
  
  [image: image-placeholder]




  
  First published by Poppy’s Pages in 2024                         
www.poppyspagesediting.com 
©Poppy Rose Solomon 2024
All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced in any form or by any means without the written permission of the publisher. The moral right of Poppy Rose Solomon to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright Act 1968.
Written by Poppy Rose Solomon
Edited by Pauline Menchavez and Ellyssa Paik
Cover art by Robert Ixer
Cover design by Haylee Buswell (HB Pencil Designs)
Paperback ISBN: 978-0-6456986-4-0
eBook ISBN: 978-0-6456986-5-7
A catalogue record of this book is available from the National Library of Australia 
[image: image-placeholder]
The author acknowledges the Gubbi Gubbi people, the traditional owners of the land this book was written and published on. Respect and gratitude are extended to elders past and present.  






  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Dedication
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Fullpage image
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        Prologue
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        Chapter 1
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        Chapter 2
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        Chapter 3
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        Chapter 4
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        Chapter 5
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        Chapter 6
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        Chapter 7
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        Chapter 8
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        Chapter 9
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        Chapter 10
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        Chapter 11
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        Chapter 12
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        Chapter 13
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        15.
        
        Chapter 14
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        16.
        
        Chapter 15
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        17.
        
        Chapter 16
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        18.
        
        Chapter 17
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        19.
        
        Chapter 18
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        20.
        
        Chapter 19
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        21.
        
        Chapter 20
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        22.
        
        Chapter 21
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        23.
        
        Chapter 22
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        24.
        
        Chapter 23
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        25.
        
        Chapter 24
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        26.
        
        Chapter 25 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        27.
        
        Chapter 26
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        28.
        
        Chapter 27 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        29.
        
        Epilogue
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Acknowledgements
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Read More
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About the Author
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  
















For my soulmate, my forever, my best friend – my cat.

If she could read, she’d love this book. I just know it.
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Prologue

Somewhere, sometime . . . 


