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Praise for All the Queens’ Curses

‘This whimsical fantasy combines a beloved lesser-known fairy tale with Scottish folklore in a beautiful celebration of sisterhood, true love, and embracing ourselves inside and out.’

Marissa Meyer, #1 New York Times bestselling author of Cinder

‘Steeped in curses, magic, trickery, and featuring a very good dog, All the Queens’ Curses has all the makings of a great fairytale. A beautiful portrayal of resilience and sisterly love.’

Ann Sei Lin, author of Rebel Skies

‘Brimming with magic and fairytale-like wonder, All the Queens’ Curses is a tender portrayal of disability, sisterhood, and healing ... the story was handled with thoughtfulness and discernment that truly shone through every page. I’m eager to read whatever Hollingsworth writes next!’

Kalie Reid, author of The Sacred Space Between

‘A remarkable blend of history and fairytale. We venture into worlds that are sometimes dark and cruel, sometimes dazzling and wondrous. But the true message comes in what remains unspoken.’

Juliet Marillier, winner of the World Fantasy Award Life Achievement 2025

‘Poignant, heart wrenching and healing all at once, All the Queens’ Curses is a fairytale of finding strength and resilience in each other, of the quiet power of love and forgiveness, and the serenity of poetic justice.’

Intisar Khanani, author of Thorn

‘A beautiful retelling of a lesser-known fairy tale about what it costs to break a curse – and who should bear that cost. Themes of abuse and trauma are handled with care, and the relationship between stepsisters is deeply touching. Bonus: there’s a very good dog. Reflective, atmospheric and true.’

Joanna Ruth Meyer, author of While the Dark Remains
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For Megan –

we read, we spoke,

we trekked along the cliffs,

and posed in cloaks.

Who says research

is boring?
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One

Kit

I open my eyes and study my hand on the pillow beside me. The skin is taut over every joint and heat runs through the muscle. I inhale carefully, concentrating on the soft cotton of the fabric against my cheek, the weight and warmth of my blankets.

Then I bend my fingers.

The joints catch in three of them, and I swear I can feel bones scraping bones. Pain explodes—but then something slides and pops and I can move freely again. Or, freer, at least. The pain recedes to an ache that hums in the back of my head, where I don’t have to pay it attention.

I release my breath, and it mists in the air above me. The fire died long ago, and I’ve told the maids to use their time on more important rooms this morning—after all, the king and princes from the Islands of Skyare are visiting.

I hadn’t considered what the cold might do to my bones. Last year, it wasn’t so bad. And none of this had been a problem in the winters before my mother’s second marriage. My stomach shrinks at the thought of the dark months ahead.

“Bear what must be borne,” I whisper. My mother’s family saying sounds empty in the frigid room. But I have no time to lie here fretting.

Setting my jaw, I dart free of my bed in a rush. The thin carpet does nothing to protect my feet from the freezing flagstones, and I’m halfway to my wardrobe when my body starts tightening in protest. My pace slows and a slithering discomfort rises up my legs. I grit through it, blindly yanking on my working outfit: chemise and stays and petticoat and, finally, a wool dress in a color somewhere between gray and green. I fumble as I tie the apron round my waist—my fingers don’t want to bend with the deft ease they once did—then slide my arms into my warmest pelisse and twist my long hair into a bun at the base of my neck. I cover this with a simple bonnet and pull on my boots. I’m ready.

This early, our guests won’t be up, and I can help with the chores before anyone would suspect a princess to have left her room.

I’m still not used to being a princess. I’m not sure I’ll ever be.

In the hall beyond my door, the floor creaks. I freeze in the middle of tying the bonnet’s ribbon under my chin. I am all listening, all hearing. I wait.

There is not another sound.

Not footsteps. Not him.

I breathe slowly. My joints pinch as I finish the bow. He hasn’t come for me here before, but…

When I open my door, I keep the gap narrow. No movement outside. Phantom sounds aren’t unusual in this old castle, but my body doesn’t care for logic just now. I release the door and tap my fingertips against my collarbone. I’m all right. I’m all right. Somehow, the solidness of the beat makes my faltering heart steady. I slip into the hallway.

Catharine’s door is closed across from mine. Normally she would meet me and help with the morning tasks, for all she’s the one born into royalty, but today there is no sign of her. The fear still coils round my lungs and I take a step toward her door. If she is with me, he won’t come.

But even though her father made me leave before our guests’ arrival last night, I know Catharine stayed up late to greet them, and she’ll be up late again tonight dancing. I’d rather she sleep.

I lift my chin and tap my collarbone a few more times as I walk on. It feels good to move.

Down in the kitchens, I grab grains for the chickens and a basket for eggs. The sleepy cook gives me a nod, leaning over a pot of boiling water.

“We appreciate it, Princess Kit, but you know your mother…” he starts to say, but is interrupted by an involuntary yawn.

“We need all the hands we have,” I reply, pushing the door with my back. The cold wind knifes through the opening, searching out any gap in my clothes. “Besides, who wouldn’t want to take in such glorious weather!”

Cook waves me out. “Very well, then, off with you before everything turns to ice!”

