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      This novel has been written by a human creative and was edited by humans. Generative AI tools have had no part in the creation of this book, its characters, or the world.

      

      
        
        This is a work of fiction. It is the combined product of the collective subconscious as transmitted by the Grimm Brothers in Brother and Sister, and The Nixie of the Mill-pond, Hans Christian Andersen in The Tinderbox, and Adolphe Adam, Jules-Henri Vernoy de Saint-Georges and Théophile Gautier in the ballet “Giselle” and the imagination of the author. Any similarities to the real world are either a product of the human experience—we are humans with shared human emotions, experiences, and responses—or entirely coincidental. Now, leave this boring real-world stuff and enter a new realm where magical creatures, immense treasures, and miracles, thankfully, do exist.
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      Thank you for picking up this book, I really hope you enjoy it. When I first started writing retellings, I was driven to bring back into public consciousness my favourite German fairytale that is practically unknown in the English-speaking world and is even being forgotten in Germany. I have since made retelling lesser-known fairytales one of the focuses of my writing, but it isn’t the only one. Ideas have come to me from many places and that means I write in several different subgenres of fantasy, but the one thing that tethers all my stories together is my passion for our human ability to transform hardship into success.

      For this reason, many of my books deal with the difficulties life tends to throw at us but my characters almost always come out the other side stronger and more resilient—and happy. Yes, I do write tragedies on occasion, but this read isn’t one of those. Nevertheless, as with all my writing, the books in this collection explore difficult topics that specifically relate to domestic abuse, torture, character death, war trauma, post traumatic stress, murder, violence, child loss, miscarriage, grief, emotional and psychological abuse, and agoraphobia.

      I have always learned through reading and found that resilience is built through exposure. I have grieved, feared, and overcome dark days from the comfort of my living room, vicariously experiencing life through the eyes of my favourite characters. And doing so has made me stronger, and better able to face the hardships life has thrown at me because I have not been coddled and sheltered. I haven’t had my first encounter with true evil in the real world. I have seen it acted out in the lives of the characters I adore, and they have guided me through the tough times I have experienced myself. It is for that reason I wish to continue to share the experiences or ideas that have driven me to think long and hard about hardship in a way so that other people, just like you, might have the same benefit of resilience from my own books as I have had from the reading journeys I’ve enjoyed.

      Of course, if you have personally experienced hardships like the ones explored in these pages and are struggling with the scars life has left you with, please put your own wellbeing first. More than anything, my purpose in fostering psychological resilience is to support those who’ve never had an experience of this sort so they have the opportunity to feel and think, to grow their compassion for those who have experienced something like this particular form of hardship, and to hopefully also provide enough of a foundation to help avoid situations that could lead to this kind of hardship in real life, or to overcome it with resilient strength when faced with it. We are not alone in these experiences, but we can’t know that unless we experience it in some way. I hope to provide a “safe space” for readers to experience particular hardships so they can confront the difficulties of life with their eyes open.

      We grow when we stretch the comfort zone, but I don’t endorse shattering it. Do what is right for you on your own path.

      
        
        Further Content Considerations

        Although this collection is marketed as New Adult Fantasy, I have done my utmost to keep it accessible to the upper Young Adult bracket. The level of violence is kept low, and as much as possible, I avoid on-page violence. I have characters who are subjected to physical abuse, but—only where absolutely necessary—write about the actual experiences of it. Where things come up in memories, I have tried to remain attuned to the needs of sensitive readers; however, I understand that some things are not for everyone. Please note, this collection includes character deaths.

        As these novels follow my human main characters from their teens, the youngest starting at age 14, until their mid-twenties, I do not tiptoe around sex and sexuality. The characters—as consenting adults later on in their stories—do engage in intercourse and that is not ignored even if it is not detailed explicitly or beyond heavy petting.
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        * * *

      

      A Note on Language

      I write British English, so I realise it can be strange for American readers, who are expecting a whole lot of ‘z’s, to read my words with ‘s’s or expecting ‘armor’ while I write ‘armour’. Take this as part of the fantasy flair of the experience. I hope you enjoy the stories despite the sometimes-unusual spelling or turns of phrase.
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      A Final Consideration

      In the times we live in, I feel it necessary to state openly that I do not use generative AI in any way during the process of my writing. The ideas, formulations, worlds, characters, and stories I create are all the product of my own imagination combined with my personal experiences or those of friends and family that have pushed me to examine my thoughts and feelings. All the research, writing, and editing of this book were done by humans.

      In all honesty, the situation with generative AI we are living at the moment resurfaces memories of one of my favourite children’s books, Momo by Michael Ende (author of The Neverending Story). It may be an obscure tale, but even though it was published in 1973 and was already relevant at the time with its pointed allegory of modern life and “time-saving measures”, this story has become my “anthem” for the times we are living now. If you’re not familiar with it, do yourself a favour and read it. And no, it’s not a “children’s book”. Not really. I believe wholeheartedly that it’s actually a novel for adults disguised as a children’s book because Ende knew adults wouldn’t read it, so it was better to plant the seeds in the children so they’d be more aware as adults. That’s how I think it went, anyway.

      All seriousness aside, I absolutely love fairytales! So much, that I’ve even written a collection of my own invented ones and you can get two of those for FREE! Yes, you read that right. The Companion’s Tale, a story about how important it is to define a dream before we can set out to make it a reality in our lives is permafree on most retail sites. You can download your copy here. And The Sewing Princess, which examines how to test a dream to ensure that it is worthy of us and won’t undermine who we are or who we strive to be, is exclusive to my subscribers. You can access it by signing up to my newsletter.

      I’m going to zip it now and let you get to the good stuff. Happy reading!

      
        
        xoxoxo

        Astrid
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        It is the pursuit of goals that in large part lends life its sustaining meaning. We experience almost all the emotions that make life deep and engaging as a consequence of moving successfully towards something deeply desired and valued.

