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‘TWIN CROWNS has all the charm of THE PRINCESS BRIDE and all the stakes of GAME OF THRONES – but Wren and Rose are in a league of their own. Addictive, swoony, tender and vivid – I loved it with all my heart.’
Kiran Millwood Hargrave, bestselling author of The Mercies and The Girl of Ink and Stars

‘Riotously funny, fast-paced and dripping with romance, TWIN CROWNS manages to deliver a tale as familiar and nostalgic in the way of childhood blankets and fireflies in jars, while at the same time wholly refreshing with its levity, charm and quirky tale of sisterhood rediscovered. TWIN CROWNS is so joyous that days after reading, I’m still grinning.’
Roshani Chokshi, New York Times bestselling author of The Gilded Wolves and the Aru Shah series

‘An absolute delight from start to finish. TWIN CROWNS is a dazzling gem of a book. Magical, clever, surprising, and pure fun from its captivating start to its spectacular fi nish. If you love wicked kings, sexy bandits, and sister stories that are full of heart, this is a must read.’
Stephanie Garber, New York Times and Sunday Times bestselling author of Caraval

‘TWIN CROWNS cast a spell on me from the very first pages with its glittering blend of harrowing adventure, charming wit, and intricate world-building. Add in delightful romance and two unforgettable narrators, and I was thoroughly bewitched by this marvelous book! Don’t miss it!’
Sarah J Maas, #1 New York Times bestselling author of A Court of Thorn and Roses series

‘Doyle and Webber give readers twin plots of daring deception, spectacular settings and two very appealing love interests . . . you’ll root for both twins in this dangerous web of intrigue.’
Kendare Blake, #1 New York Times bestselling author of the Three Dark Crowns series

‘Reading TWIN CROWNS left me giddy. Adventure, romance, TWO incredible protagonists, magic, sisterhood . . . I loved it.’ 
Laura Wood, author of A Sky Painted Gold

‘Fresh, funny and exciting.’
Louise O’Neill, bestselling author of The Surface Breaks
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Break the ice to free the curse.
Kill one twin to save another.
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Wren Greenrock’s crown was too tight. The band squeezed her temples, pressing into her skull. She tried not to wince as she stood on the balcony at Anadawn Palace beside her twin sister, looking out over the kingdom they had fought so hard to claim. Wren still couldn’t quite believe it was hers. Or at least, half of it was. She and Rose had agreed to share it.

Still, her nerves were frayed. She had been worrying about this moment all morning, steeling herself for the worst. Given the events of the last few days, which had seen the unfortunate death of Rose’s betrothed, Prince Ansel of Gevra, on their wedding day, followed swiftly by the welcome demise of Willem Rathborne, their traitorous Kingsbreath, Wren hadn’t been expecting a big turnout, or even a positive one, but a jubilant sea of people had gathered just beyond the golden gates. Revellers from the nearby town of Eshlinn and beyond had come to wish the twins well on their coronation day. The crowd was so large it stretched all the way back to the woods. Thousands of grinning faces peered up at the white palace, their cheers rising on the summer breeze. They had come to celebrate Wren and Rose, the new twin queens of Eana.

The twins, for their part, stood on the balcony, bedecked in their finest gowns and brand-new crowns, absorbing their adoration like sunlight. Together, they glowed like a beacon – the promise of a new era, in which the witches and non-magical folk of Eana would live side by side in harmony, and all the old superstitions and festering mistrust would finally be laid to rest. It was a day of promise and possibility. Or at least, it would have been, if Wren’s head hadn’t been pounding like a drum.

‘Stop scowling,’ said Rose, out of the side of her mouth. ‘They’ll think you’re unhappy.’

Wren glanced sidelong at her sister. Rose’s smile was full and gleaming. It had been perfectly fixed in place for almost an hour. She had been waving for just as long, too, her hand raised high above her head, so every man, woman and child below could see it, and know they were welcome. Cherished. Rose was a natural at this. She had been born for it.

Wren had never felt more like a novice in her life. Her smile had come easily at first, her surprise at hearing the cheers as they opened the doors on to the balcony filling her with a rush of relief. But now her energy was waning. She had smiled and waved for so long her arm was exhausted. She was exhausted. It was no wonder. After all, she had grown up among the witches on the windswept beaches of Ortha in the west, far from the pomp and ceremony of Anadawn Palace and all the patience and decorum expected of a princess. ‘How long do we have to stand out here for?’ she hissed. ‘All this waving is making me ravenous. And my head hurts.’

Rose grabbed Wren’s free hand. She squeezed and a warm pulse travelled up Wren’s arm. Healing magic. A heartbeat later, Wren’s headache was gone.

‘There.’ Rose blew out a breath as she released her. ‘No more complaining.’

Wren refixed her smile and returned to waving. Her head felt better but her chest was still tight. Despite her healing magic, Rose couldn’t mend her sister’s heartache. It bloomed like a dark flower inside Wren, reminding her of Banba. Barely a day had passed since her steel-eyed, fearless grandmother had been taken from the burning Protector’s Vault by King Alarik and his ruthless Gevran soldiers. She had been hauled on to a ship before Wren could get to her. Her final moments plagued Wren’s every waking thought now, the unfairness of it writhing inside her like a snake.

Wren had become queen, just as her grandmother had always wanted, but Banba wasn’t here to see it. Wasn’t here to help her. Instead, she was a prisoner of King Alarik, the young, feral king from the northern continent, who harboured a dark fascination with witches. But Wren intended to change that. She had made a vow to herself – and to Rose – that she was going to find a way to rescue her grandmother from the icy maw of Gevra.

Just as soon as she’d finished smiling and waving.

Wren caught the moment Rose’s gaze flickered down to the courtyard, where Shen Lo was reclining along the edge of the fountain that marked the entryway to the inner palace. He had one arm slung over his forehead to keep the sun from his eyes, the other drifting in the crystalline water.

Wren could tell by his smirk that he wasn’t sleeping. She didn’t have to see his eyes to know he was enjoying the spectacle of Rose glowing in her natural habitat. And Wren squirming like a fish out of water.

‘Wren, look!’ squealed Rose, grabbing her sister’s hand again. ‘They’re throwing flowers over the gates!’

Wren looked up just in time to see a bright red rose land in the courtyard. And then another, and another. There was an entire bouquet scattered along the stones – pinks and yellows and reds and purples – and still more sailing over the gates. ‘Roses,’ said Wren, with a chuckle. ‘They really do love you.’

‘They’ll love you, too,’ said Rose, blowing a kiss to the crowd. A cheer went up. Rose did an elaborate twirl, garnering another. ‘Just as soon as they properly get to know you.’

‘As long as they don’t start flinging dead wrens over the walls.’

‘Oh, don’t be so morose.’

Wren made a show of blowing a kiss to the crowd. More whoops and hollers rang out. Down in the courtyard, Shen was laughing, his teeth winking in the afternoon sun.