I grin and duck into the open. The wind slams the door shut behind me. I cross the wide area at the front of the castle and reach the cover of the castle walls. Immediately, the air becomes placid and calm. I rub my streaming eyes with my sleeves and say a silent prayer of thanks for thick, sturdy stone.

The chickens clatter when I reach their coop. I toss enough feed to distract them, then snatch the warm eggs from their nests. Once I’ve collected them all, I linger to scatter more seed.

My gaze wanders to the castle. From here, I have a good view of the back. The guest suites are above me to the right, and I’m just wondering about the princes inside when a window latch clangs and someone pushes the pane open, scattering shards of ice down the wall. Startled, I duck into the shadows.

A young man leans out into the cold, his arms resting on the casement. The first hint of dawn has begun to turn the sky a gentle velvet, and I can see him clearly: dark hair in a tangle of curls, white shirt creased, and collar undone. The tanned hue of his skin looks more gray than warm, though I think that must be due to the low light. His shoulders lift and fall with a deep breath.

Something jabs my foot and I jump, even though my boots keep it from hurting. While I was distracted, I dropped feed on my skirt’s hem and the hens have come after it. I shift away, trying to keep quiet, trying not to draw the young man’s attention. I back into the door of the coop, but I can’t stop watching him. For all Catharine would scold me—the man’s barely dressed, honestly—there is something desperate and familiar in the way he turns his face into the sharp cut of the wind.

He must be one of the princes. The older, Idris, if the descriptions I’ve heard are right. The one whose birthday we will celebrate later. I wonder what brought him to the window so early. A dream? A nightmare?

Or maybe they rise at this time for the tides, I tell myself practically.

While he stays, I stay. It’s odd, but somehow I feel I must—I feel he should not be alone. Even if he does not know I’m here.

A dog’s nose creeps up by his elbow, sniffing, and he shifts as a great beast of a hound puts its paws on the sill to stand beside him. The prince rubs his face with both hands and tousles the dog’s ears before he steps back. The dog looks right at me—or at the chickens—before it hops down again. The prince pulls the window closed.

I breathe again—had I stopped? My hands are cold round the basket. My fingers, stiff. I stretch them, one by one, and shake off the inexplicable shroud that’s fallen on me. I have duties to do. I don’t have time for princes.

It’s nearly eight by the time I dart back up to my room to change for the day. When I come to my door, it is cracked open. I tense.

If my mother is within, she’ll know I was working and I’ll be in for a severe scolding.

If he is within…

My arms shake as I touch the latch. The door swings wider and shows—Catharine. Just Catharine. Dressed in her fine white muslins and wrapped in her intricate plum shawl, she kneels on the hearth and coaxes a fire to life.

“Catharine!” I hurry in and shut my door, just in case my mother does come down the hall. “You’ll ruin that skirt!”

Catharine looks, laughing, over her shoulder. “Ah, well. Maybe next time you won’t sneak off without me.”

I’m drawn to the fireside, my bones still icy, but when I offer Catharine a hand up, she tugs me to the floor beside her. The stone isn’t so cold now, but I scoot closer to the heat anyway.

“You promised we would split the chores,” Catharine goes on. “You’re not supposed to let me sleep in.”

“These are special circumstances.” I unbutton my pelisse and tug off my bonnet. “You’re supposed to be charming a ring out of the prince’s pocket.”

Catharine shakes her head. “My father dreams.”

I glance at my stepsister—fresh as the world’s first morning, the fire’s glow bringing a healthy flush to her cheeks, dark ringlets framing pale skin—and wonder for the thousandth time how she can be so unaware of her own beauty. When we first met four years ago, I thought she only pretended to be modest. But time has taught me that there is no one more guileless. She can pretend at nothing, even if she tries.

At least, not to me. To the public, she might seem almost too well-mannered, but sitting shoulder to shoulder with her, I know she has only spoken what she believes is true.

“Well, what about our visiting royals?” I ask, thinking of the young man at the window. “Did one of them catch your eye?”

“They’re both very kind,” she replies. “Prince Abram was rather quiet, but I think maybe he was only tired or shy. Prince Idris has a rather…large…hound.” Her lips twist a little in an attempt at a smile. Catharine has not particularly liked dogs since an incident involving the hunting hounds and her childhood pet, a rabbit. With forced cheerfulness she adds, “He’s trained it to bow in greeting. Isn’t that sweet?”

So I had seen Prince Idris.

Catharine shifts on the hard floor and I poke her in the arm. “Come, the room’s warm enough now. Get comfortable. I need to dress.”

Catharine gets to her feet and stretches. She plops into my reading chair nearby. I lean forward to add a handful of peat to the fire.

A cold draft hits my back and I turn to find my mother in the doorway. Her face is already fixed in a scowl. I see the room as she must: Here is Catharine, pampered and lovely and lounging in my chair, and me still plain as a servant and knelt over the fire.

“Mother!” My voice comes out more startled and guilty than I’d like. I scramble to my feet.

Catharine rises, too, though with considerably more grace. She drops a curtsy. “Your Majesty.”

My mother’s look could pierce armor. “Catharine, I couldn’t help but notice last night that your sleeve had a tear at the shoulder. I’ve had the gown laid out in your room and I expect you to mend it before you come downstairs.”