‘ Dee,’ Relia choked. She could barely register the shouts of the castle guards or the panicked gasps of the party guests being forced towards the doors. Not when she was being torn from the person she loved most. 
Dawn’s eyes should have been scanning the ballroom, past the layers of tulle and jewels, searching for Relia. Instead they were fluttering closed. People swarmed around her, maids, doctors, nobles, while Relia was being ushered away. 
A guard’s voice boomed over the crowd. ‘Out of the kingdom! Anyone who is not Bearran must leave now!’
No. Not Relia. She couldn’t be sent away from her soulmate. 
Shouts echoed through the ballroom, piercing the atmosphere with terror. Relia sprinted towards Dawn, wading through the confused party guests, but guards ripped her back, tearing the puffy sleeves of her red dress. 
Relia puffed as she mustered all the strength in her small body to force her way through the wall of guards and guests, reaching for her love, but it was no use. She tripped over someone’s foot and smacked her knees on the ballroom’s stone floor. She yelped, crimson hair fanning as it fell from its elaborate bun. More hands were on her, steering her out of the castle. 
She fought for her breath, cradling her bleeding knees. How could this be? They had prepared for this. The entire kingdom knew of the curse. The entire world. But no one saw it as real. Dawn was too kind, too powerful, too good, for such evil to even touch her. Yet as the curse unfolded now, the fear of this wickedness Relia had always known would arrive was not only palpable – it engulfed the entirety of the world, the entirety of her being. 
The fairies altered the curse; that was the single hope Relia could hold on to. Instead of death on the princess’s seventeenth birthday, as the dark fairy Kara had wanted, Dawn would fall asleep. And along with her, the fairies would put the entire kingdom of Bearra to rest, so that she would not be alone when she finally woke – days, months, years, even centuries in the future. 
Most Bearrans were utterly unaware of this. Only those in the castle, those invited to Dawn’s birthday ball, were told of the sleep that was to consume all of Bearra. While a select few of the attendees were the kingdom’s people, most guests were foreign lords and ladies, queens and kings Lire deemed important enough. 
While it was one thing for the Bearrans to be trapped, with their homes and families intact, the foreigners had everything to lose if they fell under the fairies’ spell. Everyone who was not Bearran needed to evacuate, or they would never know their homes and families again. 
Now that the curse was taking effect – now that Dawn was truly falling, dropping in and out of sleep, and it could no longer be denied – the rest of the kingdom had to be forced into slumber. Now, fairies and partygoers hurried to make the necessary arrangements. 
They had been told there was a choice, whether to stay or go, but Relia now realised this luxury was only for the Bearran nobles. Shouts of indignation fell on the guards’ deaf ears as the foreign guests were rushed out. 
She was being rushed out. Swept up in the crowd. 
‘No. I won’t go,’ she whispered under her breath, clenching her fists. 
Relia always planned to stay, whether or not the curse was real. She and Dawn wished it wasn’t – that they could be married one day, and there would never be a prince in the future to take Relia’s place. Just like everyone else, they had been naïve.  
They were too happy, too careless. Dawn had taken Relia up to her rooms as the guests were distracted by dancing, and in that stolen moment, they shared a kiss. In a fit of giggles, they fell into a pile of half-finished dresses. And Dawn pricked her finger on a needle, just as Kara predicted. 
Knowing they made a mistake, Relia and Dawn raced back to the party, pretending nothing happened. But Dawn’s eyes began drifting closed, and that was when the castle burst into chaos. That was when Relia was shoved away and became a face lost in a crowd, no longer Dawn’s lover but someone to be removed like a criminal.
Bristling staff now rushed to take Dawn away as the strength left her legs; she had to be held up by maids, who waited for guards to help them take Dawn to a safe place to sleep. Relia cried out again, still unable to free herself from the drowning of bodies as she watched all these people touch her – the once formidable royal turned helpless. 
They were on opposite sides of the ballroom, the stars and moon no help in lighting Relia’s way as they shone through the large windows. There was so much space between them, a universe holding them apart. Tears escaped her eyes as she realised it was too late for her to hide in the kingdom. But she wouldn’t stop trying, not until it was really the end. 
Relia tried to shift forward again, her scratched arms and sore knees pinching, but a large, armoured arm swung out, blocking her once again. A number of guards eyed her like predators, as if they wanted to get her out specifically. Others shouted at the rest of the partygoers, ushering them to the doors. Relia lifted her eyes and searched for a way around the blockade. The ballroom had emptied enough to make her an easy target; much as she hated crowds, she was discouraged to find she could no longer use the fog of people as a cover.
There were hands all over her, just like there were hands all over Dawn, but these were not gentle and protective; these gripped with a searing, angry strength. 
Relia snapped her eyes to the princess, getting as many glimpses of her swaying and stumbling love as she could before she would inevitably be taken away. The golden, tight curls. The bronze skin, stark against a baby-blue gown that was now dragging on the floor. Her round face, her curves, those stunningly full lips partially open in exhausted gasps. Relia knew every speck of emerald and ebony in the princess’s half-lidded hazel eyes. Even in this state, everything about Dawn shimmered with her blessings. But Relia loved her for so much more than that. She loved her for what was underneath her beauty. 
Dee. My love. 
But all that was beneath her beauty was gone: her expressive face, the energy of her body, all frozen as the princess finally collapsed into sleep, sinking fully into the arms of her mother and father, who had appeared behind her.  
‘Out!’ a guard holding Relia by the shoulders screamed in her face, pulling her back to reality. ‘Go before I throw you out.’
‘But I’m with the princess!’ she pleaded, her voice cracking. ‘I’m not— I’m supposed to stay!’
‘Not anymore,’ another guard growled, ripping her in the direction of the doors. 
‘This isn’t what she wants – you know she wants me here – she’ll be furious when she finds out—’
‘Well she isn’t in charge, is she?’ He gestured to the princess, just her curls visible as she was carried out and away. Forever. 
Relia trembled, tears threatening to fall as her anger at the guards dissolved into despair; she was defeated, devastated. There was no way she could reach Dawn now. So she did as she was trained to do by the noble family who raised her. She hiked up her scarlet gown and stood tall. She was a lady. Dawn had called her beautiful just hours before. She had gushed about how the gown matched her red hair, how she loved the way it fitted her waist, how it made her skin glow. So even though Relia wanted to tear it off, desperate to breathe in the constricting fabric, she lifted her chin, wiped her eyes, and smoothed out the wrinkles in her dress. The red now shone like blood. That’s what it felt like. Blood pouring from her body as her heart broke, knowing she might never see her beloved Dawn ever again. 
