said. The only good thing that had come from the curse was that it had used up so much of her power that she was trapped yet again in her mountain hideout. She hadn’t left the ruins there since.

“Fine. Consider this, then: What if you’re magical?” said Johanna. “If you’re to be Princess Aurora’s savior from a powerful, magical being, you’ll need magic. Maybe it’s a belated gift from the fairies.”

“What?” Phillip couldn’t hold back his laugh. Fairies didn’t give belated gifts; they picked their favored baby and showered them with things like beauty and song. They didn’t give errant princes the ability to hit thieves with wind. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but that’s the most fantastical, unlikely thing you have ever said, and you once called me honorable. People don’t just develop magic, and fairies definitely don’t go about gifting it randomly.”

A part of Phillip, the little boy who had wandered into King Stefan’s castle a child with the world at his feet and left with only one path he would be forced to undertake, would have leapt at magic as an explanation. There were so many great wizard-kings in his father’s old stories.

Magic would have been another way to prove himself to the world and leave his mark on it so that some of the future stories passed down would be of him.

But this Phillip, older and wise enough, knew that none of it mattered.

Princess Aurora would return from wherever the fairies were hiding her, Maleficent’s curse would most likely be avoided entirely through that deception, and Phillip would be forced to stay by her side in the time that followed to keep her safe from Maleficent’s ire at her plans being foiled. Her true love would never even need to make an appearance, and Phillip’s marriage to her would ensure he was always near to keep her safe. Finally, Kings Hubert and Stefan would be family, and they would be working together to crush Maleficent, just like in the old days. They were sure she would focus all her attention on killing the princess instead of trying to conquer the kingdoms like she had last time.

“Well, that’s just rude to both of us,” Johanna drawled, but he could see she was hurt. She urged Taliesin forward and cantered toward the city gates ahead of Phillip. “You’re not the least bit intrigued by the idea of having magic?”

“I loathe everything, Johanna,” said Phillip, and his frown wasn’t entirely put on. Johanna refused to see the worst in anything, even him. She didn’t deserve his ire. “When have you known anything to intrigue me?”

“When you told me about that dream girl of yours, it was the most wistful I’d ever seen you,” she said, grinning at him over her shoulder.

And there it was. Phillip’s secret: a girl who haunted his dreams. “I shouldn’t have told her,” he whispered to Samson, ignoring the odd looks from people leaving the city. Even hearing her mention the dreams made his heart race and his blood rush in his ears. “They’re more like nightmares, honestly. I would give anything for one good night of dreamless, silent sleep.”

For as long as Phillip could remember, he had dreamed the same dream nearly every night: He was in an ancient wood, from which he could never escape, and all he could hear was the daily goings-on of a girl behind a thick thorn wall. He never saw her, could never respond to her, and could never hear anything that might have helped him identify her. He was simply stuck listening to her.

It was like overhearing a group of players performing on the other side of a thick dusty curtain. Her voice carried the most, but it was still muffled and distant. Rarely, he could make out who she was talking to, usually her aunts or the animals they raised, and often he heard the mysterious girl singing to herself as she went about her day. In all the years he had been unwillingly eavesdropping on her, he had heard nothing that hinted at why he dreamed of her.

He had once considered that the dreams were magic, but his life was already tied to someone else. He didn’t want to investigate and uncover that he was intricately linked not only to Princess Aurora in his waking life but to another stranger in his dreams. It was easier to think of the dreams as nothing more than flukes.

Phillip braced himself as they passed through the gates and slowed to a halt. “I think it would be best if I spoke with my father alone. Restock and prepare for us to leave again once I’m done.”

He dismounted and handed the horse’s reins to Johanna. She moved to talk, and Phillip shook his head.

He couldn’t admit she was right, that she was one of two people who knew him so well it scared him, so he instead said, “I have twenty-one days until Princess Aurora’s birthday and the sham that will be our marriage. I want to spend them away from here, even if we’re only camping down the road.”

“Of course,” she said, and led Samson away. “This way, Your High Horseness.”
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Phillip sighed, slouched his shoulders, and glared up at the looming castle that was his home. It was rather like his father, an intimidating sprawl of stone that had been weathered by the world for years and never once fallen. No siege had ever broken through its stone walls, and no king who sat on its throne had ever surrendered. The great gate separating the main part of the castle from the city was easy enough to pass through undetected, with everyone focusing on work instead of on the faces of those slipping past them, and Phillip joined a group of workers returning to the castle to prepare for his father’s imminent departure.

Phillip knew his father would be riding ahead to Ald Tor and arriving early to spend time with his best friend before the wedding. No doubt they would be discussing all their plans for Maleficent’s inevitable return.

“A knight always has to be prepared,” muttered Phillip, stopping outside of his father’s study, where the king always was this time of day. “To fight, to outwit, to sacrifice.”

And to marry girls they had never met.

Phillip shoved open the doors. The study was small and mostly for show, the hunting trophies on the wall revealing his father’s true favorite place to be. A great bear was rearing behind the large wooden desk laden with letters and ledgers and half-drunk cups. King Hubert of Artwyne was clad in hunting clothes, rifling through papers and muttering to himself. He hadn’t even heard the doors open.

“Now, the blueprints. Yes, good. . .”

Phillip cleared his throat.

“Phillip! My boy!” His father smiled, eyes crinkling, and swept around the desk to him. “There you are!”

King Hubert folded him into a rib-crushing hug.

“Here I am,” Phillip mumbled into his father’s shoulder.

“You know, in my day, knights answered to their lord,” said his father, pulling away and wagging his finger before Phillip’s face. “Told them where they were going and didn’t vanish for weeks on end.”

It wasn’t even a mean statement, but it made Phillip wince. Each story of knights of old, each hope foisted upon Phillip, and each time his father had complete and utter confidence that he would succeed at protecting Princess Aurora from Maleficent—they ripped out the part of Phillip’s heart that still thought he could be the hero. Each compliment only made him think of the selfishness he knew lived in him.

How could he be the good Prince Phillip when none of his choices felt good enough?

“Well, I guess I’m not like the knights of your day.” Phillip slowly walked around his father’s study and let his fingers skim the familiar objects. “Speaking of, though, Johanna and I had an encounter with some thieves. A trio robbed the inn we were staying at, but they didn’t seem interested in the money.”

“Oh, the sort who sees the fight as the spoils.” King Hubert shadowboxed to his chair. “Give them the old one-two, did you? Show them what happens to those who cast aside justice?”

“Johanna showed them, mostly,” said Phillip, dropping into one of the chairs before his father’s desk. He propped his feet up on the corner.

His father punched his boots, lightly, and collapsed into his own chair with a huff. “Course she did. Always liked her.”

“Anyway, I wanted to know if you had heard any reports of things happening about a five days’ ride northwest of here?” asked Phillip.
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