“Yes, Your Majesty.” Catharine curtsies again, glances at me, and steps toward the hall. My mother barely moves out of the way, so Catharine has to twist to get past.

Once Catharine is gone, Mother turns her full attention to me. Her gaze softens, though her blue eyes still simmer with frustration. My mother is a beauty—skin like moonlight and hair like a raven’s feathers. Unfortunately, I took after my father—prone to freckle under the dimmest sunlight, with hair somewhere between brown and blonde, and eyes a murky hazel. I’m never entirely sure if my mother pities me for this, or if she blames me.

Her eyebrows lower. “Why are you dressed like that?”

“I couldn’t decide what to wear,” I lie. “I asked Catharine to help me pick an outfit. I just pulled this on so I could cross the hall without being in my robe, since we have guests.”

“It would be worse if they saw you like this,” my mother scolds.

Worse to see me in humble clothes—the sort I might have worn any time before her marriage—than undressed? I close my mouth over the question. Perhaps I’m not one to judge, considering I watched Prince Idris when I ought to have blushed and shielded my eyes.

Mother strides to my wardrobe. She emerges with one of my better white morning gowns, with full sleeves in the latest fashion, and adds an emerald sash.

“This,” she commands. “Even if you are not introduced until the ball, it doesn’t hurt to look your best in case they catch a glimpse of you.”

I begin to disrobe without answering. As Mother lifts my simple gown off me, she tuts and continues talking almost to herself.

“I do wish you would see the tailors when Catharine does. You don’t have enough gowns to suit your status as a princess of Aberloche.”

I don’t answer. We both know that my stepfather, King Byrne, has a habit of sending me on errands whenever it would give Catharine an opportunity for more: more attention, more to spend, more to impress. The sash is from Catharine, in fact—she has taken to asking for clothing specifically to find it “not to her taste” and gift it to me.

“It’s just as well the princes stay only a week,” Mother goes on, looking back at my wardrobe. “You don’t have enough to be presented much longer than that.”

Mother steps nearer to ease the new dress over my head, and I remember the before times—when we lived in my father’s house, and he was returning from some court case or another, and we helped each other dress in our finest. The way Mother used to let me braid her hair, even though it would fall out by the time he walked through the door. Not that he minded. His smile was always wide, and when he embraced me, I felt nothing but joy.

“I wish you would do your best with the princes,” Mother says as she ties the back of my dress. “This is not an opportunity for Catharine only.”

“I don’t know that anyone will notice me,” I reply honestly.

Mother’s tone becomes sharp. “There are two princes. Why shouldn’t one of them favor you?”

“Why should they?” I ask.

My right pointer finger aches and I massage the swollen joint. I think of the twisted hands of old women, the creak and click of my bones even on a good day. I think of the way even footsteps in the hallway can make me freeze with fear. Who would want that for a bride?

Mother moves in front of me and cups my hands with surprising gentleness, as if I were a frail bird. My throat tightens unexpectedly.

Almost to herself, she whispers, “I must get you free of this.”

My voice comes too sudden, too alarmed. “Free of what?”

She does not answer immediately, her lips compressed in consideration. At last, she says, “The women of our family carry a curse, of sorts.” She closes my hand between her two perfect ones. “When we are hurt, we become ill.”

My heart slows. She does not ask if I have been hurt. I do not say.

I wonder how long she has known. How she discovered it. Whether I revealed it in my fear or whether King Byrne’s gloating gave it away. Why she hasn’t done anything about it.

But then, what can anyone do against a king?

But I do not ask. She does not say.

“My mother suffered as you do.”

I glance up. I knew my father’s mother: She taught me to gather from the fields and tend fevers and tap away my fears. But I never met my mother’s mother, never heard a single story about her.

“Well, not exactly,” Mother amends. “But her sister was endlessly cruel—tormenting her with impossible tasks, keeping food and drink from her when she could not finish them. Beating her, even. And your grandmother became ill with a wasting sickness.”

A tremble runs through me. Am I wasting? Are my hands the first signs?

“Later in her life, after everyone considered her a spinster, my mother escaped through her marriage,” Mother says softly. “She escaped and had me, and for a time she seemed stronger. But the wasting returned, and even with all the food and water and love Father could give her, she became no more than skin stretched over bone.”

I swallow on a dry throat. I had not considered that the pain in my hands, the weakness in my fingers, might be the first sign of something permanent. Something worse.

“She thirsted. Always. No matter how much she drank.” My mother’s voice grows pained. “Eventually, she did not rise from her bed. Never did again.” Her grip on me tightens, and her tone grows stony. “It was her sister’s doing. Though years had passed, her sister’s cruelty killed her.”

I had not thought that my pain might never end, that it would only grow worse until it claimed me. Tears prick my eyes, but I wrap my heart in numbness before they fall.

I don’t know, I tell myself firmly. I don’t know if that will be my fate.

“Her sister should have been the one to bear it,” my mother whispers.

In her eyes is the anger I saw when she opened the door, when she saw me kneeling before the fireplace while Catharine sat comfortable in my chair.

“Catharine has never harmed me,” I interject, pushing away my distress. “She would never.”