Feeling as if she were in a dream, she let the guards escort her out of the castle. 
Beyond that, she walked . . . and walked . . . not sure where to go. But as soon as she was outside the walls that bordered the kingdom and out of site, her ladylike facade broke – and she vomited in the grass. A carriage was waiting to take her home, but there were so many people, so many tears, so much shouting and rushing . . . Relia would have done anything to be back in the quiet of Dawn’s room, barely half an hour earlier. They should have stayed; Dawn should have fallen asleep in her arms. 
She covered her ears with her hands and sunk to the ground. Yes, Relia had been taught to always be calm, stable, charming, and witty; the perfect lady. But that wasn’t her. She was sensitive, easily jarred. So unlike Dawn, so strong and confident. The curse should have hurt someone like Relia, someone the world didn’t need, not Dawn, who could change hearts and minds. 
Relia fought for her breath. Although it was night, Bearra was always, always too warm. Humid. Like water in her lungs. The shouting of the evacuating guests and the forceful guards provoked her nausea even more, an already angry creature poked and prodded. Was it not bad enough, how she felt on the inside? Why was the world determined to not let her rest? Why did everything have to be so loud, so bright?
Relia stared out with dead eyes, clenching grass as the guests hopped into carriages, dissipating towards the kingdoms they hailed from. It felt like hours as they poured out of the triarue gates. The candlelight and stars turned blurry through her teary eyes. She waited and waited, as if someone could save her, take her hand and bring her back to Dawn, as if Kara herself might return and take back her curse, hold them both and tell them she was sorry. 
After some time, the world was almost quiet. Most of Bearra was asleep. Only a select few of the kingdom’s people had been invited to the princess’s birthday ball – most guests were foreign lords and ladies, queens and kings. Those without such rank slept soundly, or worked into the night, with no knowledge that the fairies were about to send them into magical rest along with their princess.
The castle was silhouetted by the moon, its squarish shape a dark monster that contained Relia’s princess. 
Relia was drawn out of her daze with a gasp as vines wove along the kingdom’s walls, tendrils snaking like a water creature. Unimaginably huge stalks with lethally sharp, thick thorns glowed in the night with scarlet magic. Rhiannon – the fairy of bravery – flew above. She was growing them with her power, building a cage around the kingdom. Her dragon’s wings only cemented Relia’s horror – a dark fairytale unfolding her greatest nightmares. 
Rhiannon’s barrier would protect Bearra, but in doing so, it would keep anyone who could save them out as well. It would keep Relia out. A prince was supposed to save Dawn; that was part of the fairies’ alterations to the curse. A prince who would be, supposedly, impossibly, her soulmate. But this was the flaw in their plan, because Relia knew that no man would save Dawn. No prince would be Dawn’s soulmate, not even in a thousand years. 
Bearra was gone. 
A rainbow of magical colours shone around the kingdom as the fairies’ magic took hold, putting the kingdom to sleep. The glow seeped through the cracks of the vines, which were so thick now that Relia could barely see into the kingdom. Purple, pink, red, orange, yellow, and blue, shimmered all around her, encasing the kingdom in rest, shrouding Dawn in layers of magical protection. 
Relia tried to tell herself this was good. Bearra needed the safeguard. Many other kingdoms coveted their triarue mines. If all of Bearra’s people were vulnerable, anyone would take the opportunity to attack. Dawn might be lost to Relia, but at least she was safe. Maybe she would be blessed with endless, wonderful dreams in her immortal sleep. That was better than death, wasn’t it?
Relia wiped away her tears. Her carriage was alone, the driver waiting for her patiently. She couldn’t bear to leave, but the pain was getting to be too much. At least if she could be on her way home, she would be back to the comfort of her own bed within a few days. Delaying only hurt her more. 
Tearing her eyes from the glowing kingdom, she turned to leave.
But a flash of lilac caught her eye. Wings. A purple dress and light hair. Lire, the patron fairy of Bearra, fluttered over the vines. She was coming Relia’s way, but Relia shook her head and made for her carriage. The fairy would only be coming to tell her to leave, if she had even noticed her there at all.
But the fairy caught her gaze, and Relia knew that the fairy wished to speak with her. They were both close with Dawn, after all. When Lire’s feet touched the ground in front of her, Relia bowed respectfully, her shoulders still shaking. 
‘My dear,’ the fairy said, her voice so lovely, so calming and wise, it instantly put Relia at ease. 
She remembered the times Lire showed her and Dawn magic and wonder. When she took them to a quiet canal and enchanted the fish to glow as they flitted upstream. When she brought glittering lights, like stars she pulled from the sky, into the castle air the time she caught Relia crying. When she let Dawn and Relia stay in a suite in her estate, showed them around the beautiful grounds she had cultivated. No, the fairy never approved of Dawn and Relia being romantic, but she always showed them both care. She was a mother figure Relia could trust when she needed space from her adoptive parents. Someone who could bring her wonder in times of depression. And Relia knew that was special, because few people had that privilege. 
So now, how was she to know that the world was full of liars, when she’d never been given a reason not to have trust? 
‘You poor, sweet thing,’ Lire said. ‘I understand the pain you’re in, seeing your friend lost. I too grieve the princess. I’ve come to make sure you are . . . alright.’
Relia almost laughed. Friend. Alright. She couldn’t have been more inaccurate. 
Dawn and Relia had been friends for a long time, of course. As girls of high status, although they lived far apart, they saw each other often. They fell in love slowly, hidden in corners of parties and balls, playing in gardens as their parents had meetings. But any romance between them could only happen if Dawn’s parents approved, and any overstepping, any mistakes, risked their entire friendship. As they grew older, they began to love each other quietly, kissing each other’s cheeks, talking into the night, knowing they might never really be able to be together – and not caring a single bit. 
Now the nightmare they always dreaded but never quite believed had come true. They would never see each other again. 
Lire tilted her head, awaiting Relia’s response. 
‘I wanted to be in there with her,’ she whispered to the fairy, breaking into tears again. She should care about her image in front of Lire, how this reflected on her family, but she could barely think over the pain of her aching chest. So she let herself sob, let her makeup run. ‘I should have been allowed to stay.’