‘This really is too easy,’ said Wren, blowing another kiss. ‘Maybe I should do a cartwheel.’

Rose grabbed her sister’s elbow. ‘Don’t you dare!’

Wren burst into laughter.

Just then, the crowd surged forward, causing the gates to groan. Arms threaded through the golden railings, grasping for more space, as a single rotten tomato sailed over the spires. It soared as if in slow motion, getting bigger as it came towards them. Thankfully, it fell short of the balustrade and landed in the courtyard with a determined splat.

A ragged shout rose above the cheers. ‘OUT WITH THE WITCHES!’

Down in the courtyard, Shen jolted upright.

Rose’s smile faltered.

Wren stopped waving. ‘I think we’re done for the day.’

‘Ignore it,’ said Rose, quickly regaining her composure. ‘It’s one tomato.’

‘Two,’ said Wren, as another piece of rotten fruit vaulted over the gates. She watched Shen flit across the courtyard, trying to spot the protester among the masses, or perhaps to discern if there was more than one. The crowd was still surging forward, as though something – or someone – was pushing them.

When the second tomato landed in the fountain, Rose stepped back from the balcony. ‘Very well,’ she said, blowing one last theatrical kiss to the crowd. Another cheer went up, drowning out the next shout, but Wren swore she could hear the word ‘witch’ on the wind. The twins retreated from the balcony, both of them making a show of laughing gaily until they returned to the sanctity of the throne room, where the balcony doors slammed shut behind them.

They stopped laughing in the same breath.

‘Well, that was concerning,’ said Wren.

Rose wrinkled her nose. ‘What a waste of perfectly good food.’

‘I knew all those cheers were too good to be true.’ Wren scraped her hands through her hair, dislodging her crown. There. Much better. ‘Eana doesn’t want to be ruled by witches, Rose. Even one they know.’

Rose waved her concerns away. ‘Oh, please. That little protest wasn’t even enough to make a bowl of soup. There’s no need to be so dramatic.’

But Wren couldn’t help it. Without Banba here, everything felt twisted, wrong. There was a pit in her stomach, and those four simple words – OUT WITH THE WITCHES – was only making it worse.

‘I’m just trying to be realistic.’ Wren’s footsteps echoed after her as she marched to her throne. The room was the biggest in the entire palace, the ceiling covered in shining gold leaf. The walls were hung with gilded oil paintings and emerald drapes adding the barest sliver of warmth to the chamber. A couple of hours ago, it had been teeming with envoys and nobles from every corner of the country – as well as the Ortha witches – but it was empty now, save for the twins and the guards standing watch over them.

Wren sank on to the velvet seat and pinched the bridge of her nose, trying to calm her rioting thoughts. Willem Rathborne might be dead, but he had left them a legacy of problems. Their evil Kingsbreath had spent eighteen years preaching the same hate as the kingdom’s long-dead Protector and poisoning the country against the witches. Wren and Rose would have to do more than wave from a balcony for a few hours to hope to undo all of it. And until they did, the witches who had come from Ortha only days ago would have to remain at Anadawn, where they could be protected from those in the kingdom who still wished them harm.

Wren massaged the new ache in her temples. If their grandmother were here, she would know exactly what to do. She would lay her hand on Wren’s shoulders and strengthen her with a few choice words, as only Banba could.

‘You’re thinking about Banba, aren’t you?’ Suddenly, Rose was before Wren, wearing the same look of concern. ‘No wonder you’re so anxious. I told you, we’re going to get her back.’

‘When?’ said Wren, impatiently. ‘How?’

‘I’m going to write a strategic letter to King Alarik. Monarch to monarch,’ said Rose, with such sureness Wren dared to hope it might work. ‘I imagine emotions are still running high after the death of poor Ansel.’ Rose flinched at the mention of the prince, no doubt recalling how desperately she had tried to save him, only to fail. ‘Perhaps a little diplomacy – and a well-worded apology – will do a world of good. I’ll see if he’s willing to open some kind of negotiation for Banba’s release. Once the crowd disperses, I’ll go down to the mews at once.’

‘I’ll come with you.’

‘I’d rather you left the diplomacy to me.’ Rose patted her sister’s hand. ‘A queen you might be, but it is going to take a while for you to learn what it means to be royal.’

Wren glared up at her sister. ‘What is that supposed to mean?’

‘It means I can see that dagger peeking out of your bodice and I know you’ve got another one fastened to your ankle,’ said Rose, good-naturedly. ‘And in this delicate negotiation, my darling sister, the quill will be far mightier than the sword.’

‘Fine. But if you’re wrong and something happens to Banba, I’m going to drive a big, shiny sword through Alarik Felsing’s frosted heart.’

‘Oh, Wren, I am never wrong.’ Rose picked up her skirts and flounced away, tossing a winning smile over her shoulder.
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An hour or so later, after composing her letter to King Alarik, Rose held her head high as she strode through the palace corridors. She nodded and smiled at passing servants and soldiers, pretending everything was going perfectly to plan. Pretending her reign wasn’t off to a truly terrible start.

Back in the throne room, she’d put on a brave face for Wren, whose temper was always flickering inside her, ready to erupt into a blaze. But as the day wore on, Rose could feel the cold tongue of her fear licking at her toes, and she knew if she let herself give in to it, it would devour her.

So, she would simply kick the fear away. As she had always done.

Now that the crowd had dispersed, she needed air and a moment to pull herself together. It was beginning to feel like the stone walls of Anadawn were closing in on her, like if she didn’t get out of the palace immediately, she’d be trapped inside it forever.

She pushed on the door that led out to the courtyard, only for it to refuse to budge. Rose bit her tongue to stop herself from screaming out in frustration. She winced as she shoved it with her shoulder. With one strong push, it groaned open. And then, at last, she was outside, in the fresh afternoon air.

Rose wandered into her garden, at once calmed by the familiar sweetness of her roses. They were at their peak now, bursting into bloom all over, as if each one was trying to outdo the next. She lingered at a vibrant yellow rose bush and closed her eyes, inhaling its scent.

‘Lucky flowers,’ said a voice right behind her. ‘I wish you’d smile at me like that.’

Rose yelped, lost her footing and nearly toppled into the thorns.

Strong hands caught her waist. ‘Careful, Majesty.’

For a blissful moment, Rose allowed herself to lean into Shen Lo, resting her head on the hard planes of his chest, breathing him in as she had her roses. Then she came to her senses and stepped away from him.

‘You shouldn’t sneak up on people like that,’ she chided.

‘And you shouldn’t close your eyes to your surroundings when you’re out here all by yourself,’ said Shen. ‘Surely, I taught you better than that, Majesty.’

‘Perhaps I need more lessons,’ said Rose, coyly. ‘And anyway, it’s my rose garden. I’m as safe as can be out here.’