“But you reap pain.” Mother’s voice hardens. “She reaps fortune.”

I jerk my hands away. “This isn’t her fault.”

I do not say whose fault it is. My mother does not ask.

“All I want is for you to be safe.” Her lips tremble. “If you can get out sooner than my mother, you might not share the same fate.”

My heart tears, fear on one side and a stinging love on the other. I want to curl into my mother’s arms, shrink to the size of a child and curl myself onto her lap. I want her to stroke my hair and run her fingertips down my back, to murmur comfort until all of this fades to a dream. I wonder what she would do if I asked for comfort—I wonder if she would welcome or chide me. I hope she would cover me, protect me, keep me. But if I fold now, I’m not sure I’ll ever be able to stand again.

There is a blackness in me that needs to be carved by freezing winds, that needs to lean into the gale of sunrise, the way the prince did this morning. And maybe if it cut sharp enough, deep enough, all this terror would drain out.

My thoughts have tangled, and I cast wildly for a way to pull myself back into this room, this moment. My fingers find my collarbone and I tap a few times.

“I have thought of an idea,” my mother whispers. “But the hedgewitch wasn’t powerful enough.”

Hedgewitch? I think she must mean the strange woman at the edge of the next village who soothes children’s colds with herbs and claims to read a woman’s fertility in bone dice. If my practical mother has gone so far as seeking aid from a folk healer, she must truly be desperate.

“Well, if we are reaching for magic, maybe I will marry one of the princes,” I say in a fragile jovial tone. “Get out the way my grandmother did, and sooner.”

I mean it as a joke, but Mother steps close and presses a firm kiss on my forehead.

“Yes,” she says. “I will see you married and cared for. I swear it.”

There is a vow in her voice—a fervent promise that considers no cost too great.

But somehow it only makes my fear grow.
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Two

Idris

No one could contest it: King Byrne’s ballroom is far grander than our own.

Three hours into my eighteenth-birthday celebration, I still cannot stop gawking at the number of windows and the vibrant color of the tapestries. Even the wine is a better quality than at home. I’ve sampled thoroughly just to be certain.

“You might want to try some of this, brother,” says a voice at my elbow. Abram holds a glass of water under my nose. “It’s not even midnight yet.”

I roll my eyes but take the glass. Somehow I’ve ended up on the edge of the room, without a partner or a delegate to engage me. In the unexpected pause, an image rises in my mind: vivid darkness and the hot bite of iron. I’ve worked hard all day to put aside the nightmare that woke me early this morning, but it returns every time I am still. It keeps coming, and each time heavier, even though the details of the dream have become muddled.

Trying to chase the dread away, I gulp the water. It tastes like fresh snowmelt—crisp and cold. How is even their water better than ours?

“I take back all my complaining,” I say, drinking more. “Father was absolutely right to drag us to another country for my eighteenth.”

“I guess we’ve solved the mystery of why a foreign king would go to all this trouble.” Abram nods toward the king’s daughter, currently joining hands with a man who stares so openly that he trips over his feet.

I keep my thoughts to myself. I’ve never been troubled about why King Byrne would be quick to host us—he’s been angling for a match between me and Princess Catharine since I attended his second wedding four years ago. His people have ruled this region for a thousand years, though mine only came to power a few centuries back. We were humble fishermen while his grandsires waged wars. But though he has the finer palace, the better lineage, we have the trade routes—connections to every ship crossing the Terallic Sea. With land traders opting for roads farther south, he will soon find this sort of extravagant living far beyond his reach. Unless he can make an alliance.

No, I’d never been particularly curious as to why he would want us here. What always confused me was how fast Father agreed—almost the moment the offer was out of the messenger’s mouth.

I glance over the ballroom, wondering where my old man has gone. He’s on the far side, head turned toward a modern brass-and-walnut clock, and then he looks around—apparently for me, because once our gazes meet across the room he starts walking my way.

The music ends and King Byrne steps into the circle of revelers to take his daughter’s hand. He, too, searches the crowd, sees me, and makes his way over. He’s closer than my father.

“Well, that’s my exit,” Abram says.

I gulp the last of the water and give him my glass. “Please don’t go and sit with the old men, little brother. You could easily be dancing yourself.”

“No, thank you!” He slaps me on the shoulder and grins. “I’d much rather be talking with the dusty councilmen.”

He melts into the crowd before I can argue. I exhale. Abram can never stand too much merriment. To those who don’t know him, he might easily be mistaken for dull and humorless. But I’ve seen him make ridiculous costumes for my dog from discarded clothes, rally the staff’s children into a fierce snowball fight, and more than once I’ve opened my notes in council to find he’s left cartoonish doodles of the members.

Of course, everyone thinks all that was me. Idris, please stop dressing up your dog like your father. Idris, you shouldn’t excite the children. Idris, it’s disrespectful to draw caricatures of the nobles.

And every time I nod and apologize. Abram shrinks under even the hint of disapproval, and if he had to bear the price of his pranks—small as it is—he might truly turn into a dusty old gentleman overnight. The scolding I receive is hardly anything, and in return I have a brother who comes alive, if only around me.

“I hope you are enjoying yourself, prince.”