        JORDAN PETERSON

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
    

  


  
    
      What a mess! Viola Alerion thought in dismay. The newly appointed high-archivist of the Imperial Grand Library raised her light-stick to fill the Hall of Unregistered Histories in gentle, golden brightness. She gasped in horror at rows upon rows of heavy wooden shelves. She craned her neck, but the towering stacks vanished into the darkness above her, beyond the reach of her light-stick. It was the contents of the shelves, however, that caused her heart to constrict. Horror turned to mirth. A giggle escaped her usually serene lips at the parchments, scrolls, and bound volumes, which had been stuffed onto the shelves higgledy-piggledy without consideration for the rigid orderliness that characterised other parts of the great library.

      As her gaze absorbed the extraordinary disorder which gripped this particular hall, Viola felt herself draw near the edge of an abyss. How, in the first emperor’s name, was she ever going to find the manuscript to bring her the distinguishing mark of imperial high-archivist? Her new position did not merely require overseeing the smooth running of the library and helping nobles from the palace find something captivating from the archives; no, her duty was also to entertain, to contribute to the empire by producing historical texts worth reading. Viola was acutely aware of the importance of her first publication. It would become the hallmark of her career.

      How—in all this mess—was she ever going to find the perfect manuscript to secure her future? Picking up a large volume at random, Viola thumbed through it, pausing to read a section here and there. She slammed the book shut with a resounding slap—shuddering and grimacing in distaste. Some people had no concept of storytelling. Sighing, Viola wondered whether she should have accepted the second-archivist’s offer to send some filing specialists to bring her a selection of manuscripts. Viola shook her head. No, she had to do this herself. There was no point in sending some underling to bring her something when she didn’t even know what she was looking for.

      Viola turned back to the shelf in front of her and began searching through the documents it contained. Within a few hours she had identified the system used to sort the manuscripts. Once she had a grasp of it, it took Viola no time at all to find the period and area which she hoped would provide her with a manuscript worthy of her talents. Sure enough, after but a few days spent searching, the high-archivist’s triumphant shout echoed through the silent hall of musty vellum and parchment. At last, her true work could begin!
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      Here follows the personal account of a great queen of the renown kingdom of Vendale. The original manuscript was discovered in the Imperial Library and has been faithfully copied here.

      Unfortunately, the queen’s manuscript only tells part of the story. The historian has taken the liberty to complete the tale, within her skills, based on the historical records remaining from this time. Some licence has been taken in the manner this second part of the tale is presented, attempting to stay true to the tone of the original section.

      I would like to add that, although many centuries have passed since the events recounted here, this tale still holds many truths for our day and remains one of the favourites among our children, especially as Queen Elisabeth and King Richard are today seen as the founding monarchs of this great realm—those who planted the seed for this empire’s beginnings from within the Haldrian Confederacy they created.
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      The carriage bounced along the road tiresomely. I had spent the past several hours musing over my sudden return home after more than three years’ absence. A part of me tingled with excitement at finally being able to see my family again, but another was filled with dread. My brother Edvard’s letter to summon me home had been unexpected. I tried very hard to think of happier thoughts, but kept finding myself faced with two alternatives. The first was nostalgic memories of time spent in the garden with my mother, which turned to ashes in my mouth as I recalled the reason I sat in the carriage now. The other memories I had to peruse were of my horrible big brother, Edvard. Those tended not to be happy thoughts, for although there may have been a great deal of laughter, those moments had a tendency to end with tears after cruel jokes had been played on me. I wondered whether my brother had grown up in the time I had been away. Or would I face more of the same?

      Are we there yet?

      I peeked out the window and my heart soared at the sight of familiar surroundings. The local village church with its dirty mud-stained, white walls was the way it had been before I left, and the iconic, tall poplar trees lined the road and brought back fond memories. Children from the surrounding farms played in barren fields—still dormant—their snowy blanket only recently melted away. The beautiful orchard trees waved their branches with a salutation of flowers. Long green fingers of bulbous plants had begun to push their way through the softening ground along the side of the road, and I even caught glimpses of feathered wings flitting through the air. It all looked the same, just as I remembered. Nothing was different. And yet, so much had changed since I had been sent away.

      The letter I received from Edvard, calling me from school before completing my training, told of the worst change that could possibly have happened.

      How is Mother ill? It was impossible to imagine my always-smiling mother—the image of health and beauty—in a sickbed.

      The carriage rounded a corner, and there they were: the gates. Thundercloud-grey wrought iron twined into the myriad blossoms that greeted me. I was home. The drive was lined with fir trees, and their intense smell filled the carriage. Oh, how I loved that scent. I remembered the walks we used to take with Mother through the forest where their fragrance seeped into my skin. The trees parted to reveal the great house I had grown up in. Windows blinked in the sun, a hundred smiling eyes to welcome me back. The fountain in front of the house still sparkled in the glinting sunlight as it had always done. I was home. I could hardly believe it as my heart bubbled over with joy.

      As the carriage drew nearer, I noticed two figures hurrying out the front door. Two? Oh no, my worst nightmare just became reality! Prince Richard, Edvard’s best friend, was hurrying down the steps beside my brother. What could I do? Hours on the road and I did not even have a mirror with me.

      How could you be so stupid as to leave the mirror in the bags on the top of the carriage, Elisabeth? I thought, exasperated with myself.

      I did my best, straightening out the worst of the creases in my navy-blue dress and rearranging the dark, untameable wisps of hair that always succeeded in escaping whatever method I had to keep them in check. I would just have to make up for the lack of looks by showing exactly how much of a lady I had become at school.

      My being plummeted—a bird with clipped wings. In my heart I knew that I, Elisabeth Lindon, was no lady. I would never be, no matter what I did. Mother might be related to the royal family, cousin to our former king, but she had married beneath her station and that made me nothing.

      I stopped what I was doing and glanced out the window again, catching sight of Richard and Edvard as the carriage curved around the fountain in front of the manor. Why, oh why, did I even care? Had all the superficial nonsense at school really rubbed off on me? Why should I worry about looking a mess? I had been travelling all this time and what did it matter that the prince was out there ready to greet me? He was there for Edvard, not me.