The fairy shook her head. ‘The terms of the spell were clear. Only Bearra was to sleep. Everyone else had to leave. It would not be fair to do it any other way.’
But Lire wasn’t the fairy of fairness. She may have been wise, but that didn’t mean she knew everything. Relia hated her for a moment, then immediately felt guilty about it. None of this was Lire’s fault. She’d never been anything but kind. 
‘You loved her, didn’t you?’ Lire said, curiously but gently. ‘You loved the princess, and that’s why you wanted to stay. You were prepared to leave behind your entire life to be with her.’
Relia nodded, biting her bottom lip. She felt like such a child, so small and weak in front of this immortal being who looked down at her, whose wings towered above. How could she stand there, sobbing, in front of a deity?
‘Then I’m sorry to you,’ Lire said. ‘Heartbreak is such a terrible thing.’
‘You don’t understand.’ Relia looked at Lire pleadingly. ‘No one does. This . . . It isn’t fair. Why can’t I be with her? Why— Why would Kara do this?’
‘Because some people are so spiteful that they do not care who is caught up in their revenge.’ Lire sighed. ‘I blame myself, partially. If I had made sure Kara was never left out of our world, if I had been kinder to her, asked her to come to Dawn’s blessing ceremony . . .’
‘It wasn’t your fault,’ Relia said automatically. Everyone knew this. Kara was the darkness to Lire’s light. She met the fairy’s eyes. ‘Please, tell me, how am I supposed to live, knowing I will never see her again?’
Lire gazed at her for a long while, a hand on her shoulder, touching her skin where her sleeve had torn. ‘My darling Relia,’ she said softly. ‘I have an idea that might help you, but I see how pained you are, and . . .’
‘What is it?’ Relia pulled her hands together as if begging. ‘I’ll do anything. Anything.’
Everyone knew to trust the fairies. They were magic, they were power, they were kindness and all things blessed. So, when Lire said, ‘You have to die,’ Relia believed her. 
‘Are you saying Dawn is never coming back?’ Relia’s brows arched up in the middle, her bottom lip wobbling. ‘Because if she’s not, then maybe you’re right. A world without her, maybe it’s best that I simply—’
Lire held up a hand. ‘No, that isn’t what I’m suggesting. Relia, all hope is not lost. You know of Muse’s Forest, yes? For hundreds of years, Muse has chosen women who die there to live on as spirits. Women who had been shunned by society, hurt by men, or worse. Haunting the forest forever, leading an undead existence, but knowing peace far from the cruel lives they led.’
Relia did not understand. Wasn’t it better to be . . . gone? If Dawn was lost forever, she would be too, just as Lire suggested. 
‘The princess will one day wake, along with her kingdom,’ Lire continued. Her eyes sparkled in the rainbow of the fairies’ magic, now dimming as Bearra fell to sleep. The light created streaks through Relia’s wet eyes. ‘It could be ten years, or a hundred, or a thousand, but one day a prince will find his way into Bearra and wake the entire kingdom with a kiss. The only way you can see your love again is if you can find a way to live forever. And the only way for you to do that . . . is to die.’
Relia let out a sob. ‘But— But if you’re so sure someone can wake her, why can’t I be the one? I may not be a prince, but I’m from a noble family, and I know that Dawn and I are soulmates. I should be the one to break the curse. Now. Why should I wait a hundred years for a man to do something I could do tonight?’ Her brashness surprised her, but she knew she was right. 
Lire’s expression hardened. ‘You are not Dawn’s soulmate, and you are not royalty. I will not have you bring shame to her and her kingdom by pretending you are any match to her. The princess will marry the prince who wakes her. Bearra will be saved by him, and he will become their new king. It is destined.’ 
‘B-But—’ 
Lire exhaled and softened. ‘What I am offering you is your best option, my dear. You may never be with the princess in the way you want – it was never an option and never will be – but by immortalising yourself, you can see her again one day. Is death not a small price to pay for what you long for?’
Relia trembled with frustration and grief. Lire’s words bore into her soul. The fairy was right. Relia never truly had a chance with Dawn, no matter how much they cared for each other. Even if Dawn woke within Relia’s lifetime, their love was doomed. But this, a way to see her again, to just talk to her . . .
‘I would pay the price,’ Relia said. 
‘Good girl.’ Lire smiled kindly, as if everything were coming together perfectly, as if everyone was happy, despite how awful every aspect of this night had been. ‘I’ll help you with this, but I would ask you to do me a favour, for Dawn’s sake. Relia, I need you – Bearra needs you – to use your time as a spirit to scout for me. Find out what you can about Muse, listen to the wanderers and whisperers of the forest.’
‘I’m not sure I—’ 
‘You do this, and when Dawn wakes, I promise I will come back for you. I will bring you back from the forest, back from the dead, and back to Dawn. You can never be with her, but I can give you a life in Bearra. I can give you everything you want. You swear your loyalty to me, and it’s all yours.’
Relia blanched, clutching her stomach. So much had happened in the last few hours, she wasn’t sure she knew what was real anymore. How could she be here? How could this be happening? Had anyone, in all the world, ever felt such deep horror? But, Lire’s proposition, did it not make sense to agree?
‘What about my family?’ Relia asked. ‘Can they know? Can they visit me?’
Lire shook her head sadly. Her wings lowered. ‘Anyone’s knowledge would compromise our goals, Relia. I’ll tell your driver to return home and tell your family that you were stuck in Bearra when it was closed off. They cannot come looking for you. Your anonymity in Muse’s Forest, and once you return, is vital. Otherwise, how can you be a good spy for Dawn?’
‘I suppose . . .’ Relia began to cry. Again. Although she was willing to do anything to see Dawn once more, the thought of her family not knowing the truth sent a fresh sting through her gut. No, they were not her real parents – they were long dead – but she did love them. She hated the idea of lying to them. Of being in Muse’s Forest, not far from where they lived, but unable to ever talk to them again. And although she felt right now that she had nothing left to live for, she was terrified of dying. But it wouldn’t be dying, would it?  ‘Are you sure,’ Relia said, ‘that if I die there, I will become a spirit? And not simply die?’
‘My sister Muse has pity for women in pain,’ Lire said. ‘I have no doubt that she will choose you to join her forest. And if not, I will find a way. You will invent a new story. That you loved a boy who became stuck in Bearra, tearing you apart. You will reinvent yourself with a false name, construct a new persona. Same story, different characters. Can you do it? Will you do it for the princess, if you claim to love her so much?’
Relia swallowed, wiped her tears once more, and raised her head. ‘I will.’
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Chapter 1