I pull my thoughts back and find that King Byrne is already in front of me, Princess Catharine on his arm.

“Immensely.” I take the hint of expectation in his look and tilt my head toward Catharine. “I hope this means you have no partner for the next dance?”

She opens her mouth, but her father answers for her. “She would be honored.”

Catharine smiles uncertainly and offers her hand. I take it and lead her out, where we assume our positions on opposing lines of the dance—me with the men, she with the women. Though we’ve spent dances, conversation, and even a formal dinner together, the sight of her is almost as bewildering as her family’s aged wine. Her hair is an impossible black, startling against the sea-foam white of her skin. Her eyes, when she glances at me shyly, are a silver brighter than the simple circlet on her head. A silver like…fish scales.

Fish scales? I try to shake my thoughts into order. Abram was right, I need to keep a closer count of my cups.

The music starts and we pay honors in a bow and a curtsy, respectively. We step together and turn a full circle. I take the opportunity to ask, “Did you really not have another partner?”

“My father is a bit…over-keen for, ah…” She doesn’t finish with the words a match between us, but her blush betrays her thoughts.

“Don’t worry—mine is a little over-keen about everything,” I say, and she smiles.

We move down the line of the dance, me teasing and her with an ever-present smile. Her every movement is graceful but almost timid. Sweet and friendly but cautious. She strikes me as someone born for political friendships, but whose heart would not be easily touched.

The dance brings us sometimes together, sometimes apart, and as I wait for my next chance to take her hand I glance idly behind her. My father stands farther back in the crowd, being talked at by one of the nobles, but he stares at me and then glances at the clock again. His jaw tightens.

Perhaps he’s annoyed I’m not making more of this opportunity? Catharine would be a good match for many reasons, and I don’t plan to object to an arrangement. Yet she seems to me untouchable. I’d like to surprise that polite smile into an unguarded grin. I wonder if she snorts when she laughs, or if she ever gets food stuck in her teeth. She must sometimes, I suppose, since she’s human, but it’s hard to remember that when her wrist turns like an ethereal willow branch and her eyes shine like silver as she faces me.

We join hands again and step close, looking at each other through the window of our arms. The serenity of this dance certainly shows her to advantage, but I wonder…

“Do you like jigs?” I blurt.

She blinks and pauses, as if trying to find the answer I want in my face. “I like all dances.”

“I prefer the faster stuff,” I admit. “There’s nothing like the energy of it—you should end a dance breathless and dizzy. I wonder if the next one will be livelier.”

As if on cue, our current tune ends. Catharine looks toward the musicians in their booth. “Well, let’s see.”

Movement snags my attention—my father coming to the edge of the dancers but not quite stepping out. His expression is hard to read. Expectant? Nervous? Likely hoping I won’t waste this chance to take a turn with Catharine again.

Sure enough, the rapid notes from a fiddle and quickened tempo of a drum marks the start of “St. Ramble and the Hidden Folk.”

“There you have it,” Catharine says, smiling at me.

I lift her hand between us. “Can I steal you for one more, then?”

She lowers her voice conspiratorially. “I’m sure my father expects no less.”

As it turns out, Catharine is very good at a jig—though rather too precise in her steps, maybe. She smiles, but her eyebrows are knit with concentration. She is more well-schooled than wild. Which is a pity, but perhaps something I could tease out with time.

But these observations take me only the first rotation to make—and after that, I am lost to the music. My blood pumps to the beat. The turn and turn of it spins the room delightfully and my feet barely seem to touch the floor. When the fiddle reaches its fastest, I am all impulse and motion like a river, a bolt of lightning, a gale. A laugh bursts out of me. I can’t quite stop once it starts and I’m wonderfully breathless when the musicians hit their last note.

Then I am back in the ballroom, surrounded by civilized people who seem remarkably calm and held together. Catharine gives me a refined smile and sweeps a deep curtsy. I manage to bow in return. Unlike the dance, this movement feels stiff and formal. My spirit settles back into my body, and for a moment I wish I didn’t have to go back to playing prince.

I begin to thank Catharine, but before I can finish someone lays a hand on my arm. I turn to find my father beside me.

“Come, I need you for a few minutes,” he says. His face is strangely pale. When he nods an apology to Catharine, the gesture is tight with unease.

I excuse myself and let him lead me away, wondering if I’ve done something to upset him. I talked to Catharine and danced with her twice, so surely it isn’t that? Or maybe Father caught word that I’d been complaining about coming here in the first place, though I’ve only really expressed my frustration to Abram.

Father takes me down the hall and ducks into a side room. Books line the walls floor to ceiling. A library. Abram would like it. A large wooden clock is tucked by the door, and the thud of its second hand dominates the space. The fire has been lit, but the air feels much cooler than in the ballroom. I shiver despite my formal coat.

“To what do I owe the pleasure of a conference?” I ask cheerily. Music for the next dance echoes down the hallway. Not a jig, but there might be another after this one.

Father clasps his hands behind his back and studies the floor, his jaw tight. Something in his seriousness makes me shiver again.

“Has something happened?” I swallow. When had I last seen Abram? Not for nearly half an hour now. He isn’t one to get into scrapes, but… “Is Abram all right?”