      Nevertheless, despite my resolve not to worry about appearances, I could not help myself. In hindsight, I suppose we fourteen-year-old girls just cannot stop it: when faced with a prince, you make an effort, no matter what.

      I was still fussing when the carriage came to a halt. I could briefly make out my reflection in the glass of the window. My dark brown eyes were heavy from the long journey. Large cheeks, the bane of my existence, were the most prominent feature of my round face. I frowned at myself; it will just have to do.

      Edvard stepped forwards to open the door. I had to admit my nasty big brother turned out quite handsome. I could not deny it came as a surprise. So tall, too—I had known he would have grown, but how he had. He flashed a smile at me as the door swung open, and a thousand memories streamed through my mind at that familiar, mischievous grin. Yet something was different. The carefree quirk to his lips had disappeared. The almond skin around his face was drawn, and unfamiliar lines formed deep grooves at the corners of his eyes. I supposed he had shouldered many responsibilities, what with Father away and Mother ill.

      To my surprise, it was Rick—no, I must think of him as Prince Richard. It was unseemly to think of royalty in any other manner. To my astonishment, Prince Richard was the one who held out his hand to help me down from the carriage. I faltered. Our eyes met. Oh, what a prince! He really had grown up. He looked dashing in his dark suit with golden epaulettes.

      No Elisabeth, stop thinking like this! You are a lady. You have to at least behave like a lady!

      Otherwise, what had been the purpose of my long stay at finishing school? If even then I could not behave as expectation dictated, revealing my mixed birth? In the fateful moment my hand touched his and my eyes met Richard’s intense gaze, my other hand, which was supposed to lift my skirts just enough for me to step down did not do things the way it should have. With my gaze fixed on the prince’s pale brown irises, I didn’t notice the toe of my shoe catching the hem of my skirt. Next thing I knew I had come crashing down onto the prince’s chest, nearly bowling him over.

      Mortification!

      Clumsy clod. Why did this have to happen to me?

      “Zibby, are you all right?” both young men cried out in unison.

      Zibby? My already burning face heated to an intensity I feared they would see glow despite my dark complexion. Zibby! How could they still use that terrible, unseemly nickname? I thanked the Almighty Dragons the brownness of my skin left some of my dignity intact. Regaining my balance, I took a step away, distancing myself from the prince. All the strength seemed to have left my legs, which wobbled like jelly.

      “I’m sorry, I—I—”

      Apparently, my legs were not the only misbehaving part of me. I could not even speak. The fancy of showing off what a lady I had become was brutally torn from me by my own clumsiness. Fateful tears pricked at the backs of my eyes.

      Whatever you do, Elisabeth, don’t cry!

      Weeping would make everything worse. So, taking a very deep breath, I pulled together all the pieces of my shattered self-esteem and put on the best performance I could, all things considered. Giving them both my most beautiful smile, while avoiding eye contact with either of them, I set off up the stairs to the front entrance of the house. It gave me those few crucial seconds to compose myself; no matter how rude it may have seemed—it was the better of my two options.

      By the time I reached the front entrance, I was ready to start a conversation. I turned to ask my brother about Mother, and was astonished to see both young men still standing beside the carriage their mouths open, eyes pulled wide. I apparently moved too swiftly for them. First the bumbling fool, then the ‘sweeping-up-stairs graceful beauty’. I chuckled to myself; at least I kept them on their toes. I felt a sense of pleasure at their confused expressions. For all the times those two had left me in a muddle, this served them right.

      The satisfaction was fleeting though. I remembered the real reason I had been recalled from school and, summoning all my training, I declared, “Ed, I’ve come on a terribly long journey as quickly as humanly possible because of your rather sudden and unexpected letter. I’m here to see Mother, not to wait for you to stop gawking.”

      I did not dare address the prince. I was still far too embarrassed from tripping, but my words snapped both of them out of their trance. Prince Richard was first in joining me at the top of the stairs, while Edvard stuttered, “Of course—um—Mother. Right away, Zibby—”

      I scowled at him, but he was so busy watching his step he did not notice. I turned on my heel and continued into the house towards the wing in which our mother had her room. Richard’s presence right beside me, the sound of his purposeful footsteps, confounded me. I really had no idea whether I could have a conversation with him at this moment.

      What should I say? All I could think of was his touch, the way he had caught me, the thrill of being so close to him. Unable to bring words to my lips, I decided silence would be the only option. It made no difference how rude it might seem, at least I had the excuse of Mother’s illness to pull me through my abashment.

      Edvard passed us and held the door open for me. Another change; my brother had never done such a thing for me before. He was wont to run through, ensuring the door slammed in my face, and would laugh with wild abandon as he rushed off on the other side. How different things were.

      I moved into the eternal gloom of a sickroom. The heavy curtains were drawn and I could hardly make out the enormous four-poster bed, let alone any of the other furniture. As I shuffled closer to the bed, and my eyes adjusted to the twilight, I made out the emaciated figure of my mother, so familiar and yet so wrong. The brown skin of her face, which I remembered to be the same shade as my own, was drawn against the bones beneath and washed-out. Her eyes had sunk into their sockets making horrible shadows on her once-full face. Her vibrant, ebony hair was streaked with silver and had lost its life and lustre.

      I ran forwards, kneeling beside the bed and taking her icy hand in mine. Then I stopped. Could this skeleton truly be my mother? How had the woman I remembered, so full of life and laughter, been reduced to this creature of death? Another thought stabbed through my horrified mind: this could not have happened quickly. Mother must have been ill for a very, very long time. The sheer abhorrence of encountering her in this state was rent through with uncontrollable anger. I rose to my feet and turned to vent my fury on the only person who could possibly be to blame for the situation.

      “She has been ill for months, don’t try to deny it! How could you keep this from me? If you had called for me sooner—”

      “Shhhhh. She’s asleep. Don’t wake her!”

