The Princess Curse

Time seemed to slow as Cade’s broadsword swished over my head, slicing the tip of my
braid off. Adrenaline spiked through me as | danced backward and glared at my brother. He shot
me a cheeky smile, but I could see the exhaustion peeking through. Cade prepared for his next
swing, and I was off again. Ducking around his side, | avoided the full force of his swing, but I
wasn’t prepared for him to continue pivoting, pulling his sword along with him. I hopped back
and | deflected his sword into the dirt. Then I spun to kick him in the back while he was off-
balance causing him to stumble and lose his grip on his sword. Using his moment of weakness, |
tackled him to the ground. Cade tried to roll out of the way but | popped down on his chest and
crossed my double short swords over his neck.

My lungs burned as I grinned, “How does it feel to be beneath me, peasant?”

“Such an honor, Princess Cattie.” Cade rolled his hazel eyes before raising an eyebrow.
“You going to get off me any time soon?”

| hummed and pretended to think as the adrenaline thrumming in my veins died down. |
smirked down at my brother, “I don’t know, I quite like threatening you with my sword. Heard
it’s good for your health to fight with your siblings every once in a while.”

“And I heard that it’s good for your health to not anger your older, wiser siblings.”

| huffed and pulled the swords away from his throat, “Seriously? You’re only five
minutes older; it doesn’t count. Also, I don’t have a wise sibling so therefore I’'m completely
fine.”

Cade shoved me off him, and | winced as my butt hit the ground and wet mud seeped into
my trousers. “Still feel fine?”

I rolled my eyes and mumbled, “How you’re mom’s favorite is beyond me.” Standing up,



I glanced behind me to see a new butt print on the muddy royal lawn. Goopy mud slowly rolled
toward my feet as my trousers clung to my legs.

“I’m not Mom’s favorite. You are.”

Frowning, | glanced over at Cade who sprawled out on the lawn still huffing from our
spar and enjoying the first truly sunny day we’ve had in months. “You’re obviously the favorite,
Cade. Mom let you join CRO at 14 while I’'m not so much as allowed to go outside after dark.”
He had been the favorite since the day he was born the oldest child to King Neylon and Queen
Rapunzel of the Towers Kingdom. He was the crown prince, the one everyone adored with his
wavy caramel hair, charming smile, and hazel eyes. | was just the female rip-off of Cade with
none of the same charm that made everyone like him.

Grabbing my swords to sheath them, I hesitated staring at all the scratches and chips on
my blade. All I was good for was fighting and my parents wouldn’t even let me do that. People
always told me | possessed the same fighting spirit as my mother, but that never seemed to
matter to her. I shoved them into my pack with the rest of my equipment before swinging the
strap over my head.

Cade hoisted himself off the ground and grabbed his equipment. Balancing the flat of his
sword on one shoulder, he slung his pack over the other and jogged to catch up with me. As we
made our way across the lawn to the castle’s side entrance, Cade draped his muddy arm over my
shoulder. “I’m sure you’ll be joining me as a Trainee soon. Especially with those sword skills of
yours.”

I shook Cade’s arm off and shoved open the wooden door. Strolling through the narrow,
stone corridor, | glared into the air. “We’re twins and are basically at the same skill level. You’ve

been a Trainee for a year and have been on missions. | am still stuck in the palace doing



‘princessy things’ with Mom telling me ‘No’ every time I ask about starting training or even
visiting the nearest training facility. And she won’t even give me a good reason.”

Cade sighed as we turned a corner into a bigger hallway. “Mom’s just a bit protective of
you because of the whole curse thing. It’ll blow over soon, I’'m sure.”

| scowled at Cade for that wonderful reminder of the ticking time bomb dangling above
my head. The Princess Curse. No one knows how it started, but everyone knows the most
famous princesses to survive it. Queen White, Queen Belle, Queen Ella, Queen Rose, Queen
Jenavere, and my mom, Queen Rapunzel. Every princess, or girl who would become a princess,
gets cursed in some way during their life. Usually when they’re teenagers. So far, no one has
been able to break the curse. Sure, the individual curses are broken, but not the overarching
curse. At first, people believed that it was a coincidence that the princesses got cursed, but
eventually, it turned into a pattern, and then it turned into fact. | had yet to be cursed and | hoped
to never be.

“So, I’'m just supposed to wait around for a curse that no one knows what it is or when
it’s coming, and until then I can’t do anything. I get it,” I huffed before stomping up a side
staircase.

“Cattie, it’s for your protection,” Cade chided, and I froze.

This is for your own protection.

1t’s to keep you protected.

You need to be protected.

-for your protection.

| gritted my teeth before forcing myself up the rest of the steps. “Careful, you’re starting

to sound like Mom and Dad.”