“What? Yes.” Father waves aside the question. “Do you remember when I told you there would be an…event on your eighteenth birthday?”

I cock my head and glance toward the door. “Er, yes? We…are at it?”

“No, not a party.” Father scratches his beard like he does when he’s irritated with me. “Something else. I wanted to tell you more but…”

His gaze strays to the clock behind me. I look over my shoulder. Five minutes to midnight.

“I thought,” Father continues, “perhaps, coming this far—you might be spared. However, I don’t know what kind of distance they will travel. But if you’re asked, I want you to say no.”

I blink, my attention back on him. “Huh?”

He shakes his head. He won’t look at me now. “I can’t reveal more. But it has been this way for a long time now. Simply say ‘no’ and return to the party.”

“I don’t…”

The second hand thrums behind me. Has it grown louder? Father nudges me toward a door that leads outside.

“Go for a walk,” he says. “If they have come this far, they will find you. They won’t harm you if you say no. Return as soon as it’s done.”

I take a slow step toward the door. “I don’t understand. Who—”

“It’s better to wait outside.” He nudges me again. “If you are in the ballroom, they will make a spectacle of it.”

His prodding is now nearly a push, so I step outside. The temperature drops perilously.

“I hope you meet no one tonight,” Father says, his hand on the door’s latch, “but if you must—I won’t have it be in front of all these people.”

He shuts the door before I can speak. I’m in the gardens, though I know it more by the smell of leaves than the shadowy shapes of bushes. Candles in glass jars have been placed along a paved path, but they barely do anything against the night.

Out here, only fragments of the loudest or highest notes of music drift through the dark. I hesitate, perplexed, then reach toward the door. I’m not prone to fevers, but even I know better than to stand in a frosted garden with sweat still drying on my back.

The clock inside the library begins to strike midnight, and my hand stops just above the latch. An unexpected dread holds me there. Each clang of the bell thuds in beat with my heart, louder and louder. Ten…eleven…twelve…

“Oh, he brought you out here,” says a voice behind me. “Pity.”

I turn. The air has grown thick and heavy, so that I can only move with effort. A young man stands behind me. He is exactly my height, with youthful features—perhaps only fifteen. In the faint candlelight and against his dark skin, his eyes shine unnaturally bright, the glowing orange of a harvest moon.

“Um,” is my astute reply.

“Yes, quite.” He sighs and waves away his disappointment. “Well, I see the promise has been kept: You have been warned but given no details. Your father plays close to the breaking of his word. However, I will not hold this to his account.” His uncanny eyes flick over me, becoming calculating and curious. “Or, rather, yours.”

“You know my father?” I ask, crossing my arms for warmth. My breath mists in the air.

“I’ve known all the men of your family, back to your great-great-grandfather.”

The young man’s words make no cloud. He smiles with gleaming teeth.

I open and close my mouth. Not a single wrinkle mars his face, but the telling tilt of his chin makes me suddenly feel I am a boy standing before a mountain. This man isn’t young—he is ageless. My mind runs through the shanties, folktales, pub gossip. Stories of magical beings. They stretch back even farther than the times of my great-great-grandfather Mervyn and his impossible tasks.

There is a very slight point to the tip of this stranger’s ears. His clothes have a scaly glimmer to them in the faint light. When a gust of wind hits us, the salt-sweet tang of the North Sea rolls off him as if I stood now on its jagged shores.

The sea-dwellers. Tide-walkers. Hidden Folk.

“You’re catching on now. Good.” The man—the Hidden One—places one hand over his chest. “You may call me Speir. I have come with a tale and a question. You must listen to both and give an answer.”

I open my mouth to speak, but Speir reaches toward my lips. Rather than touch me, he gathers the frozen mist of my breath from the air. It wisps after his fingers like spiderweb, and he paints it into a circle between us. My frozen breath turns solid. A mirror. Frost shoots across the surface, reflecting my face in a thousand splintered duplicates.

Then my image fades, and instead there is a man with the same dark and curling hair as me turning from a forge. Red light cuts his features into sharp angles, but I recognize the arc of his nose and the line of his jaw. He looks like my father. Like Abram.

Like me.

Part of me wants to pull back, to turn my gaze away from the magic, but curiosity holds me in place. How do I know this man in the vision—and how does Speir?

In the image before me, the man lifts something from the fire and strikes it with a hammer. The sudden sparks and crash make me flinch. I feel the sound deep inside me, behind my eyes, as if I were remembering rather than hearing. The scene seems to surround me and the heat of the fire raises the hairs on my arms.

“You’ll not change your mind?” the man says over his shoulder.

A woman’s voice answers, “You have a bonny face but a rancid soul, Mervyn Walker.”

A bolt of cold surprise goes through me. Mervyn Walker—my great-great-grandfather.

She hisses, “You will rue this day.”

“Oh?” He adjusts his lump of blazing iron. “And when will I rue it, little dancer?”

“In the time of your sons, and their sons.” I cannot see her, but it’s as if we’re the same person, inhabiting the same space.

“That doesn’t seem like my problem.” Mervyn examines his work. The iron lump pulses golden-white with heat. He holds it with long tongs. “My problem is much more immediate, and you’ve set me behind.”