      Edvard’s admonition at my rising voice made me seethe even more. I marched out and turned to face him as he tiptoed from the room and closed the door behind him. I kept my outburst under a tight lid until the latch clicked into place. Then, the mixture of horror, dread, disappointment in Edvard, and anger at having been kept in the dark burst forth in a torrent.

      “You haven’t taken care of her properly. How could you think you’d be able to manage? Father is away and so was I, and you never even thought to let us know. Your arrogance knows no bounds! Hoping to manage like that and failing so dismally! I can’t believe you let it get this far. Mother is dying! And what did you do all this time? You must have gone off horse riding and sword fighting without thinking of the consequences! Why in the king’s name didn’t you call for me? I could have helped! I could have been useful—”

      I trailed off when the guilt on his face settled on my awareness and just like that the anger was gone. All I was left with was the horrific image of my dying mother dwarfed by her bedding. Pain surged into my chest and my brother’s face blurred.

      I could not burst into tears here. Would not. My body reacted before my mind had grasped what I needed to do.

      Run. Flee. Hide my emotions. I had to find a quiet corner for the shock to wash away in peace, far from the brother whom I was blaming even though I knew how unreasonable it was. I needed somewhere to be alone.
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        * * *

      

      When the last tear trickled over my cheeks and the sobs subsided, I discovered that I was in the garden at my favourite spot in the labyrinth, which had been Mother’s pride and joy. I had flung myself at the foot of the beautiful tree I had sat under with Mother while she told me stories or comforted me after Edvard and Richard had played pranks on me. The old oak flooded memories into my mind and, once again, everything inside me tightened. I struggled to draw breath and, if I had had any tears left, they would have fallen again.

      Gravel crunched behind me and a very familiar, yet oddly deeper, voice said, “Ah, there you are. I have been looking for you through every part of the labyrinth.”

      I turned my head, following the sound. I was aghast. The fluctuating emotions were going to be the end of me on this terrible day. My face had already steamed up; I could feel my cheeks and ears grow horribly hot. Why did I now have to deal with courtly manners and fine speech, on top of everything else? Why did Edvard’s best friend have to be royalty? It made life far too difficult and just kept reminding me of what a klutz I was. A little child, lacking in graces or noble airs.

      To my even greater discomfort, he placed his hand under my elbow and helped me to my feet. My skirt was torn at the knee and the fabric was marred with green and brown splotches. I returned to the little girl I had been who tripped so often on long skirts while trying to keep up with my big brother and his friend who were so much faster and who always teased me for crying when I grazed my knees. My face was very similar, too—all puffy from tears.

      “Come, Elisabeth. I think you should sit down for a bit.”

      I looked at the bench beside the tree, but to my surprise, Richard lifted me by the waist, popping me on the nearest low-hanging branch. Taken aback, I blinked as he dexterously swung himself onto the leafless branch beside me. There was a boyish air to him as he turned his face towards me, soft, dark curls bouncing as he did. For a moment I saw a twinkle in his eye but then his face fell again, and seriousness clouded his features.

      Becoming aware of my bewildered and blotchy, tear-stained face, I turned away, wiping my cheeks with the palms of my hands.

      “Here, allow me.”

      He dabbed under my eyes with a small, soft handkerchief. I reached for it, embarrassed he should show such kindness. As my hand closed around the handkerchief, taking it from him, my fingers brushed his. Our eyes met again. His gaze was so intent it felt as though he was looking right into my inner self. An inferno blazed into my cheeks.

      “You are too kind, Your Highness.”

      Irritation marked his sharp retort, “Do not be ridiculous, Elisabeth. You should remember how I hate my status and subsequent fate. As much as you hate your nickname, I imagine. So, please stop using any of the infuriating titles when we are alone.”

      I remained silent, fidgeting with the square of white silk. What could I say? I did vaguely remember him hating being a prince. He had often said he wanted to be a real boy like all the others and get muddy and tear his clothes while playing. But that did not change the fact of his birth—a social situation I had become so keenly aware of during my time away.

      “I wish you could consider me as a friend, instead of a prince. I am your friend, just as I am Ed’s. Would you please accept that, Elisabeth?”

      I held my breath. I did not want to contradict him. He spoke so firmly, and yet so kindly. My heart also tripped over the way he said my name, but I would have to keep that consideration for later reflection.

      Richard seemed to have left behind the playful boy whom I had disliked because of his idolisation of my older brother. Out of the corner of my eye I took a good look at him. He was thinner and ganglier than I remembered, stretched by a sudden growth-spurt. His face seemed to be just as confused as the rest of his body; the process spread things around unevenly, leaving him looking like he was somewhere in between: half boy and half man. Although his jaw had become larger, more defined with a hint of a cleft in his chin, and his cheeks and lip showed the tell-tale signs of soft stubble, his face was still quite round, and his hair curled despite obvious attempts at straightening it. There was also a spattering of acne on his jawline.

      Not wanting him to notice my studious scrutiny, I dared to ask, “How long has Mother been ill?”

      I asked the question I most dreaded the answer to.

      He sighed. “Almost a year. At first it was nothing to worry about, but slowly—very slowly—it crept in, getting worse.”

      “A year!” Indignation was a tidal wave. My eyebrows drew together, and my mouth pouted, petulant at having been kept out and for being helpless now. Before my rant took shape, Richard cut me off.

      “She made both of us swear not to tell you. It was only a few days ago Ed managed to convince her to let him free of that oath. It has weighed heavily on him.”

      “Oh,” was all I managed. What a strange thing for Mamma to insist on.

      The silence drew on and I fidgeted with the ribbon of my apron. Sadness had settled about Richard’s shoulders like an extra woollen cloak.

      I broke the oppressing quiet, if only to hear him speak again. “What about Father?”

      “Ed has been in continuous communication with your father since the beginning. He was able to visit your mother briefly between voyages a few weeks ago but was called away to the offices at Port Averly. It appears there was some unexpected complication with one of his trading ships he needed personally to attend to.”

      The prince lapsed again into silence. I fought with myself, trying to hide the resentment surging within me. I was the only one who had not known about Mother’s illness until it was too late for anyone to do anything.