‘Well, you are now.’ Shen stuck his hands in his pockets, where Rose assumed he had stashed at least three daggers, and flashed a grin that made her knees weak. It was hard to forget they had shared their first kiss in this very place.

And then the following day, Shen had kissed her again, in the heat of battle in the Protector’s Vault, though they hadn’t spoken of it since. They had built a wall around that morning, both of them dutifully pretending that Rose hadn’t almost married Prince Ansel, that the dagger Willem Rathborne had thrown at Wren hadn’t ended up in the prince’s heart, causing him to bleed out in Rose’s arms. Sometimes Rose wondered if she had imagined that brazen kiss. She had certainly allowed herself to imagine many others in the time since.

Shen’s smile faded. ‘Are you all right? The shouting in the crowd this morning . . .’

‘I’m fine,’ said Rose, the lie sour in her mouth. She turned from temptation and walked on into the garden. Better to look at her roses than into Shen’s eyes. After all, she had come out here to gather herself, not unravel in his arms. He fell into step with her. ‘What are you still doing out here anyway?’

‘I was thinking about picking you a bouquet. Is it bad luck to gift a queen her own flowers on her coronation day?’

‘Yes.’ Rose chuckled as she looked up at him. ‘Why do I feel like that isn’t the full truth?’

‘All right, maybe I was walking the ramparts. Scanning every face in that crowd to see who was out there throwing rotten fruit at you. I like to know who my enemies are.’

‘Shen, really, it was just a tomato or two.’

‘That’s how it starts,’ he said, darkly. ‘Dissent is dangerous.

A protestor today could be a rebel tomorrow.’

‘It’s early yet,’ said Rose, as much to herself as to Shen.

‘Wren and I will win them over.’

Shen huffed a sigh. He lifted one of her curls with his finger, settling it behind her ear. ‘You are good at that,’ he murmured.

Rose grinned. ‘I know.’

‘I just can’t help—’

‘Worrying?’

He winked. ‘I’m not used to worrying, Rose. It doesn’t suit me.’

‘Nor me.’ She took his hand in hers. ‘Can’t we set our worries aside and just enjoy today?’

‘That’s all I want.’ Shen gently tugged her towards him. He was so close now she could see every shade of brown in his dark eyes, the freckle above his brow that she’d somehow never noticed before. ‘To enjoy this.’

Rose bit her lip. Suddenly, she was feeling dangerously light-headed. ‘It’s the middle of the day,’ she said, a little breathless. ‘If people saw us together . . .’

‘They would think we’re . . . fond of each other.’ He dipped his chin. ‘Is that so bad, Rose?’

‘Yes,’ she whispered, but she couldn’t quite remember why. All sensible thoughts eddied out of her mind until she could feel nothing but want pulsing between them, then Shen’s arms around her waist, his breath warm on her cheek, his lips nearly brushing against hers—

The bell in the clock tower chimed and Rose jolted backwards. The world came crashing back in, and, with it, the swell of her duties. For goodness’ sake, she was a queen now, not some love-struck desert-stranded princess. And she had made a promise to Wren. ‘I’m afraid I have to visit the mews. It can’t wait.’

Shen’s shoulders slumped. ‘Then I’ll resume my patrol.’

‘There are hundreds of soldiers at Anadawn,’ Rose reminded him. ‘You can take a rest, you know.’

He curled his fists. ‘Not until every tomato in this land is hunted down and destroyed.’

They dissolved into laughter, Rose threading her arm through his as he walked her down to the mews, both of them pretending that the woes of the past were behind them, and the future was theirs for the taking.


Dear King Alarik,

I would like to convey my deepest condolences on the regrettable death of your brother, Prince Ansel, who was a dear friend to my sister and me, and to our country. As you must now be aware, our grandmother Banba was taken – mistakenly, I’m sure – by one of your soldiers in the kerfuffle, and she is very much missed here at Anadawn. Perhaps we can discuss the terms of her imminent return? Despite everything that has happened between our great countries, I believe there is a world in which Eana and Gevra can be allies once more. I hope very much that you agree.

Yours sincerely,

Her Majesty Queen Rose Valhart of Eana
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Thirteen days after the twins’ coronation, when roses and rotten fruit had been hurled over the golden gates, Wren found herself back in the throne room, dressed no less finely in a sweeping violet dress embroidered with golden thread, and with her crown still digging into her scalp.

‘You’re slouching,’ said Rose, who had been sitting ramrod straight all morning, and yet somehow still possessed the composure of a queen in an oil painting.

‘I’m trying to take a subtle nap,’ said Wren, without bothering to stifle her yawn. Last night, she had dreamed of Banba again. Her sleep had been fitful, her every thought haunted by visions of her grandmother, frail and suffering, all alone in Gevra. Back at Ortha, Banba had spent years teaching Wren to be brave in the face of danger, to be clever and resourceful, but she had never taught Wren how to face a world without her grandmother at her side. That was a fear Wren was not able to conquer. It plagued her even as she slept.

Rose pinched her hand, jolting her awake.

‘Ow! Don’t harm the queen,’ snapped Wren.

‘Then start acting like one,’ said Rose. ‘Today is important.’

Over the last two weeks, Wren had come to learn that every day as a queen was important. Especially as a queen of a new world that welcomed the witches, that saw them not just as equals, but as integral to the prosperity of the kingdom. There was much to do, and untangling the ancient tapestry of Eana from the threads of anti-witch sentiment that had mangled it under the legacy of the Great Protector was no easy task. The Kingsbreath, Willem Rathborne, although dead, had cast a long shadow over Anadawn. There were hundreds of laws to discard. Treaties to assess, territories to resettle and new edicts to sign. Proclamations to make. Governors to appoint.

Governors to fire.

Eana was home to the witches again. No. Eana belonged to the witches, and yet most of them were still sheltering at Anadawn Palace. It was Wren’s and Rose’s solemn duty to restore the kingdom to its former glory without the bloodshed and conflict that had once destroyed it, so that their kin could venture safely beyond the golden palace gates and make their lives in whatever part of the country they wished to. It was busy work. Hard work.

And then there was today.

As part of a monthly tradition established centuries ago by King Thormund Valhart and insisted upon by Chapman, the scurrying palace steward, the twin queens were holding their first-ever Kingdom’s Call. An entire day dedicated to personally receiving visitors (and, more often than not, their complaints) from every corner of Eana.

Already the new queens had presided over a lengthy land dispute between rival farmers in the Errinwilde, had approved a delivery of six hundred barrels of grain for the sprawling town of Norbrook and had appointed no less than fourteen new governors to preside over the various provinces of Eana. They had also received formal banquet invitations from almost every noble family in the country and had even welcomed a missive from the neighbouring country of Caro, whose queen, Eliziana, had sent her warmest wishes, alongside three crates of summer wine and a beautiful olive tree, which now stood proudly on the throne room balcony.