“I have only said ‘no,’” she replies. Though her voice stays even, I feel her pounding heart in my chest. Something pricks through the air. I think it is the heat of the furnace turning everything to fire. “Perhaps the next time you need a wife in a hurry, you will not begin with violence.”

“I have harmed no one.” With his spare hand, he lifts a silver seal skin from the ground and shakes it in front of her. Her pulse in mine quickens with a longing so strong it sears. “I took what you left unguarded, and you are the one who does not honor the old ways.”

“The old ways?” she hisses between gritted teeth. She draws herself up, straightening like a queen on the rickety board. “Let us see whom the old ways honor. I curse you, you and every son you sire, and every son he sires. All you do to me will be etched in their blood. One day the cost will be paid and I will claim my dancing days back.”

Mervyn’s expression is unconcerned as she speaks. But with her last word, a gust of wind hits the forge with such force the building shakes. A window shatters and the cold, salty air floods in like a riptide, stealing all light and warmth from the room. Mervyn falters, his face white. It strikes me that he is young—only twenty, maybe.

Her life stretches centuries, back before the first man set foot on her islands. Mervyn is a child to her. A dangerous, cruel child.

“Selfish fool,” she sneers. “But see here, I will give your children something you haven’t given me. Not because you deserve mercy, but because I am not a filthy thief.” She spits on the ground. “They will have a choice.”

Mervyn’s expression hardens. In the pale light, he looks nearly corpselike.

“Give me back my skin,” she says. “Save your descendants.”

“As I said before—” Mervyn tosses the skin onto the dirty floor—“that doesn’t sound like my problem.”

She whispers a word even I cannot hear. White mist swirls around Mervyn. He steps back, closer to the forge, but she sees him involuntarily inhale, and she knows. The curse has set. A moment later, the red glow of the fire returns. The room is a normal forge again, albeit colder for the broken window.

Mervyn shakes his shoulders the way a dog might shrug off rain. With a final look over his work, he pulls it from the fire. Heat ripples in the air around the lump of iron. He kneels, and I see her feet—bare and small—her legs bound at the knee.

“I made my claim fairly,” he says. “For all you say men take, do note that I am not forcing your hand.”

She says nothing. The twinge of discomfort has morphed into a radiating pain, like sparks sizzling across her skin. It isn’t from the heat, I realize. It’s from the iron.

The Hidden Folk cannot stand the touch of iron.

Mervyn watches her closely. “Very well. Don’t marry me, then. But you won’t be going back under the sea either.”

The metal has cooled to a livid orange and he takes it with a gloved hand. It isn’t just a lump. It’s a boot.

Horror sweats down my back and I try to pull my consciousness free. I don’t want to see anymore. But I’m tied to the woman as true as she’s tied to the table. “Let me go,” I try to say, but her voice shouts it.

He slips the glowing boot over her left foot. She screams, and I scream, and our foot chars and the skin peels and the pain blisters and pops and—

And there is something in her lost now, something that pulled like the tides and roared in her blood like the sea. There is too much hurt to name it.

“Let me go!” I try to shout, choking on my raw throat, but her cries drown out my voice.

The scene shimmers, agony-edged, and then I see Mervyn move another iron boot into the fire. He takes nails and a hammer from the table. I cannot pull myself out of this vision. He positions the first nail against the sole of her foot. He strikes.

She—I?—we want to pass out. We want to gnaw our own legs off.

But it doesn’t end. Pain beyond pain, burn beyond burn. And we are conscious every moment. The ocean in us recedes, farther and farther, and we are no longer starlight and moon-pull and magic. We are thin skin and broken bones.

My thoughts are soupy and hot when they come back to me. Her tears are salty on my lips. I am looking through her eyes. I am seeing as she sees. Two iron boots nailed into her feet.

“Now your dancing days are done,” Mervyn says. “I would have given you a kingdom, but you’d rather drown. So be it.”

Frost gathers across the image, and suddenly I am in my own body—my own mind—again. I’m staring at the dark beyond Speir’s shoulder. Cold tendrils slink through my clothes and freeze my bones. They sting my lungs after the warmth of the forge. When I exhale, there is only the smallest cloud to testify I still live.

“This is your heritage, prince,” Speir says. “The tie that has bound your family to mine. And now that you’ve seen, I have a question.”

My arms shake and my stomach heaves. I press my hand to my abdomen and swallow bile. Echoes of pain still race up from my feet and my knees nearly knock together. I can hardly pay attention to Speir’s words.

“This question has been posed to every father and uncle before you, all along the direct line to Mervyn himself.” Speir studies me with mild curiosity, as if he anticipates my answer and is already bored by it. “Will you pay the price of the crime?”

My father’s order comes back to me and I wet my lips. No.

But her screams ring in my head. Her pain howls like a hole in my own chest.

“What happens if I say no?” I ask, breathless.

Speir lifts a hand toward the ballroom windows. “I will ask your brother, come his eighteenth. And then I will ask your son, come his. And one day, the price will be due a hundred times over, and no choice will be given.”