      Why? Why did things have to be so wrong? Why had no one told me? Was there something at fault with me? Did they not trust me?

      Richard pulled me out of my dark musings when he hopped off the branch. “Will you walk with me?”

      He held out a hand, but I ignored him and jumped down beside him. I could still out-climb him if I wanted to. My feet landed together perfectly, and I sent a look of self-satisfaction his way. The expression on his face was worth it. To hide my smile, I turned my attention to my skirts. In vain, I tried to brush off the worst of the dirt. It was so typical that the apron had somehow been spared. Even though in my case, the apron was ornamental, not practical, it had somehow fluttered up when I flung myself to the ground and had failed to protect the knees of my blue skirt. Richard set off out of the clearing and I followed.

      “Tell me about this finishing school you attended. What is it like?”

      We walked for some time together, chatting about the things said and done at school. I did not pay attention to the path we took, too busy sharing small anecdotes and fun incidents about my teachers and friends, but my heart sank when I saw the front entrance of the house. We rounded the last corner of the maze, and I could see the fountain at the front of the manor.

      Several uniformed riders milled about, and a horse was held by one of our stable hands. It was an impressive bay steed; his coat glistened in the bright sunlight but at the sight of that gorgeous horse my spirits reached the pit of my stomach.

      “You’re going already?” I asked, unable to hide my disappointment. He sighed and nodded.

      Richard had slowed his pace since before we left the maze and now, he stopped.

      “Elisabeth, I am so sorry you returned at such sad and troubling times. I truly wish you could have come back happy, smiling as you did the day you left. However, I am glad you are finally here and hope to see you again soon.”

      I was surprised. Was this really the same person I had loathed so much in years past?

      “I am glad to finally be back home—” I fought off the recent memory of my mother and the resentment the image brought with it. It was not fair to blame anyone for the situation.

      Caught up in my own thoughts, I did not hear what Richard replied and could only watch in complete detachment as he took my hand in his, and raised it to his lips. He had already walked off to the waiting guard when my befuddled mind came to grips with it all. Richard had kissed—the crown prince had kissed my hand.

      I was stunned.

      He had treated me as his social equal in front of all those people, even though I was far from it.

      By the time I made my way to the front steps, a cloud of dust was all that remained of Richard and his entourage. Edvard waited for me though. He looked terrible, as if he had not slept well in weeks. I ran up the steps and flung my arms around him. He was much taller than I remembered, and I had to stand on tiptoe to achieve a decent hug.

      “I’m so sorry,” I whispered into his shoulder.

      He pulled me close but said nothing. I responded with a tight squeeze, while my thoughts turned to how hard the past months must have been for him. That first, proper hug from my big brother marked the dawn of a new relationship between us. Gone were the days where Edvard teased and played pranks on me. Those moments of borderline cruelty had come to an end. I smiled to myself at the thought that something, which had appeared eternal, became new and different in a heartbeat.
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      I fell asleep in a chair beside Mother’s bed. She did not wake up very often and ate extremely little. When I awoke, it was so dark in the room I could not tell if it was still daylight outside. There was a slight movement from the bed, and I understood why I had woken. Mother stirred. I jerked the little cord by the bed to ring for a servant and then knelt beside the bed, taking her hand in mine. Words failed me.

      “Elisabeth,” she whispered, “my darling girl.”

      It took all my self-control to stop the tears from surging up. “Mamma!” was all I managed to croak in a hoarse whisper.

      “You should not have come. It is too dangerous! They will get you, too, if you stay here. You must leave!” she whispered, terror lining her tone. She clutched my hand so tightly it hurt.

      “Calm down, Mamma. I am here now, and you shouldn’t worry. I’m all right. You need to be calm.”

      She slumped back against the pillows. “You are right. You are here now. The damage is already done, and you will most likely not be safe anywhere—”

      Mother trailed off as Beth, our housekeeper, came in carrying a tray with soup and a lit lamp, which she placed on a small shelf beside the bed. After eating, Mother regained some of her strength and was able to talk. Edvard came in to check up on us, but Mother shooed him away saying she wanted some time with me to herself. It was then she turned to me and told me what had happened. She paused often in her explanation. It cost her a lot of energy to speak so much.

      “I will start from the very beginning and tell you as best I can all you need to know. Neither your brother nor your father know anything about this—and it should stay that way—for their own safety. However, you are in danger simply because you are my daughter. So, pay attention and make sure you do as I say.”

      “Yes, Mamma,” I replied dutifully.

      Once assured I had taken her warning to heart, she began her tale. “As you may know, from the fairy tales I told you as a child, there is magic in this world we live in. Some women are able to control it. Magic is purely the domain of women among our people. Although, I have heard there are males from other races who have powers, too. Among us, magic is hereditary. It is very rare for a woman with power not to pass on some of her ability to her daughter. In Vendale, the royal line has strong magical blood and for a long time we even believed magic was restricted to the noble families, but King Vincent, may he rest in peace, discovered the falsehood in that belief.” She paused and took a ragged breath. “That is a story for another day.”

      Mother squeezed my hand. “You know that I was born into an old, well-respected, noble family. We Perrelles have always had powerful magical blood in our line, and I inherited some of it—unfortunately, not very much. It seems, as things have turned out, the magic in our bloodline has weakened. This has not only occurred in our family, for the queen herself has a drop—and only a drop—of power even though her bloodline was even stronger than my own.

      “Now, the noble families with magical blood have always been involved in the protection of our dear kingdom—and the royal family, of course. We have the best interests of Vendale at heart, but the uses of magic are varied and there are some women who use it for evil ends.” Mother closed her eyes and I thought she repressed a shudder before she went on more urgently.

      “It is now, with our magic at its weakest, that the greatest threat has arisen. A group of common women plot to take over the kingdom by magical means; using the power for their own ends, instead of upholding the creed mages live by. Magic should be used for protection, not to cause harm. I fear they intend to hurt or control our crown prince. Thankfully, the Royal Circle is able to protect him for the moment.”