The girl tosses the dishcloth at me and I screech as I jump back, the dirty sink water drenching my apron. ‘ Elsie!’ I’m not one to get angered easily, but frustration boils beneath my ribcage. She can never let me rest. 
Elsie rolls her eyes, picking up the cloth from where it splatted on the floor. She drops it in the sink with ceremonious irony. ‘Oh, who cares! You do know we aren’t really servants, don’t you? Have some fun.’
I bite my lip, silently begging her to keep her voice down. The kitchens of Bearra’s castle are bustling as always; a double-edged sword. More people to blend in with. More people to discover we shouldn’t be here. ‘We mustn’t be caught, and we mustn’t lose our jobs.’
‘And if they catch us?’ Lilac magic dances around her hand. Elsie appears fifteen at most, wide-eyed and bright, but I know the truth, and she knows I know. She’s older than me and just as powerful. ‘What can they do?’
‘They aren’t weak.’ I place a hand over hers as if smothering a fire. ‘And if they don’t kill you, Lire will.’
‘Blah, blah,’ she sulks, getting back to work. 
She’s lucky. When Lire brought us back to join her army, she got a second chance at a life she thought she lost long, long ago. Lire gave her an even better life. A job in a castle. A role as a spy. Elsie got her body back, and new magic. She would never be hungry, she would never be weak. She would take back the power she’d always longed for; she was excited to serve Lire, no matter what Lire’s plan was.  
The other girls, the other spirits, they’re not like me. Lire selected spirits she thought might wish to join her. But she chose me when I was still alive. 
Most spirits were driven mad over their time in Muse’s Forest. So many had been killed by men, tortured by men, that they craved revenge after death. They loved drawing in unsuspecting male travellers to the lake, haunting them, taunting them into senselessness before letting them drown. 
Those other girls faced too much to care for the world – they lost their hearts, so why not take this opportunity Lire was giving them to help destroy everything? And Muse was happy to give Lire her spirits – not that her consent would matter much now. Not when she’s . . . 
I shake my head. I still can’t believe a fairy is dead, let alone murdered by a mortal.  
But that’s the least of my concerns. I never had any love for Muse, and I don’t want to help Lire. I must. She’s been using me as her eyes and ears for a century. No one else knows the princess, knows Bearra, like me. Who else could spy on Dawn, learn her secrets, gain her trust? 
I get to be with her again, that’s the deal. Lire told me that one day I could come back to Bearra. That I could never be with Dawn, but I could at least be near her. She didn’t tell me I couldn’t be Relia. She didn’t tell me Dawn could never know I was with her again. She didn’t tell me I’d have to betray her.
I trusted the fairy, and I thought she loved Dawn. I didn’t know, not until it was too late, that Lire was not on Dawn’s side. And that consequently, neither was I. 
Lire used magic to modify my appearance beyond recognition. My red hair became brown. My long nose became small. My skin became pale and freckled, and my body became smaller, everything slighter and slimmer. I was masked; plain, tiny, and easy to blend in. Even my voice had to be altered.
Lire made it clear that if I gave Dawn any indication of who I might really be, my time here would be over. And, fairies, it hasn’t been easy. 
Carlotta, the princess’s maid that I have become, is quiet. She is loyal. She’s mild-mannered but kind. She stays in her place and listens. Carlotta is a person I can tolerate hiding within, but every day I watch Dawn through eyes that aren’t my own, and she watches back with such a foreign gaze – the way a princess looks at her staff, not her lover. And every day, my heart breaks. 
But I wouldn’t change a thing. Because finally, after a hundred years of waiting, a hundred years of torment, I am with her again. Betraying her and lying to her is such a small price to pay. 
At night I cry, curled up in a ball as the guilt makes me nauseous. Then, when I see the princess’s face each morning . . . I remember why I’m here. 
‘You are an awful maid, you know,’ Elsie says, splashing me from the sink. I groan. She knows she’s pulling me out of a daydream. ‘I don’t know why you’re pretending as if you really care.’
‘Hush,’ I whisper, busying myself with polishing Dawn’s – Her Royal Highness’s – favourite glass. 
Though she isn’t entirely wrong. Before I became Carlotta, I’d never worked a day in my life. I was the girl who had maids. How I’ve gotten this far in one of the castle’s most coveted roles is a miracle. Or, I should say, is the work of Lire’s power. 
Despite being a maid I do love being in the castle. As the world rapidly changed around me, Bearra stayed exactly the same. It still hasn’t opened up to the world. It’s comforting, being in a place that feels like home, unchanged by time. 
Still, these days I understand things much better. I see the cracks in a kingdom that was once so powerful. The queen and king never show their faces, unable to rule without Lire’s wisdom. And of course there’s people like Maya, Dawn’s new friend, whose families nearly starved because of the curse. 
I hadn’t known, when the kingdom was put to sleep, the dangers the people would be in. Neither had Dawn. We thought we could see everything from our castles, yet we existed in such small worlds. 