And yet, despite such well-received gifts, the only royal Wren truly wished to hear from was continuing his infuriating silence. Despite Rose’s diplomatic letter to King Alarik – and the further three that had followed it – the Gevran king had yet to respond. For all Wren knew, Banba was already dead. The very thought made her want to run all the way to Gevra and rip that feral king apart with her bare hands.

‘It’s almost lunchtime,’ said Rose, encouragingly. ‘I’ve asked Cam to make his delicious beef stew again. It’s your favourite.’

Wren picked at her nails. ‘So long as there’s wine.’

Whoops and hollers reached her from the courtyard, the familiar trill of Rowena’s laugh finding her through the open window. Over the last two weeks, the witches of Ortha had made themselves at home at Anadawn Palace, much to the chagrin of the servants and more than a few guards. Wren caught a glimpse of her friend’s tempest magic now as Rose’s favourite ball gown floated across the balcony, like a ghost.

A laugh sprang from Wren, earning her an admonishing glare from her sister.

‘For the hundredth time, Wren, can you please tell Rowena to stop treating Anadawn as her personal fair ground? And what is she doing in my closet? She shouldn’t even be in my room!’

Thea, Banba’s wife, who was attending the Kingdom’s Call in her new role as the Queensbreath, sighed. ‘I sent Rowena and Bryony to pick apples in the orchard hours ago. I thought if they could find a way of putting their magic to use around here, it would go a long way to helping them fit in.’

The ghostly dress began to cartwheel as the wind picked up. ‘I don’t think they care about fitting in,’ said Wren, who desperately wanted to be outside cartwheeling, too. ‘How many more people do we have to see before lunch?’

Rose looked to Chapman.

The steward’s finely curated moustache twitched as he glanced at his never-ending scroll. ‘Just twelve. Wait, no. Thirteen. The Morwell family have put in a last-minute request for an audience. They wish to raise a dispute with their farrier. They suspect he’s been stealing horseshoes.’

Wren closed her eyes. ‘Rose. I am losing the will to live.’

‘Do try to salvage it,’ said Chapman, pointedly. ‘The Morwells have long been allies of the throne and are a family of considerable influence here in Eshlinn.’

‘Archer Morwell,’ said Wren, suddenly recalling the name. She snapped her eyes open. ‘I’m sure Celeste knows one of their sons. Rather well, if I remember correctly. Apparently, he has very impressive shoulders.’

‘Wren!’ hissed Rose. ‘That is entirely improper throne room conversation!’

‘Oh, calm down. No one cares.’ Wren swept her hand around, indicating the ten bored-looking soldiers in their midst. Captain Davers, the stern-faced head of the royal guard, was standing sentry by the doorway, keeping a watchful eye over proceedings. And then there was only Thea, who was making a valiant effort to stifle her chuckle at the mention of Rose’s best friend’s dalliance.

Chapman cleared his throat, awkwardly. ‘Onward.’ He glanced at his scroll. ‘Captain Davers, send in the messenger from Gallanth, please.’ A moment later, the doors to the throne room swung open, and a boy with unkempt black hair and a paltry goatee was ushered in.

He bowed at the waist. ‘Your Majesties,’ he said, wiping his hands on his trousers. ‘I, er, well, firstly, congratulations, on, um, well, there being two of you, I suppose, and, uh, well, we in the city of Gallanth are most honoured to—’

‘Please get to the point,’ Wren called out.

Rose swatted her hand.

‘Sorry,’ said Wren, quickly. ‘I only meant that you can drop the pleasantries.’

Rose offered the nervous messenger a beatific smile. ‘Though we do so appreciate the good wishes. Thank you, sir.’

‘What of Gallanth?’ prompted Wren, picturing in her mind the sunset city that lay to the west of the desert, its mighty clock tower rising high above its sandstone walls.

‘It’s not Gallanth.’ The boy swept the hair from his eyes.

‘It’s the desert. It’s moving.’

‘The desert is always moving,’ said Wren. ‘That’s why we call it the Restless Sands.’

‘Only it’s not just restless,’ the boy went on. ‘It’s more . . . um, angry?’

The twins exchanged a look. ‘Angry?’ they chorused.

‘It’s the sand . . . it’s started spilling over our walls,’ the boy went on. ‘Every so often, it comes like a wave and floods our city. It’s buried half the Kerrcal trading route.’

‘Goodness.’ Rose pressed a hand to her chest. ‘Has anyone been hurt?’

‘We’ve lost camels. My father’s best mule was swept away. And it’s swallowed the huts closest to the border.’

Wren glanced at Thea. The healer was unusually grim-faced. ‘Peculiar,’ she muttered. ‘The desert has always kept to its own rhythm, but it’s never encroached on the Kerrcal Road before. Nor has it breached the border towns.’

‘We must send someone out there to investigate,’ said Rose.

Chapman frowned. ‘The Ganyeve Desert is beyond Anadawn’s reach. It’s unsurvivable.’

‘Not to everyone,’ said Rose, and Wren knew she was thinking of Shen, who was somewhere close at hand. Drinking wine in the kitchens with Cam and Celeste, most likely, or perhaps he was training Tilda, the youngest warrior witch, out in the courtyard. In any case, they would have to tell him of this as soon as possible. After all, Shen was desert-born. He knew the currents of the sand better than anyone. If something was amiss in the Ganyeve, he would want to know of it.

‘And in the meantime,’ Rose went on, ‘we’ll send as many soldiers as we can spare back to Gallanth with you. You’ll need to reinforce the town walls and erect new lodgings, as far from the desert boundary as you can.’ She nodded to Captain Davers. ‘See that the guards check on the town of Dearg as well. They’re part of the desert trading route, after all, and if memory serves me, their walls are lower. Their risk is even greater.’

Davers dipped his chin. ‘I’ll see to it, Queen Rose.’

‘Wise as ever,’ said Chapman, approvingly.

Not for the first time that day, Wren felt woefully out of her depth. She was grateful for her sister, who was not only born to rule but had prepared for it. Committed her life to it. Wren had committed hers to Banba. Her grandmother had been preparing for this queendom for the last eighteen years, after all. Wren had only ever planned as far as her coronation day. She had always expected Banba to be there for that moment, and all the ones that came after, for her guiding hand to sit heavy on Wren’s shoulder. Back at Ortha, they would talk about it most mornings when they walked the cliffs, tending to their vegetables. And sometimes late at night, when the beach fires burned low, and it felt like their dreams of the future were dancing in the smoke.

We will rule the new world together, little bird, Banba used to promise her. We will bring our people home at last, and the great witch, Eana, will smile down on us from the skies.

The longer Wren went on without her grandmother, the more her guilt grew. It gnawed at the very edges of her heart, whispered to her in the quiet of night. If King Alarik didn’t respond to Rose soon, she would have to take matters into her own hands. To forsake the pen and use the sword instead.