Abram. I remember a golden day at the beach. My mother, Abram, and I were trying to dig a hole in the sand so deep we could visit her country on the other side of the globe. “Once we arrive, Idris,” she said, blowing hair out of her face and grinning, “I expect you to take care of your brother. The world is wild and strange, and little Abram needs looking after.” And though it was all play at the time, her command went straight to my heart. She died soon after, and the command morphed into a sacred vow. I have done everything to shield him from harm. I have given everything so that he could be safe. If he saw this, faced this choice, he would be changed forever. He would become tainted by everything wrong.

Mervyn’s words ring in my head: That doesn’t seem like my problem.

My father believes that. He told me to say no.

But if my mother were alive, and knew what had been asked, and what the cost would be, she would have told me to answer differently.

“What happens if I say yes?” I whisper.

A smile tugs at the corner of Speir’s mouth. “You will pay the price of my queen’s loss with your life.”

My heart thumps, muffled. “I’ll die, you mean?”

“No. Well, not as such.” He rocks back on his heels. “But you will live out her dancing days, and mortal days are short.”

A lumpy weight gathers in the base of my throat. Perhaps it is no. But my mouth stays closed.

You always have a choice, my mother says in my mind. I see her as she was when she spoke the words: cuddling a tiny crying Abram to her chest, her dark hair neatly braided against her tanned neck. She waves a stuffed whale toy—one of my old favorites—in front of Abram’s face, and his crying calms to coos. Look how your choice matters.

Mervyn chose as he did, even knowing others would pay—both his victim and his own family. The choice has come back again and again, and my family has said no. My grandfather, with his stern eyes always turned to the horizon, and my father, who held me as I learned to swim. They said no and allowed the crime to bleed across the years.

Hadn’t I had a nightmare this morning? A nightmare about heat and hammers?

But it wasn’t a nightmare. I see that now. It was a memory. I knew this queen, this Hidden One, in my blood, even before I knew who or what she was to me.

If I say no, I become part of this—this cruelty stretched through generations. I pass it down to Abram.

If I say yes…

“What happens to my family?” I ask.

“The curse would stop with you.”

“But if I die,” I press on, “what assurance do I have that they’ll be safe? That the harm will stay with me?”

Speir touches a hand to his chest. “I give my word, on behalf of my people: You alone would bear the punishment. We have no interest in vengeance, only in justice.”

So my family would be protected. And my death—or absence, or whatever would happen—wouldn’t leave the throne vulnerable. Abram could make a good king. I wouldn’t be betraying my responsibilities; I would only be moving myself out of the way. The cost may be great for me, but I could pay it alone. I could spare everyone following behind me.

Once, many years ago, my father was given this choice. And he chose to give it to me.

But I refuse to give it to Abram.

An undercurrent runs beneath these thoughts, sticky and dark. It is more feeling than phrase, more instinct than language. But I do not want to taste it, whatever it is.

I am done with thinking about it.

“My answer is yes,” I say. My voice comes out stronger than I expected. “I’ll take the punishment.”

Speir stares at me, eyebrows lifted. Then he smiles, teeth white in the darkness. “Interesting. Very well. I will return to collect your dues.”

“W-when?” I stutter, all my bravado draining away.

“Oh, I would not want to ruin the surprise.” He gives me a short bow. “Happy birthday, prince.”

“Wait—what about—?” My mind is sluggish and cold. “Aren’t you going to forbid me from speaking of it or something?”

Speir laughs, the brief humoring laugh one might give a child when they suggest something ridiculous. “Oh, tell whomever you like. I even release your father from his promise of secrecy. Announce it to everyone you meet. You will find no help.”

Then he turns and simply walks away. Doesn’t vanish, doesn’t drop into the ground. Just strolls into the darkness of the garden.

My legs shake. Iron shoes and screams. A debt to be paid—how, and when, I have no idea. I stumble into the library. The clock ticks—only a minute has passed. Impossible.

The door opens and Abram looks in. “Oh! I didn’t expect you to be hiding in here—”

My voice wheezes out of me. I reach for a chair, my legs almost giving way.

“What—Idris!” Abram hurries forward and catches my arm, his eyes wide behind his glasses. “Here—sit, sit. What’s wrong? Should I get Father?”

“No,” I manage. “Just—some water?”

He grabs a glass and pours from the pitcher left on the writing desk. I drink slowly, using the time to collect my thoughts. If Abram knew everything, he’d carry it, sure as if I’d passed the curse to him. He’d feel it was his fault that I am…whatever I am now. And whatever the inevitable outcome, he’d blame himself. There’s no point in telling him. Speir himself said there’s no helping me. I chose to bear this—so I’ll bear it.

“You all right?” Abram asks, watching me anxiously. “Maybe you should call it a night.”

I shake my head. “I’ll be fine in a moment. Just got overheated.”

“Overheated?” He frowns and touches my forehead. “You’re cold as ice.”

I knock his hand away gently. “I promise I’m fine, Abe.”

The door swings silently open. Father looks in. A prick of concern crosses his face when he sees Abram, but he enters. “Idris?”

I hear the other question in his voice: Is it done? And beyond that, my ears still ring with the Hidden One’s screams. Father chose pretending, chose ignoring, chose ease at a price he gambled on us. My muscles tense and I stand, though a moment before I didn’t think I
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