      [image: image-placeholder]When I reach Dawn’s rooms, my small feet already aching from the hard, steep servant’s passages, her voice floats through the air, along the rays of sunlight that stream through the curtains. I knock quickly, then hurry inside and place her breakfast and tea on her desk.  
Even before I see her, the aura of her presence alone makes my chest fill with warmth. 
Then, the waterfall of golden curls over a pink nightgown, and I have to blink to stop my eyes from glazing over. She’s facing away from me, speaking with Maya. 
Maya’s eyes find me, and Dawn follows her gaze. The princess beams like sunshine, most likely at seeing her breakfast, not at seeing me, but for a moment I pretend. I pretend we’re Bearra’s queens, married, sharing this room. We’re seeing each other for the first time today after a long night, and our hearts fill with fireworks and honey. I pretend she sees me – the real me – and is as mystified as I am seeing her. 
‘Carlotta,’ Dawn says, unknowingly ruining my fantasy. Her two white cats snooze on her plush bed and she pats them lovingly. To me, she smiles – politely. ‘Thank you.’
I return her smile and nod, my heart aching so deeply I want to tear it out. ‘Anything else I can do for you this morning, Your Highness?’
Maya snickers, her short, mousy hair falling over her eyes. She tucks it back. ‘Your Highness,’ she teases. 
Dawn raises her brows impatiently. ‘I may be your friend, Maya, but I am also the princess. Some people actually like to treat me as such.’
‘Well,’ Maya says, ‘it’s hard to see you as Her Highness since I’ve seen how you act after a few glasses of wine.’
Dawn’s cheeks turn rosy. ‘Out, Maya. Go waste your time with Teddy. I have a lot to do.’
I fight back a grin. Not many people can get Dawn to blush. Since arriving here, I quickly accustomed to their squabbling. Though they constantly disagree, their love for each other is strong. I only wish I could be friends with them as well. 
Maya waves a hand dismissively and leaves, chuckling to herself. 
‘My apologies you had to witness that,’ Dawn says, making her way over to her breakfast. Her eyes light up when she notices the fresh croissants. 
I skip out of her way and make myself useful, straightening the curtains she already opened herself. ‘It’s alright,’ I say. ‘It’s never a bad thing to have someone to challenge you. And I, of course, am only honoured to be serving Her Royal Highness.’ 
Dawn laughs. Most people treat their maids more like animals or tools. But I’ve always known Dawn for her kindness. She’s always been the one person I’m never afraid to speak to. 
‘Maya is right.’ Dawn sighs, wiping her fingers on a napkin after already inhaling half a croissant. ‘You must stop calling me that. It’s embarrassing. I would expect it of most people. But you, Carlotta . . .’ She says my name slowly, drawing it out, enjoying the way it rolls on her tongue. Like she did when I was Relia. ‘You are my friend too. I value you too much to act as if I’m better than you only by my birth.’
I nearly tell her, You are better than me, but I hold my tongue. ‘Dawn,’ I say, unused to saying the name out loud. Unused to saying it with these lips. ‘Thank you for saying that.’ A good maid would refuse. She would argue, tell the princess she was flattered, but couldn’t possibly refer to her so disrespectfully. But the part of me that’s still Relia lights up. ‘I also consider you a friend.’
Dawn takes another croissant and stands by a south-facing window, taking in her kingdom, but her shoulders are hunched and her hands run along the silk of her nightgown. In front of anyone else, she wouldn’t dare let her body language betray her like that. ‘Do you know why I love having you as my maid?’ she asks. 
‘I always make sure the croissants are warm?’ Even if I have to use magic to do it. 
Dawn lets a small laugh escape her. ‘That is one reason, but in the short time you’ve been here, you have always made me feel comfortable. You listen, but you also always know exactly what to say. I have friends – good ones – but no one can calm me the way you do.’
My chest almost bursts. If only she knew. If only she knew why, and how. ‘It’s my job,’ I say, bowing my head ever-so slightly.
She turns to me, her lips downturned as if she’s disappointed by my response. ‘Then I should start paying you more.’ 