After all, Banba would do the same for her.

There is no weapon sharp enough to keep us apart, little bird. No world cruel enough to deny our destinies.

The boy from Gallanth left, and, just as quickly, another messenger arrived. And after that, another, and another, and another. And then, finally, there was silence.

‘Ah,’ said Rose, smiling at the ornate grandfather clock. ‘I believe it’s time for lunch.’

‘How about a working lunch?’ said Chapman, who, to Wren’s utter dismay, unfurled another scroll. ‘I thought it might be prudent to discuss plans for the upcoming royal tour.’

‘Can’t it wait?’ said Wren, who was already halfway to the door.

Rose blushed at her own grumbling stomach. ‘I’m afraid I’m far too famished to even think about the royal tour right now, Chapman.’

Chapman opened his mouth to protest when the doors flew open and a harried-looking soldier rushed in. He went straight to Captain Davers, both of them muttering in low, urgent tones, until Rose interrupted the men to insist they address the entire room, and indeed the queens that stood within it.

‘There’s a protest in Eshlinn,’ explained the soldier. ‘They’ve set fire to the mill.’ He glanced at Davers. ‘We’ve had word it was organized by Barron. He was overheard spouting about it just yesterday in the Howling Wolf.’

Rose frowned. ‘What kind of protest?’

The soldier gulped. ‘A protest against the crown.’

‘You mean a protest against the witches,’ said Wren.

The soldier’s eyes darted as he looked between them. Then at Thea. Wren got the sense he was uncomfortable, not because of the protest in Eshlinn, but by his presence here, among the very witches he had been taught his entire life to fear.

Coward, she thought, viciously.

‘Well,’ said Captain Davers, stepping into the conversation. ‘These days, they are one and the same, are they not? It stands to reason that there would be some people in Eshlinn, and indeed throughout Eana, who wish to remain loyal to the old ways.’

‘Of hating and harming defenceless witches, you mean?’ said Wren.

Captain Davers raised his chin, meeting the challenge in her gaze. ‘Witchcraft is as strong a weapon as any. That is simply the truth.’

‘An unhelpful one,’ said Wren, deciding in that moment that she disliked him, too.

‘That’s quite enough,’ said Rose, impatiently. ‘Who is this Barron, and what precisely does he want?’

‘That would be Sir Edgar Barron,’ said Chapman, his frown deepening. ‘You might recall he was the governor of Eshlinn, appointed by the Kingsbreath some years ago. Indeed, he trained under Captain Davers in the royal guard, before his promotion. It was his job to keep a wary eye out for signs of . . . well, witchcraft. He was, shall we say, highly devoted to his job.’

‘And then we fired him,’ said Wren, recalling the name, among many others, who had met with the same fate the day after their coronation. ‘Mere days after we killed Rathborne, Barron’s benefactor.’

Captain Davers stiffened. ‘Succinctly put.’

Rose folded her arms. ‘Why can’t these men ever just go quietly? I mean, truly, take up candle-making or carpentry. There are plenty of honourable ways to make a living that don’t involve killing innocent people.’

Wren was about to point out the irony of saying such a thing to Captain Davers, a man who had once supported a war against the witches, but was startled by a loud crack! from outside.

‘Oh, that wayward Rowena,’ Thea groaned, getting to her feet. ‘I’ll see to her.’

The old witch had barely taken a step when a scream rang out. Wren leaped up from her throne, just in time to see a flaming arrow vault over the gates. It landed in the courtyard, releasing a plume of acrid smoke. She rushed to the window.

‘What’s happening?’ said Rose shrilly, as two more flaming arrows soared over the gates. Wren could see an angry crowd had gathered just beyond them.

‘Goodness,’ said Thea. ‘I’d call this more than a protest.’

‘Captain Davers!’ cried Rose. ‘Why on earth are you still standing there? Arrest those miscreants before one of their arrows strikes someone in my courtyard!’

‘At once, Queen Rose.’ The captain spun on his boot heel, barking orders to his soldiers as he left the throne room.

Wren frantically scanned the courtyard. The witches had retreated inside but she caught sight of Shen, who was running towards the commotion, rather than away from it. He had already scaled the outer wall and was treading along the ramparts. His head was low, his gaze fixed on the gathering below. They were yelling now, sending shouts of guttural fury along with each arrow.

Another flaming arrow sailed over the gate, this one higher and brighter than the one before it. The air turned hazy and grey as Davers and his soldiers rushed out of the palace, with their swords drawn.

The crowd began to disperse, but not before another arrow flew. This one sailed through the courtyard and struck the balcony window. Wren shouted in fury as it exploded in a shower of sparks, setting the olive tree ablaze. Smoke streamed in through the open window, making her cough.

‘Get back!’ Thea pulled her away from the glass, offering a quick pulse of healing magic to settle the spasm in her lungs. ‘Keep your wits about you, Wren.’

Wren exhaled through her nose, trying to control her anger.

‘CHAPMAN!’ Rose’s voice rang out as she stalked across the throne room. ‘This Edgar Barron. Is he known to you?’

Chapman tore his gaze from the window, his eyes wide with horror. ‘Yes, yes, of course,’ he said, breathlessly. ‘Or indeed he was.’

‘Good. I want you to bring him to us,’ she commanded. ‘At once.’
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Rose sat by the window in the drawing room at Anadawn Palace and reminded herself that she was queen. That her people loved her. That she was a capable ruler. That everything was going to be fine. Better than fine. Everything was going to be wonderful. She had a vision for the future of her kingdom, a world in with the witches and non-magical folk lived side by side, in harmony, and she was not about to let a man like Edgar Barron – or any man for that matter – get in her way.

But a queen shouldn’t have sweaty palms, whispered a voice in her head.

Or a racing heart.

Or a stomach tied up in knots.

Ping! An F-sharp interrupted her anxiety. She looked over her shoulder.

Wren was walking her fingers up and down the pianoforte, creating a clumsy melody. ‘This stupid thing is out of tune.’

‘You’re the one out of tune,’ said Rose. ‘Perhaps you should take lessons.’

Shen, who was standing by the door, doing his best impression of an official palace soldier, snorted. A lock of black hair had come loose from its leather strap, and there was a fresh graze on his cheek from when he had chased down the palace assailants three days ago, but apart from that, he looked completely fine. Better than fine. He looked irresistibly and irritatingly dashing. ‘If you’ve ever tried to teach Wren anything, then you’ll know she doesn’t take kindly to instruction. Or rhythm.’

Wren stuck her tongue out. ‘You’re fired.’

‘I don’t work for you.’ Shen must have sensed Rose staring at him, because he met her gaze and held it, the heat of it making her pulse race. She snapped her chin down and fiddled with the hem of her sleeve as he surrendered his post and crossed the room. Her heart hitched as he leaned against the window ledge, the warmth of his body easing the trembling in her bones. His smile was easy, but there was concern brewing in his dark eyes. ‘I’m only here to make sure things don’t go awry.’