      A painful, ragged breath passed over her lips. “Be that as it may, the witches have weakened my defences and sapped away my life force. I know I am about to die, but there is hope. As long as you survive and learn the arts of magic you will be able to defeat them. I have seen it in true visions. For some time, I have known your inborn power is far stronger than with anyone else I have ever met. In that, King Vincent was absolutely right, even though so many of us in the circle doubted him.”

      She shook herself and the intensity in Mother’s gaze spiked. “Promise me, Elisabeth, you will not let the coven weaken you! You must stay firm in your convictions. I have shown you the right path and you must not stray from it. They will prey on you if you become weakened by hatred or impure thoughts. What is worse, they will not kill you. I am much older and they were not able to turn my thoughts down their dreadful path, so they chose to rid themselves of my bothersome presence; you are young—powerful—and they will do everything possible to make you their slave. They will want your well of magic to serve them. Ensure you are safe!”

      “But who will teach me? How am I supposed to learn?” I asked, noticing the surge of strength wane when Mother sank deeper into the pillows.

      Her eyelids closed, but she whispered, “I have taught you the basics. You need to remember and, once you are of age, go to the queen. She must see sense under the circumstances and train you, irrespective of her misgivings.”

      Moments later, Mother’s eyes flew open again. “Open the drawer on the left of my dresser. There is a belt. I have prepared it for you, to protect you. Never take it off. It can only protect while it is on you.”

      I went over to the mahogany dresser, my fingers brushing the fine inlay work in a habit from happier times. I found the belt. It was an interesting piece. The intricate golden vine design that curled its way around the circle appeared to have grown from a plant, rather than having been crafted by a metalworker. I put it on, and it fit perfectly, falling into place magically. The clasp closed with a soft click and vanished. I could open it only because I knew where it was. Warm to the touch, the belt’s heavy presence comforted me for it exuded my mother’s love and worry.

      I walked over to the bed again to find Mother fast asleep. Her breathing was laboured, the dark circles in the hollows under her eyes even deeper than a mere hour ago. I returned to my seat next to the bed and thought over everything Mother had told me.
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      In the next few days, I spent all my time beside Mother’s bed. She weakened even more, unable to speak and sleeping for ever longer periods. She also ate less, until I worried she might fade away entirely. Edvard devoted most of each day by her side, and together we waited in silence for the inevitable. It came during the night of the fourth day.

      Mother’s breathing had been irregular, and then the ragged gasps calmed and deepened. A great sense of peace filled the room. Tranquillity enveloped me as I realised the end was near. I looked up at Edvard who had come to the same conclusion. He took one of her hands, and I took the other, holding it until I felt the tell-tale creep of deathly cold; it had gone limp. I placed Mother’s hand on the coverlet.

      Complete silence invaded the room. The whole house honoured death. The night and its darkness were our first mantle of mourning. I crossed over to where Edvard stood, and we held each other. No words were necessary, and neither were any tears. She had suffered enough. It was a final release and we were grateful it had come with peace.

      The funeral, however, was a terrible affair. Noblewomen wailed and shed fountains of tears, as though my mother had been a beloved sister whose absence would cost them years to become accustomed to. In actual fact, they had ostracised her for the most part, refusing to call on her because of her inauspicious marriage. Once they filed into the church, the gentlemen stood stoically by, faces so stern they seemed to be carved from stone. And yet, I knew, despite all their efforts to seem heartbroken, they really did not care and only awaited the great feast, which would be provided after the ceremony.

      Father had arrived the evening before, grumpy he had been called away from his ‘important’ work for ‘such meaningless drivel’. He seemed to be put out by Mother’s death only because of its inconvenience, not at all affected by the fact his wife was dead. Father had already mentioned several times how ill-timed Mother’s passing was in terms of the expenses he had to make for the funeral. His indifference to her death was immeasurably hurtful and also made me wonder about their relationship. I could not understand why Mother had married him and given up her aristocratic standing if there was no real love lost between them—for Father’s behaviour made that clear as glass.

      Sickened to my very bones, I was forced to stand beside him for the ceremony; I wished that I could leave the church and spend my time remembering Mother how she had been when she used to take me out into nature and tell me tales. Instead, I was expected to stand through a gruelling hour-and-a-half of pompous ceremony in the overcrowded, stuffy church and listen to the meaningless words of the priest who rattled on about how beloved Mother had been. He ignored the fact she was left to face life alone with no support from her family or friends. Even her good deeds were ignored. The priest only focused on what a good mother she had been, overlooking the fact that my mother had been a powerful and active member of the Royal Circle or that she helped many a poor citizen in troubled times—showing charity becoming of the Great Dragons.

      When the service finally ended, we all crowded out into the cemetery, and I noticed a throng of silent people standing beyond the church limits. They were peasants and, as such, not allowed to attend the funeral with the aristocrats. I wondered whether they were people whom Mother had helped over the years.

      Father and Edvard led the procession ahead of the coffin, which was carried by several attendants. As a girl, not yet of age, I was not allowed to lead the procession, and so, I had to follow after my mother’s casket. To my relief, Richard walked out behind me, forcing the remaining people to keep their distance from me for fear of breaching any of the rules of etiquette. I was a little surprised though; as the crown prince, he was perfectly entitled to walk in front with the other two. Yet, he chose to spare me from the crowd.

      Once the shiny casket had been returned to the womb of the earth, my family and I remained beside the mound of dirt until every single guest had paid their last respects and had given their condolences to us, in order of rank. It was telling that neither the queen nor any of the members of the Royal Circle attended the funeral. I could not understand how the one group of friends I thought Mother had—the members of the council she worked in—were not present at her funeral. I had hoped to ask them to teach me magic, but now I hope dwindled and dissolved in the cool spring air. Would anyone be willing to train me? What was I going to do? How could I fulfil my mother’s dying wish? And how was I going to stay safe from the witches who Mother believed would enslave me if given a chance?