      [image: image-placeholder]Dawn has me follow her to the throne room. I often wait near her when I don’t have chores, in case she needs anything. Well, that’s the excuse we both use. Truly, neither of us wants to be alone.  
‘Amora’s bringing us more magic,’ Teddy says, tapping his heavy shoes against the floor. 
‘Which will only be of use if we can train our soldiers on how to use it,’ Dawn replies. 
Teddy cocks his head, his freshly cut hair shifting in waves of red. ‘We will.’
Their voices echo through the long hall, and the morning sun berates us through its stained-glass windows. The doors are closed to visitors as Dawn’s inner circle schemes. Maya, Teddy, and a couple of high-up guards and advisors. The queen and king, as usual, are nowhere to be seen. So Dawn sits on the throne, the others lounging around her in a circle on lovely chairs of their own. 
I wring my calloused hands, my back pressed against the wall in the corner. Though it still never feels quite right, existing as I do now, movement and touch help with the dissociation from my body. My heart and lungs are still my own, I’m still Relia on the inside, and if I breathe, I can usually feel okay. 
But when one has not existed in a physical body for a hundred years, and then one becomes real again, it’s . . . jarring. Lire’s magic didn’t just disguise me; it ate up my spirit and spat me back out, newly whole, and yet not quite. I don’t know when – or if – I’ll ever be myself again. 
In fact, I don’t know if I can survive at all without Lire. 
‘We need more than magical soldiers,’ says General Largon. Old enough to be Dawn’s mother, the Bearran warrior draws the eyes of the younger leaders – though everyone respects the princess’s authority most. ‘Our magical fighters will be important, yes, but if they can’t stand iron, they’ll only slow us down. We need soldiers who can fight with weapons that will hurt the enemy. We cannot simply fight fire with fire.’ 
If only she knew that Lire’s most monstrous soldiers – myself, Elsie, and the other girls scattered across the world – are impervious to iron’s effects. That’s what makes us so special to the fairy. We aren’t simply ghosts. Something about being undead makes us able to both use magic and not be cut down by the rare metal. A thought that disturbs more than comforts me, as I have so little understanding of what exactly I am. 
‘Then we’ll create two groups,’ Dawn says, her hands folded over a sleek, golden dress. ‘One will be trained with magic, and one will be trained with iron weapons. Any able-bodied Bearrans who don’t want to join the army must offer time in the mines, getting us as much triarue as they can for our magic users. When Sierra and her crew come back with the iron—’
‘If she comes back.’ General Largon narrows her weathered eyes. ‘And if the Reed even finds it. Remind me why we’re placing our trust in pirates?’
‘Because they’ll get the job done,’ Maya argues through gritted teeth. The young woman tugs at the collar of her lacy, dark-grey dress as if it’s strangling her. ‘Believe me, nothing will stop Sierra. The Reed will get us our iron. Unless you’re offering to go out and find it yourself?’
Before Largon can yell at Maya – something she’s done before, and likely would do again – Dawn raises a hand to signal her to calm down. ‘Well,’ says the general, seething but quiet, ‘they’ll have to get their job done promptly. As we wait, we must focus on gaining more triarue – the one guarantee Bearra does have.’
‘Is that wise?’ Teddy says, toying with a piece of fabric he’s torn from his own blazer – a very nice, expensive one. Most people still believe he’s a prince, and he certainly looks the part when he wants to. The way Dawn and Maya gaze at him with such admiration, they must think he looks princely too. But the way he looks at Maya? Oh, it’s so romantic I could cry. ‘If triarue strengthens the magic around it,’ he continues, ‘arming our people with it will make the enemy stronger too.’
The Bearran citizens are beginning to realise the truth about Lire and that Jacob was never their saviour. But they don’t know Jacob and Teddy are the fairy’s sons. And although Teddy helped save Bearra once and is still fighting for them now, I’m not sure they would still trust him if they knew the entire truth – especially not with him sitting right by Dawn’s throne. 
People would fear his power; the same power that runs through me. And Lire doesn’t give her magic to just anyone. We’re rare. Notorious. 
Dawn glances at me, and I give her a reassuring smile. Her face relaxes so slightly I’m sure I’m the only one who would be able to tell. Our perfect princess. Blessed by every fairy except the fairy of darkness. Sometimes she’s so flawless, so bright, that she’s almost difficult to look at. But I do. We all do. 
Everyone knows not to look directly at the sun, but how could we not gaze in awe at the star that gives us life? 
And I’m under her spell most of all. It didn’t wane in a hundred years, and it’s only stronger now. I’ve never been able to stop loving her. She’s the sun, the stars, the moon, the earth. 
She is life, and I am death. 
How could I not adore her?
‘We have the strengths we have,’ Dawn says with finality. ‘For now, we do what we can, and we work tirelessly. We wait for Sierra. We wait for Amora. We plan, we work, and we rest before the war truly begins.’ She observes her team cautiously. ‘I would also like you all to think about reopening our kingdom. We still need the protection of keeping our borders closed – at least until the threat of war is over – but we also need to consider our future once the war is over. When we win, I want to let our people out, and bring the future in.’
Maya claps. ‘It would be about ti—’
A crack like lighting crashes from the castle’s east. I gasp as distant screams sing through the walls, making me cover my ears with my hands. Streaks of yellow magic soar past the wide windows. I squeeze my eyes closed. 
War. 
‘Not yet!’ shouts Largon. 
I press myself against the wall harder, cower behind my arms. 
‘Carlotta,’ says Dawn, her voice cutting through the air. I open my eyes, and she’s in front of me, and I breathe. ‘It’s going to be alright. Please take Maya and anyone else who can’t protect themselves to safety.’ She pulls my hands down and waits for me to respond. 
Trembling, I nod. The screams are dying down, but the crashing grows more intense – people must be evacuating, but whoever is attacking the castle hasn’t stopped. 
Shh. I remind myself I don’t need to be afraid. I’m already dead. But the noise, the glow of magic, the chaos— I’m frozen in place. 
Dawn turns to the others. ‘Be ready to fight for the lives of every Bearran. And if we don’t all make it . . .’ she says, standing up, brushing her golden curls behind her shoulders, ‘all I can say is thank you.’
I’m supposed to be on Lire’s side, I’m supposed to be helping tear the princess down from her seat of power – but how can I? I want to protect her, run to her, cradle her. I’m the one with magic. She shouldn’t be calming me. I should be taking control. 
But I am not Dawn. 
‘I won’t hide,’ Maya says. ‘I can take care of myself. And what about you? You’re going to fight, Your Highness?’
‘You expect I’d cower and let my citizens die for me? I’m blessed with Strength, just as you are.’
Boom. 
‘F—’
Boom!
Bricks scatter and we drop to the ground. Someone screams as the roof on the far side of the throne room caves in entirely with a final crash; dust chokes and blinds me as it raises through the air. I can’t see anyone, but they shuffle along the ground with heavy breaths. People reach for each other; my arms are scratched. Only once the debris has settled can I see the others clinging to each other, Dawn looking me all over as if checking for injury. Thank the fairies it seems we’re all okay – but my sight is still blurry. 
We move as one, following the princess into a sheltered servant’s hall. More booms resound through the castle, amplified by the acoustics of the wide stone halls. I’m nearly knocked over by the shock of each one. How much has already been destroyed? How many have been killed? 
My heart sinks. I’m supposed to be on the same side as the attackers. I’m part of this devastation. 
‘General Largon.’ Dawn points down the hallway with a steady hand. But there are tears in her eyes, tears I can’t wipe away. ‘Go. Now. Get our fighters ready. If this is Lire, we may not survive it. But we will not let Bearra go down without a fight.’
The general nods. ‘Your Highness.’ She breaks into a sprint, her closest soldiers trailing her. 
The advisors who were with us glance around wide-eyed, so when a guard walks past, Dawn orders for them to be led to a safe place. She must have forgotten she already asked me to take them – but I can’t force myself to leave her side. Maybe she knows that. 
But Dawn stares between Maya and me. ‘What did I say to you two? Go!’
‘No!’ Maya growls, and Teddy covers his face with his hands. It’s only the four of us now. But I don’t balk at Maya’s outburst. We’re all used to her never agreeing with anyone. 
I simply shake my head, and reply to Dawn, ‘It’s our job to take care of you.’ Because Lire be damned, I’ll die before abandoning my princess. My resolve is returning, the adrenaline bursting through my fear. I’m no longer frozen. Dawn may not know I have the power to protect myself, but I do, and I can. I will. 
‘Fine,’ she says through gritted teeth. She readjusts her tiara and hikes up her skirts. ‘Then let’s go and see what we’re dealing with.’
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Chapter 2