Rose fought the urge to reach for his hand. It wouldn’t be proper, here, where the guards were watching from their posts and servants were scurrying in and out, setting up the tea table. So she turned from him as though turning from the sun itself and looked to the gardens.

This was a game Rose found herself playing more and more. How late could she stay up whispering to Shen in the library, stealing kisses between the stacks? How many times could she allow herself to brush against him in the hallway, revelling in the fleeting heat of his skin against hers? What was allowed between them now that she was queen and he was still the warrior witch he always had been? Every time she lingered too long over his smile, or lost herself in those molten eyes, she felt the need to distance herself. After all, she had a kingdom to remake. A palace to run. A grandmother to rescue. And yet every one of those lingering kisses played on her mind, often driving her dizzy.

‘I’m right here,’ Wren piped up. ‘Please stop salivating over each other.’

‘We’re not even touching,’ Rose said, primly.

‘I can’t help it,’ said Shen at the same time, his smile setting loose a flock of butterflies inside her.

‘Ugh.’ Wren went back to pounding the piano.

There was a rap at the door, and then Chapman appeared. ‘Barron has arrived.’

Wren pushed herself away from the piano. ‘Send the traitorous rat in.’

‘Less of that language, please,’ said Rose, rising from her perch at the window. She made for the couch, allowing her hand to brush against Shen’s as she did so, the lingering touch allowing a brief, welcome distraction.

Shen flicked his wrist as he returned to his post by the door, and Rose caught a glint of silver as one of his daggers slid into his palm. She smiled, without meaning to. In a palace teeming with soldiers, she felt safest in a room with Shen Lo. After all, he was a seasoned warrior witch, the most skilled fighter she’d ever encountered, and she knew, deep in her bones, that he would do anything to protect her and Wren. Even if Rose was more than capable of looking after herself these days, well, it was still nice to know Shen was there.

Rose sat down on the couch and smoothed her skirts. Wren leaned against the armrest, as though ready to pounce.

‘Barron will be thoroughly searched,’ Rose felt compelled to remind her twin sister. ‘He wouldn’t dream of trying anything here.’

‘Oh, really?’ said Wren, sarcastically. ‘Then I must have imagined all those flaming arrows that were fired directly at our palace three days ago.’

‘That was probably just a way to get our attention,’ said Rose.

‘Tell that to our olive tree.’

Chapman returned shortly with Edgar Barron and Captain Davers. The once-lauded governor of Eshlinn stalked into the room with infuriating ease, his presence filling the space like a storm cloud. He was taller than Rose had expected, lithe and narrow-shouldered, with coiffed brown hair, pale skin and deep blue eyes that flitted back and forth between the twins.

‘Majesties,’ he said, with no small amount of derision. ‘You have clicked your fingers, and here I am.’ He flashed a smile that contained far too many small, square teeth. ‘Like magic. No?’

Of course, it had not been quite so simple to summon Barron to the palace. Captain Davers and his soldiers had spent two days searching for him, and another half day convincing him to sit down with the new queens, on the assurance that they would not have him arrested for his part – though it could not be proven – in the attack on the palace.

Rose gestured to the armchair opposite her. ‘Please, sit.’

Barron fanned the end of his long black frock coat, as he did so. With reluctant appreciation, Rose noted its fine tailoring, and the crisp white shirt he wore underneath it. Barron possessed a surprising elegance. He was certainly less of a brute than Rose was expecting. He was refined, well dressed and soft-spoken, which of course made him all the more dangerous.

He looked between them. ‘Which of you is the healer witch?’

‘Why?’ said Wren. ‘Are you planning an assault?’

Barron curled his lip. ‘I have heard she is the more reasonable of the two.’

Rose’s gaze darted to Captain Davers, who was standing stone-faced by the window. Shen had moved to the pianoforte and was making no attempt to conceal his interest in their conversation.

‘We will be entirely reasonable today, so long as you are reasonable in return,’ said Rose. She gestured to a pot of peppermint tea and the plate of macarons Cam had prepared just that morning. ‘May we offer you some tea? A macaron, perhaps?’

‘I’d rather not.’

‘Coward,’ muttered Wren.

Rose shot her a warning glance. It did not go unnoticed by Barron. He leaned back in his chair, crossing one long leg over the other. His leather boots were impeccable, their gold buckles gleaming in the afternoon sunlight. Here was a man who did not get himself dirty, thought Rose. No wonder they did not spy him at the gates three days ago.

‘Sir Barron,’ she began, as politely as she could. ‘The recent stirrings in Eshlinn are most troubling to my sister and me. We have reason to believe that you are the orchestrator of this discontent.’

‘I’m afraid you mistake my intent.’ Barron plucked a macaron from the table and twisted the top. ‘For many years, I was in the business of peacekeeping. It was my solemn duty to keep watch over Eshlinn for any . . . untoward activity.’

‘You mean witchcraft,’ said Wren.

‘And now, well . . . what could be more untoward than the present circumstances?’ he went on, peeling the macaron apart with his fingers. ‘The Kingsbreath himself has been murdered, our prosperous kingdom torn at the seams, its throne divided between two witches.’

‘Eana is still prosperous,’ said Wren. ‘Despite your attempts to divide it.’

‘Eana is suffering.’ Barron crushed one half of the macaron between his fingers, letting the bright green dust fall and stain the carpet. ‘The laws of our Great Protector have been stripped away, his land given over to the witches and their sordid ways. Tell me, Majesties, how can a kingdom respect that which it fears?’

‘We are nothing to fear,’ said Rose, straining to keep her temper.

Barron crushed the other half of the macaron. ‘That is not for you to decide.’

‘Stop wasting our macarons,’ said Wren. ‘Or I’ll make you lick that carpet clean.’

Barron dusted his hands, then wiped them on a pristine velvet cushion. ‘I trust you have called me here for a reason.’

Rose bristled at his tone. ‘My sister and I want you to cease spreading your hateful lies and turning our own people against us. We demand a fair chance to rule this kingdom, as is our birthright.’

‘At what price?’ said Barron.

‘Your immediate arrest,’ said Wren.

Barron had the nerve to scoff. ‘Captain Davers assured me that I would leave this palace unharmed.’

‘That was before we knew how hideously infuriating you were,’ said Wren. ‘This is our first and final warning, Barron. No more protests. No more flaming arrows. No more treasonous town meetings. We’re watching you.’

Barron’s eyes gleamed with amusement. Rose had to pinch the back of her hand to stop herself from flinging a teacup at him. ‘Surely, you are both aware that a pair of witch queens will never have the full backing of this kingdom. Not until you can prove that you do not see yourselves as above us. Not until you elevate one of us to sit alongside you.’

Rose frowned. ‘What precisely is that supposed to mean?’