      After an eternity, when the grave mound had vanished under a pile of wilting flowers, the last person pressed my hand and said how sorry she was Mother had died. I could be alone with the gaping hole where my innards were supposed to be, a loss I would have to learn to live with.

      “Come along, Elisabeth,” my father ordered when he noticed I did not turn to leave with him and Edvard.

      I shook my head. “I would like to be alone for a bit, Father. I will join you at the house later.”

      His dark, heavy brows drew together and a thundercloud took over his face. “You are expected to entertain the guests. This is an important social event, and you should be seen and behave yourself according to your station. You will come and do as you are told!”

      Before I could argue with him, Edvard raised a hand to Father’s arm. “Mother just passed on. It is a sore loss for Elisabeth who has not spent time with Mother in some years. They were close. It may be best for her to make her peace before she joins us at the manor.”

      Father grunted in response and, to my relief, left without saying anything else, while I remained behind in utter bewilderment. Through my mind flooded images of Edvard always doing as Father said, taunting me and even treating me with cruelty to receive praise from our father who had always hated me. It made me realise once again how much Edvard was changed since he shouldered new responsibilities during Mother’s illness.
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      Time passed as I sat by the grave and thought over what little Mother had told me. I pondered how I was supposed to learn magic. Even though she claimed she taught me the basics, I could not remember anything of the sort in all the time we had spent together. Mother’s stories were focused on the animals that lived in the forest and she always recounted beautiful tales of brave deeds or malicious people, and how the just and the good triumphed over evil. When I thought about it, there were many stories about staying true to what one believed and being strong in one’s self. I loved those stories more than anything else, but how could they help me now?

      As I sat pondering my dilemma, a tale I had not considered interesting in the past resurged from the depths of my memories. We had come across a burned stretch of forest and Mother told me a story, The wench who saved herself with fire. It was about a girl who had magical abilities, but was unaware of them. One day, she went into the forest to pick some wildflowers in a glade, and was set upon by evil men who captured her to sell into slavery. In her fear, when one of the men laid his hands on her, he burst into flame and all the others ran away in terror of her power. Thus, her fear triggered her abilities and she managed to save herself.

      Could it mean that women with magical abilities were able to release these in situations of danger when they were very afraid? I thought back on my childhood for any moment where I had truly felt fear. None of the little incidents seemed adequate. I could not invoke anything like the essence of magical power within me from any of my memories of Edvard’s sometimes terrifying pranks. There was nothing at all. Perhaps Mother had been wrong and I did not have any magic after all.

      “Help me, Mother!”

      How in the world was I going to learn to protect myself from the bad witches if I did not know where to start?

      Another memory came to mind from the depths of my subconscious. Edvard had knocked me into the deep pool of water by the river. I had been very, very small when it happened. It must have been one of my earliest recollections.

      My mind was flooded with details of the incident; I had toddled up to the edge of the deep pool, watching a dragonfly perched on a rock right at the edge of the water. Edvard rushed around trying to catch some insect with Richard hot on his heels, but when the boys became aware of my interest in the dragonfly, they joined me by the waters’ edge. Edvard tried to catch the dragonfly and it flew away. I remembered looking at him, a disappointed cry crossing my lips. He nudged me and ran off laughing, Richard in tow, as my baby feet slipped on the uneven rocks. In a flash, icy water gushed onto my face. I heard the boys’ hysterical laughter above me and wanted to cry, but for some reason I did not. It was the single most terrifying experience of my life.

      Nevertheless, shock turned to wonder as I sank deeper into the beautiful underwater world. Plants lined the walls of the pool and they took on ethereal colours in the gloomy depths. There were fish and other interesting creatures in the deep pool, but I feared none of them. They were friends. Sunlight shimmered strangely from the viewpoint beneath the surface, and I was enchanted. Then, just as unexpectedly, it all vanished from sight when I was pulled upwards and out of the pool by an unforeseen saviour. I could not remember whether it was Richard or Edvard who pulled me from the water.

      “Elisabeth!”

      I was jerked from my musings to find Richard on his way towards me. It was already dusk; I had been sitting in the graveyard for over an hour. My legs were stiff, and I struggled to get up. In the end, I was unable to do so before Richard reached me, and I had to accept his help, forced to lean on him when pins and needles pricked through my feet.

      “I’m sorry,” I breathed, “I didn’t notice the time.”

      “What are you still doing out here? I was worried.”

      I did my best to avoid his gaze. I felt silly; how could I be so thoughtless? My legs still hurt, but I decided to move despite the pain.

      “You haven’t answered my question, Elisabeth. What are you doing out here alone?” His tone revealed impatience.

      “I just wanted to be alone for a bit, to think.”

      “To think? What about?” Now he was curious.

      I wanted to keep my findings to myself, but knowing a refusal meant he would never let the matter rest, I conceded. “Silly things, really—like the day Edvard knocked me into the pool by the river.”

      He frowned and only commented after a long silence, “I do vaguely remember diving in to fish you out. That was so very long ago, I hardly remember.”

      So, he was my secret rescuer after all. I had somehow hoped it was Richard and not Edvard who plucked me from the deep. We reached his horse beside the church entrance. A tall, buff man held the reins, and passed them to Richard as we approached.

      Without a word of warning, Richard popped me onto the steed and swung himself into the saddle behind me. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Lily, our lady’s maid hurry over. She must have been instructed to stay with me. I felt a little guilty she would now have to walk back to the manor on her own, but I dared not insist Richard let me down. The powerful muscles of the horse beneath me contracted and then we were off, the clip-clop of iron-shod hooves beating fast on the hard ground.

      “Hold on tight. I can’t risk you falling,” Richard instructed.

      He was warm and felt so safe. His closeness overwhelmed me and made it hard to breathe. My heart pumped and I prayed he could not hear it. With an almost superhuman effort I resisted snuggling closer; that would have taken things too far. Besides, Richard was getting me home, nothing more. I had to be careful not to let my silly brain over-interpret things. How awkward would that be?