“And that’s such a bad thing?” | could feel Cade’s stare, but | refused to look at him,
keeping my eyes glued to the large portrait of General Philip hanging at the end of the hall. He
sighed and started walking down the opposite hall. “See you at dinner.”

I ignored him until the footsteps faded away. Then | trudged down the hallway toward the
painting. General Philip. The man who started it all. His brown eyes seemed to bore into my
soul, judging my worthiness. | wondered whether he was satisfied, whether I’d be good enough
for his CRO. When he founded the Croatoan Royal-protection Organization, would he let me
join? My mother fought her way up to his position as the leader of Croatoan’s spy organization
and became the first female General with my dad as her right-hand and best field Commander.
Now Cade was a Trainee, but | was still left out. It wasn’t fair. I had been training my whole life
right alongside Cade.

| sighed and placed my hand on the metal plate beside the painting detailing its facts.
Glancing around, I ensured no one could see me before pressing the plate. The plate lit up with a
blue light before scanning my hand and allowing me access to the secret passage behind the
painting. In the castle, behind every painting of General Philip or Queen Rose, there was a secret
passage that could only be opened through the technologies they brought to the royals. Just like
the passages, the technologies the royals possess are some of the best-kept secrets in Croatoan.

My footsteps echoed off the old walls as my hand trailed across the cold stones. The
history of the castle went all the way back to the beginning of the Enchanted Age after General
Philip recused his wife, Rode, from a coven of witches who cursed her, discovered technologies,
and founded CRO along with much of the monarchy system I knew. No one knows exactly how
General Philip discovered technologies, just that he was shoved into a portal while rescuing

Queen Rose from the witches.



Coming to the end of the passage, | checked the little peephole beside the door before
swinging it open. I hopped out and shut the door behind me, coming face-to-face with Queen
Rose’s blue eyes. | glared at her and her perfect smile. She was the first to fall victim to the
Princess Curse and she must have caused it or knew what did cause it. This stupid curse,
dangling like a sword above my head every day, was all her fault. Turning my back on her, |
stomped down the rest of the hallway to my room.

| groaned as | shoved open the heavy door to my bedchamber with my aching arms.
Dropping my stuff by the desk near the door, | sighed as a crisp breeze from my open window
caressed my sweaty skin. The couch beneath my silky curtains looked so inviting as the smells
from the meadow blew in. Kicking off my muddy boots, the stone floor chilled my sore feet, and
| desperately wanted to lie down. | trudged over my fuzzy green rug to my canopy bed and
opened my arms wide to plop down on the blue sheets.

A loud bang echoed through the room, and | whirled around as my hand jumped to my
empty hip. Arabelle stood with an eyebrow raised in the doorway to the bathroom as she scanned
my body. Then she sighed and pinched the bridge of her nose, “Please tell me ye weren’t aboot
to lay down on the bed I just cleaned in yer muddy boy clothes.” I smiled sheepishly at Arabelle
and then pinched my lips together. “I’m waitin’,” she deadpanned.

“I’m not going to lay down on the bed you just cleaned.”

“Thank ye!” Arabelle exclaimed, making her messy, auburn bun bob. “I swear, ye royals
just dain’t know what it is like to clean up after all o’ ye.”

“Hey, I spent a week as a servant in the castle,” I objected.

Arabelle rolled her eyes, “An ye spent more time in the armory an the library than

cleaning royal rooms.”



“S0?” I crossed my arms.

“So, ye should go take a bath now ‘cause I can smell ye from all the way o’er here and |
wun’t be the one cleaning yer bed again if ye lay on it like that.”

I huffed and marched over to the bathroom. “You know I am the princess here. 'm
supposed to be telling you what to do.”

“An | am the princess’s best friend. Therefore, I can tell ye what to do.” Arabelle
smirked. I ignored her and slammed the door behind me, only for her giggles to break through
the door. “By the way, yer parents are having dinner with ye tonight. So, dain’t be late!”

“Don’t worry, I won’t be!”

“I’ll come and fetch ye to be shure!”

“I’m not a baby!”

“Could o’ fooled mae!”

“Hey!” I rarely ever arrived late anymore, and the only reason | used to be late was
because time hated me. It was always too slow when it needed to be fast, and way too fast when |
needed it to be slow. Maybe that’s my curse. | chuckled at the thought before heading over to the
tub.