Barron flashed his too-wide smile. There wasn’t an ounce of warmth in it. ‘It means you should have given the throne that sits next to you to someone known to your people. Someone they trust.’

‘Let me guess,’ Wren cut in. ‘Someone like you.’

Barron’s gaze was still on Rose. She hated how it sharpened, how she felt it like a pinprick at the base of her throat. ‘You do not yet have a husband, Queen Rose.’

There was a stifled curse from somewhere near the pianoforte.

Shock and revulsion coursed through Rose. ‘You cannot mean you,’ she said, aghast. ‘You’re twice my age!’

‘And more pressingly, you are an arrogant charmless creep,’ said Wren, with equal disgust. ‘Why would Rose marry the very man who seeks our destruction?’

‘So you do not have to endure said destruction,’ said Barron, simply.

‘That sounds an awful lot like a threat,’ warned Shen, who was suddenly beside Rose. ‘I’d advise you to retract it. Now.’

Captain Davers stepped between the men. ‘Stand down, Shen Lo,’ he said, in a clipped voice. ‘This is Anadawn Palace, not the lawless beaches of Ortha.’

‘Lucky for Barron,’ said Wren. ‘Otherwise, he’d already be fish fodder.’

‘Well, this has been a most illuminating afternoon,’ said Barron, rising to his feet. ‘Why don’t I leave my suggestion with you for a week or so?’

‘Or,’ said Shen, through gritted teeth, ‘why don’t I shove it up your—’

‘That’s quite enough!’ Rose clapped her hands, restoring some semblance of order as she leaped to her feet. ‘Captain Davers will escort you out, Sir Barron. Our soldiers will be checking in on you most regularly from now on. As a loyal subject of this kingdom, I expect you to heed our warning and keep yourself out of trouble.’ She raised her chin, meeting his gaze with her own. ‘You are familiar, I’m sure, with the full might of our army. My sister and I would hate for you to have to experience it, first-hand.’

‘And in case it isn’t already abundantly clear, we are explicitly threatening you,’ Wren added.

Barron had the audacity to laugh. ‘Threats are like arrows, Majesties. Anyone can fire them. But if you put enough thought and power behind one, it can cut a pathway through any great kingdom and pierce the very heart of its throne.’

In the blink of an eye, Shen had a knife to Barron’s throat. ‘I’m not letting that one slide.’

‘Stop it!’ said Rose, quickly. The last thing they needed was Barron’s blood on their hands. They would have to play nice – or at least appear to – to get what they wanted. ‘Sir Barron is a smart man. I’m sure he’s quite understood our meaning.’

Slowly, and with great reluctance, Shen released Barron.

Barron dipped his chin, before promptly turning on his heel and stalking from the room. Captain Davers and his soldiers escorted him out, pulling the door shut behind them.

‘Good,’ said Wren. ‘You scared him off.’

Shen was still glaring at the door. ‘I should have cut his tongue out.’

‘For those pathetic threats?’ said Rose, as she wiped her sweating palms on her gown. ‘They don’t scare me.’

Shen turned back to her. ‘No. For trying to marry you.’

‘Oh.’ Rose’s cheeks erupted. ‘Truly, what a laughable suggestion. Why are the most odious men always the most ambitious?’

‘Well, it’s not the worst idea I’ve ever heard,’ said Chapman, who Rose had almost completely forgotten about.

She bristled now at his suggestion. ‘You can’t be serious.’

Shen went very still. Rose could almost feel the anger rolling off him.

Wren turned on Chapman. ‘I’ve ruined one of Rose’s weddings this year, Chapman. Don’t think I won’t ruin another.’

‘Of course I don’t mean Barron himself,’ said Chapman, quickly. ‘I simply meant the idea of a strategic royal marriage is not the worst I’ve ever heard.’

‘Because it went so well before,’ said Wren, dryly.

Chapman waved his hand around, as though to dispel the ugly memory of the Gevran wedding fiasco, and poor Prince Ansel’s untimely death. ‘An arranged marriage is the quickest way to an alliance. If some people in Eana are reluctant to put their trust in two witches, I believe a high-born, respectable husband would go a long way to alleviating some of that mistrust.’ He ignored Wren’s horrified expression and went on. ‘Of course it would have to be someone known to Eana. With a pristine reputation.’ He glanced meaningfully at Shen. ‘Or indeed any kind of reputation. And of course, they mustn’t be a witch.’

‘Now you’re just trying to annoy me,’ muttered Shen.

Rose wrung her hands. She couldn’t stomach the idea of another arranged marriage, but Barron’s parting words had unsettled her more than she had let on. The protest was the spark of a movement that could twist and grow into something truly terrible if they didn’t find a way to stop it.

She paced back and forth, her mind whirring with possibilities as Wren and Shen argued with Chapman about the suitability of the youngest Caro prince.

Then an idea struck. ‘Oh, I know!’ Rose burst out. ‘What about presents? We can send gifts from the crown to every house in Eana!’ Yes, that would work. Everyone loved presents. ‘It’s the perfect way to reassure them that they are valued subjects, who are most welcome in our new and improved kingdom.’

Wren grimaced. ‘You want to bribe the entire kingdom into liking us?’

Rose was already wracking her brains. ‘What about an artfully arranged fruit basket? Oh! Or scarves! After all, winter will be here before we know it.’

‘I’m confused,’ said Shen. ‘Are you trying to woo them?’

‘In a manner of speaking,’ said Rose, defensively. ‘You see, a queen is wed to her country first and foremost. Doesn’t it make sense to woo them?’

Shen considered this a moment. ‘As long as you’re not wooing the prince of Caro.’

‘We simply need to show our subjects that they are cherished.’ As she spoke, Rose’s plan bloomed, even more. ‘And we’ll move up the royal tour! I’d like to expand it, too. We’ll establish our foothold in the southern towns before Barron does.’ She ignored her sister’s souring expression, excitement quickening her voice. ‘Think about it, Wren. We can shake hands with our people. Show them who we really are. You’re an enchanter – perhaps you can make butterflies, or, or, or birds! And I can use my healing magic to help any townsperson who needs it!’ Rose reeled through the other strands of witchcraft in her mind. Though displaying the power of a tempest would be quite the spectacle, Rose couldn’t trust Rowena to behave herself, but perhaps they could come up with some kind of demonstration to showcase Shen’s warrior talent. After all, that was a spectacle in itself.

Rose’s thoughts flitted to her best friend. Celeste was still coming to grips with the possibility that she herself might be a seer, though both girls had grown up together at Anadawn, without knowing they were witches. Rose knew it wouldn’t be fair to push her best friend on the issue, nor to parade Celeste up and down the streets of Eshlinn like a prize, offering prophecies wherever starcrest birds gathered. And in any case, when it came to seers, well, wasn’t it their elusiveness that made them so special?