We hurry through a back exit of the castle and out onto the hilltop. Bearra spreads out in a perfect circle, its walls of stone and thick vines enclosing us. Everything is in its place: the white walls and terracotta roofs, the sparkling canals, the market stalls in the town square, and the outer farms.  
But the air is filled with smoke and canary-yellow Musan magic, making me sputter and gasp. The light soars past us in offensive flares. I duck and cover my head with my hands, but the blasts are like sunlight, unable to be entirely avoided. The castle is hit with another wave – I can’t see where it comes from. Dawn, Teddy, Maya and I stumble for cover, nearly rolling down the cliffside as another section of the castle caves in. 
Across the kingdom, fires pour through houses and trees, along the canals and through the farmland. Whoever is doing this, we need to find them and stop them before . . . before . . . 
Crash. 
I cower. I shake. I try to catch my breath. It’s no use. My lungs aren’t working, my heart has run away. I clench the grass between my fingers and dig my nails into the dirt, so unused to the loudness. 
Before I died, I was so sensitive, so fearful. And then a hundred years of death, of a quiet, dark, dream-like existence, numbed everything. Now, every day, every feeling comes back with a searing, screaming vengeance.  
As I watch the magic destroy Bearra, my insides twist and knot and my mind goes foggy. I can feel the fear emanating off everyone else, crawling over and under my skin. An entire kingdom’s worth of horror is inside me. 
And I have to save them. I have to save them. I have to save Dawn. 
But I’m not supposed to. I’m not allowed to. I could lose everything. 
Then Dawn reaches out to help me up, and I manage to take a deep but shaky breath. Her hair is haloed by the fire and magic behind her, her hand so warm in mine. She’s scared underneath, I know, but if she can be strong, so can I. I have to be brave for her, just as she’s being brave for us. 
I stand, my heart rate decreasing. Drop her hand and tear myself away from her gaze only when another boom pulls me from her. 
Dawn glances between the three of us; her circle. ‘Our soldiers will be on their way to the attackers. Our citizens will have to protect themselves and their homes from the assault as best they can. As for us, we’ll do what we can to lead them.’
Lilac magic twists around Teddy’s tapping hands. When Maya notices it, she pales. From what I’ve gathered, either she’s still afraid of it, or she’s afraid he’s revealing his secret to Bearra. 
Teddy hardens his jaw. ‘None of us die today. Promise?’
‘Promise.’ Maya haphazardly swings a mace she found on the way out, likely one that was mounted as decoration. She can barely hold it up, but she grips it with determination. ‘Lire will not be responsible for my death. I’m going to live to become an old, miserable monster. Just like her.’
‘As am I,’ says Dawn. She’s glowing in the yellow light of magic that arcs over us. There isn’t a colour in the world that wouldn’t make her shine. 
I attempt to smile, despite the anxiety wracking my body. ‘And me.’
Dawn nods. ‘Don’t play hero, any of you. Let the soldiers do their job. Remember the kingdom needs us alive.’
‘But you’re going to fight?’ Teddy asks Dawn. 
‘Whoever this is, surely they wouldn’t dare to hurt a princess. I’m here to set an example. If I can find their leader and talk to them . . . Even if Lire has come—’
‘They’re going to kill you,’ Maya says. 
‘If they do, they’ll regret it.’
Maya groans. 
Cautiously rounding a corner of the castle, towards the road that leads up the hill to the entrance, we finally get a view of the magic-wielding attackers, who are focused mostly on destroying the castle. Bearran soldiers, led by General Largon, shoot arrows at them from a distance as they take cover from the projectile magic. 
Our enemies are yet to notice us hiding behind castle walls – though it won’t be long, because with every fiery blast of power, more bricks crumble around us. 
As I scan the battle, my muscles itching to run screaming, I notice there aren’t many attackers – only five or six. ‘Dawn.’ I nudge the princess. She leans close to me, her ear by my mouth. I swallow, heat rising in my cheeks. ‘There’s only a few of them. Why?’
Teddy must hear, because he says, relaxing into a smirk, ‘They’ve overestimated themselves. Or underestimated us. I can handle five Musans with a bit of magic easily.’
Another flare of magic sets alight a school building below the hill. No – not just ‘a bit of magic’. But he knows that. 
‘They aren’t Lire’s?’ Maya says, tearing a layer of fine lace off her dress – ecstatic to finally have a chance to ruin it. ‘I guess they could be anyone who knows we’re weak, breaking in just to steal triarue.’
‘No,’ Dawn says. ‘They’re too organised to not be Lire’s, and they broke past the vines. Anyone who has managed to get that much magic couldn’t be stupid enough to try to attack us with no backup.’ She sighs through her nose, then proceeds to walk around to the other side of the hill – where the attackers are facing off with General Largon and a few dozen of her soldiers. 
‘Dawn!’ we all yell at once and rush to follow, but she’s already halfway there. 
She clears her throat. ‘Excuse me,’ she calls, stepping carefully over upturned grass that was, minutes ago, perfectly flat and green. ‘Excuse me!’ 
They ignore her at first, and I almost take the opportunity to grab her and pull her back to safety. But the princess, blessed to be seen and heard, magnetises their attention above all the noise. 
Our enemies stop – all five of them, their magic dulling as if eclipsed – and turn to her. 
Dawn raises a hand to her soldiers and they stand at ease. ‘If you would kindly discontinue destroying my castle and instead talk to me,’ she scolds the attackers, ‘I’m sure we can come to a peaceful conclusion before any of you should have to lose your life.’
One of them saunters over to us – their leader, it seems – but her appearance doesn’t match her magic. Rather than the sun-kissed colouring of a Musan, she has the dark complexion and height of someone from the west: Rhiannon’s Territory. I know it’s an outdated thought, to assume someone’s home territory from their appearance. The world is different now. But it sends shivers down my spine to imagine just how far Lire’s influence has spread. 
‘We aren’t looking for peace, Princess,’ she says, her voice gravelly. ‘We’re here on behalf of our fairy, Lire. This has merely been a taste, a test, an experiment. She wanted to see how you might fight us – and you’ve barely been able to do so much as tire us. Honestly, we only came to have some fun. I don’t know if the fairy will be pleased or disappointed at your utter failure.’
Dawn looks her up and down, then straightens her skirts. ‘I would be careful not to jump to conclusions. Your fairy knows me better than almost anyone – so she knows I don’t fail. And I know she doesn’t play, so you can tell me now why she’s sent you.’
The leader laughs humourlessly. ‘Certainly, Princess. I’m not here to argue. Lire does have a message for you.’ 
‘Go on.’
I inwardly wince – Lire told me nothing of this. Why not at least warn me?
The woman grins, baring her teeth excitedly. ‘You have one month until Lire’s real attack. Until the war officially begins. Next time, she’s bringing her army.’ She snickers. ‘Based on today, it’s clear that surrender is your best – only – option, and you’re lucky Lire has been gracious to offer you an entire month to make your decision.’ She runs her eyes over the kingdom below us, still smoking and burning. There is only disdain in her expression. ‘Do not pretend to be brave, Princess Dawn. If you don’t surrender to Lire, we will kill every last Bearran and burn this kingdom to ashes.’ She turns to leave, gesturing for her four companions to follow. 
‘Well, thank you for your message,’ says Dawn, waving a hand. ‘Though
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