Staring into the water, excitement built in my chest as | thought about the dinner. My
family was rarely all together these days with their work at CRO getting more hectic and still
needing to rule an entire kingdom. Dad was the one gone the most as a commander on the front
lines. While there were no wars in Croatoan now, preventing wars from cropping up was still
very hands on. All the kingdoms inhabited most of the north and east, and had allied after the
Giant War. However, the territories, except for the Oceanic Kingdom, comprised the south and

west. The kingdoms were all ruled by the royals, while the territories each had their own



governing system, except for the Mixxed Territory, which had no governing system at all and
hosted the stuff of little children’s nightmares.

| sighed down at the clear water of my bath. My long caramel braid dripped mud into the
tub and I winced at all the mud on the floor I tracked in. Staring into my own hazel eyes, I
wondered if I’d ever get the chance to join CRO or if Mom was going to forbid me from joining

forever.



Chapter 2

“Stupid sleeve,” I growled as my impractical bell sleeve snagged on the dining room
door. I wore one of my favorite dresses, a navy blue, silk dress that fell to my ankles and felt
smooth against my skin. But the best part was the hidden slits I could use to hide weapons.

Cade snickered at me from his seat on Dad’s left and I stuck my tongue out at him.
“Remember who kicked your butt today at practice.” He scowled and rolled his eyes.

“Good job, Catterina,” Dad congratulated me from the head of the table. He had his
shaggy brown hair pulled back in a ponytail to keep it out of his way, not that it did him any
good with that bushy beard of his. My gaze snagged on the prominent scar across his cheekbone.
He had promised that one day, when Cade and | were older, he would tell us how he got it.

“Did you get lost on the way here?” Mom asked from her seat on Dad’s right. She raised
an eyebrow at me as her green eyes sparkled with amusement. Mom shared her hair color with
both Cade and me and people always told me how much | looked like my mother. Especially
since we both always wore our hair in braids, though hers trailed much longer than mine.

“I didn’t get lost. Time did... and my clothes kept running away from me.” I grinned as I
plopped down beside Cade.

“I’ll never know how on earth you manage to lose everything right after setting it down,”
Cade said.

“Talent,” I smirked.

Mom smiled, “Well now that time has found you, your father and I have an
announcement to make.”

| glanced at my plate and sighed. Fish and cauliflower bread were the main course tonight

again. Digging in, | waited for the announcement. Hopefully, she was finally going to say



something about me being able to join CRO.

“We’re going on a vacation,” Dad stated.

I choked on my food and gawked at Dad in disbelief. “What?” I coughed as I reached for
my grape juice. We never went on vacation at this time of year, and we hadn’t been on any
vacations for years.

“Let me rephrase that.” Mom straightened up. “You two will be going on vacation. Your
father and I will be handling classified CRO business. The Towers’s royal family going on
vacation is our cover story.”

“I’m a Trainee, though,” Cade objected, “Can’t I help?”

“This is above your level, sweetie.” Mom said cutting her fish without looking up.

“What about me? I can help!” I pleaded.

“You’re not a part of CRO,” Dad said before eating a forkful of fish.

“Because you won’t let me! I’m the daughter of the General and top Commander of
CRO. I want to be a part of it, and I should be a part of it, but you’re not letting me.” I glared at
my half-eaten food.

“Catterina, we’ve had this conversation before,” Dad started.

“Then we’ll have it again!”

Mom sighed. “Cattie, this is not up for discussion. Your father and I will be working on
our mission while you and Cade will be enjoying the sights of Oceanic. It’s nice this time of
year.”

“I could help you! You’ve trained me!”

“I can help, too,” Cade said. “I’ve been a Trainee for a year now and been sent on

missions of my own.”



“We’ll consider it, son,” Dad conceded.

My jaw dropped, and my chest began to grow tight. They’ll dismiss me but not Cade. “So
that is it then? I just don’t matter!”

“Cattie!” Mom exclaimed. “It is not like that. Your brother is trained for this.”

“Because you won’t let me train too!” Anger swirled in my gut as my face grew hot.
“Cattie, that’s enough!” Dad snapped and my next words died in my throat. “Your
mother and | love you very much. Both of you. And we will not purposefully put either of you in

danger.”

“Please understand, Cattie.” Mom set down her utensils and looked up. “We want what is
best for you and getting involved in CRO right now is not it.” I opened my mouth to object, but
she cut me off. “Cade is a different person. Yes, you are twins. But you’re different, so we treat
you differently. You don’t need the same things as each other. Trust us, Cattie. This is for your
protection. And one day you’ll understand why, but until then please trust us.”

I sagged down in my seat. I could recognize a losing battle. “Fine.”

“Thank you.” Mom relaxed back into her seat.

Mom continued to talk about the upcoming trip to Oceanic, but I just stared down into the
cloudy eyes of the fish on my plate. [ wasn’t hungry anymore now that a rock sat in my stomach.
| felt ready to be a CRO agent, something | had been training my entire life for. But Mom kept
telling me it was for my own good. But it couldn’t be. I just had to find some way to show her

that | was ready.