      All too soon we arrived at the last bend of the drive before the house appeared. We stopped and Richard swung out of the saddle. Without a word, he led me the last bit while I sighed to myself, disappointed I could not remain pressed against him, but well aware of the consequences should anyone at the reception see us together without a chaperone. I noticed Richard’s manservant was nowhere to be seen and wondered whether he had chosen to walk back with Lily.

      Laughter and boisterous talk from the house jarred the peaceful quiet of the evening. It turned my attention to my next task and how upset Father would be with me for having stayed out so long. As we reached the front of the house, Richard helped me dismount, handed the reins to our stable hand who loitered among the parked carriages, and rushed me up the stairs into the noisy house.

      “You should change; your dress is stained.”

      I wanted to thank him, but he disappeared into the loud parlour and submerged in the crowd without a backward glance. Another sigh escaped me as I made my way to my room. For some reason, Richard’s presence had been comforting, and I felt safe. I wanted to be near him again, away from all the bustle and merrymaking. He had protected me from the people before, but now he slipped into that crowd, and I would have to face the sea on my own.

      Lethargy took hold of me. I dressed slowly and put off all thoughts of what was to come next. I held Father’s probable seething at arm’s length, choosing rather to ponder my discovery about magic. I had just slipped into a fresh black dress, when a soft knock sounded at my door. Lily’s muffled voice offered help from the other side. I started. She ought to have taken quite a while longer to get back. Or had I taken an eternity to change?

      “Oh, Mistress,” she breathed while she helped me button up my dress. “At first, I was terrified, but then being on the horse was breath-taking.”

      So, she had been ridden back by Richard’s manservant. It was rather curious, but I did not enquire further; my mind filled with other thoughts.

      When I entered the parlour, Father took notice. Fury contorted his round face, but he swallowed hard to control his anger in front of the throng of guests. Instead of shouting at me, as he often did, his hand made a pouring motion while he glanced at the visitors with his bulging eyes. I dragged my feet and set about my duty to entertain guests on the one day in my life when I personally did not feel the least bit entertaining. It was an agonising evening, having to smile and be courteous to all the people who laughed, cheered, and told terrible jokes. All I wanted was to be surrounded by silence. I longed to be alone, but the guests refused to leave.

      Richard also avoided me the entire time. He was so odd. First, he had been kind and attentive, both on the day of my arrival and earlier when he worried, and came to fetch me. Later, he refused to be seen within half a room of me, and it was not as though he was ignoring me or having a fun time himself. Every so often, I would feel a pair of eyes boring into me, and when I looked around, I saw his lanky frame or caught his intense gaze framed by those dark curls. Every single time our eyes met, he would turn and vanish before I could approach him. What was going on? I felt confused and frustrated. I had no idea what I should do.

      At long last the guests began to leave, and it was only when the last one had swung their cloak into place that I noticed Richard was no longer there. After the gruelling trial the evening had been, I was almost grateful he left without bidding me farewell. I would not have been able to remain civil. Father was still saying his goodbyes to one tardy visitor, and so I slipped up the stairs to my room, hoping he would not call me to answer for my delay after the funeral.
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      Time crept by in the silent house. I was alone most of the day as Edvard left early every morning to visit the palace for his lessons with Richard. Father was always busy with his trading business and away often. Our manor buried my spirits in gloom; full of memories and forgotten laughter.

      Being underage, I was not yet allowed to come and go as I pleased in society, and I was not entitled to invite ladies to visit me either. The only company I had were the servants, and although their banter in the kitchen and hallways was refreshing, it was hardly fit for me to lower myself so and associate with them. I also often felt my presence was a nuisance to them. I ended up underfoot and made their work more difficult. Furthermore, Father refused to let me return to school. He said enough money had been wasted on me and he would not spend another shilling if he could help it.

      So, I watched the trees turn green and flowers push forth their buds. I spent most of my days outdoors where I sought solitude for my grief. Every morning, I spent an hour or two in the library, fine-combing our modest collection for anything on magic. I discovered a few useful volumes, including a lovely edition of collected fairy tales. I took flowers from the garden to Mother’s grave almost every day, and often ended up taking a walk over the fields and through the orchards around the house. Sometimes I would even go into the labyrinth, but there it was hardest to hold the memories of my childhood at bay. The maze always brought a wave of grief for me to drown in.

      Overall, those days of peaceful walks alone were filled with tranquillity even if I could not shake the sadness of my mother’s passing. At first, I used the time to think on Mother’s words and to recall, in infinite detail, the incident when I fell into the pool. I did not drown even though I had not known how to swim then. There was not a moment of discomfort from the inability to breathe. I could not even remember being afraid after the initial shock of falling in subsided.

      Reflecting on the event, the knowledge of where the magic lay dawned on me. In time I found its essence. From then onwards I could sense that power within me as it surged and waned according to my mood, and after that it was a matter of time to remember the right stories, which taught the core concept of control and how to perform magic. The materials I found in the library helped to complement what my mother had indeed taught me in secret.

      My skills improved and I needed to keep my activities secret. I took long rides out in the countryside to get further away from people so I could practise in peace. More often than not, I went into the King’s Forest, which stretched along the foothills of the Fyall mountains from the palace gardens to the borders of our property. I knew very few people would ever go in there, for commoners found trespassing were punished. With the space to practise, it did not take long before moulding my will into reality became easier. I could light and put out a twig with greater speed every day.

      After a few short weeks, I heard a rabbit for the first time. My joy became talking to all the little creatures and finding out about their happiness and woes. I learned to listen to the essence of living things, and came to understand the uses of each creature and plant. Everything existed to maintain the balance of the world. The plants taught me about healing and what to use in different situations, as well as how not to hurt them when gathering the parts I needed.

      One day, I considered the belt Mother had given me. The nature of the protection, and how it worked, came to me. I was able to reproduce the spell of safety, adapting it to different creatures for practice. I also learned to make protective barriers for physical attacks; eventually, I was even able to stop the rain from falling on me. Nyriana, my dun mare, was pleased with that ability as we were often caught in the rain while out in the woods behind the house.

      Those rides with Nyriana
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