‘When they see what our magic can do, they’ll be assured that we can be trusted with the throne . . . with their future!’ she went on, breathlessly. ‘We can listen to their needs, their fears, and, more than that, we can promise them, eye to eye, that we will make Eana a better country for everyone.’

Wren folded her arms. ‘And what if they fire arrows at us?’

‘Wren’s right,’ Shen cut in. ‘It’s too dangerous for a royal tour right now. You need to let things settle.’

‘Nonsense. If we do nothing, the resentment towards us will only grow,’ said Rose, firmly. ‘A leader must lead. I refuse to let Barron best us in the court of public opinion.’ She looked between Wren and Shen. ‘So, unless either of you two have any positive contributions to make, then I suggest you leave the planning—’

‘I have a suggestion,’ said Wren. Rose knew what it was before she voiced it. She could tell by the determined blaze in her sister’s eyes. ‘We take a tour to Gevra instead, so we can rescue Banba. She’ll know exactly how to deal with Barron and his little rebellion.’

Rose frowned. ‘Banba is all the way across the Sunless Sea.’

‘I’m done waiting, Rose. It’s time to act.’

Rose hesitated. In the space of a few days, everything had shifted. Danger had come to the gates of Anadawn Palace, and if Barron’s parting words were to be believed, there would be more still to contend with. Surely, Wren wasn’t suggesting that they divert their soldiers and launch an attack on Gevra, when rebellion was stirring under their very noses?

Wren’s nostrils flared. ‘I don’t want to talk about frivolous fruit baskets and stupid royal tours before we talk about how we’re going to bring our grandmother home.’

‘Fruit baskets are not frivolous,’ said Rose, her voice rising to match her sister’s. ‘And neither is our royal tour. You’re not thinking clearly. Now is hardly the right time to go to Gevra.’

‘I also hate that idea,’ said Shen. ‘In fact, I have yet to hear a good idea from either one of you.’

Wren folded her arms. ‘You were wrong about the power of your quill, Rose. Your letters have failed.’

Rose sagged against the armrest, suddenly exhausted. ‘Then we’ll think of something else. I promise. But please, let’s not argue, Wren. We’re on the same side, remember?’ Rose held out her hand, relieved when her sister took it. She hated fighting with Wren. Apart from anything else, it was unproductive. ‘That horrid Barron has put me in a terrible mood. Why don’t we go down to the kitchens and see what Cam is whipping up for dinner?’

‘Finally. An idea I can get on board with,’ said Shen.

Wren blew out a breath. ‘Fine. But this isn’t over.’

‘No,’ said Rose, quietly. ‘I have a bad feeling it’s only just begun.’
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The following days passed with the same infuriating silence from King Alarik. It quickly became clear that Rose had run out of ‘diplomatic’ ways to bring Banba home and, on the advice of Chapman, had turned her attention to problems closer to home. Every morning, she took her breakfast in the library with the bossy steward and Captain Davers, all three of them poring over plans for a royal tour that Wren had no intention of going on.

Her thoughts were still firmly on Gevra. So much so that two days ago, Wren had crept down to the mews and sent her own letter to King Alarik.


Listen here, you arrogant, unresponsive ass, if you don't give me back my grandmother, I swear to that stupid bear you worship that I'll sail over there and smash every one of your teeth into your skull. Don't test me. I'm a witch, remember?

Wren



Unsurprisingly, there had been no response.

Now Wren spent her mornings in the west tower of Anadawn, sifting through years of dust and grime and broken furniture. Mostly, it was an excuse to be alone while she came up with her own secret plan to save Banba, but there was a second purpose, too. Once it was decreed that the twins would rule Eana together, Wren had decided to turn the west tower into her bedroom.

To honour the memory of Glenna, the seer who had been trapped in the west tower for eighteen long years before being murdered by Willem Rathborne, Wren wanted to be the one to go through her things, but after days of trawling through moulding clothes, old birdcages and faded furniture, she was beginning to think there was nothing here worth salvaging.

Elske arrived in the early afternoon, nudging the door open with her snout.

‘Clever girl,’ said Wren, as she scratched the sweet spot between the enormous Gevran wolf’s ears. ‘I knew you’d sniff me out, sooner or later.’

The wolf snuffled her skirts in affection and Wren pressed her face into her shoulder, revelling in her alpine scent. It reminded her of Tor, who had sailed away from her over three weeks ago. The wolf had been the soldier’s parting gift, a piece of his heart left behind in Eana. Wren’s own heart panged at the memory of how Elske had saved her life on the banks of the Silvertongue, fiercely fighting off Princess Anika’s snow leopard who had been intent on tearing Wren limb from limb. Afterwards, Elske had sat steadfastly by Wren’s side as they watched the Gevran soldier sail away from them, into the mist.

Thoughts of Gevra made Wren’s fingers itch. She would go right now if she could, but the day was bright and busy, and Anadawn was crawling with soldiers. She would have to be smart about her next move, patient.

Wren sifted through a pile of junk by the window, her gaze falling on a familiar cracked portrait. She turned it over, gazing down at two faces that looked so like her own. Two crowns that had destroyed a dynasty. The Starcrest twins, Wren and Rose’s ancestors, had ruled Eana together over a thousand years ago, before one had turned against the other and brought about the ruin of the witches. In one fell swoop, Oonagh had managed to betray her sister, Ortha, and curse the witches, splintering their power into five different strands – healer, seer, tempest, enchanter and warrior – before drowning in the Silvertongue River.

Wren stared down at Oonagh’s scowling face, as Glenna’s warning echoed in her mind. Beware the curse of Oonagh Starcrest, the lost witch queen. The curse runs in new blood. It lives in new bones. It was a warning meant for Wren, one that she had not shared with Rose. Her sister had enough to worry about already, without questioning Wren’s loyalty, or wondering what sinister flaw she might share with their cursed ancestor. Besides, Wren knew she would never betray her sister. Not for anything in the world.

‘Nonsense,’ muttered Wren, flinging the portrait into the growing pile of rubbish. ‘We won’t be like them.’

A low rumble jolted Wren from her excavation.

Elske was growling at an upturned chest of drawers. ‘What is it, sweetling?’ said Wren, scrambling to her feet.

The wolf backed away from the chest. Wren reached inside the drawer and found an old blue dress that had been rolled up and shoved right at the back. The material was plush and shimmering, and though the embroidery around the bodice was fraying, she could tell it was a dress fit for a princess.

Or, perhaps, a queen.

Elske growled at the balled-up dress.

‘What’s got into you?’ said Wren, as she unfurled it. Something rolled out of the garment and clattered to the floor, making her jump.

Elske backed away from it.

Wren crouched to investigate and found her own emerald gaze peering up at her. The dress had been hiding an ornate hand mirror. It was made of silver and inlaid with a row of twelve sapphires that bordered the small, glass oval. She turned it over, marvelling at the fine craftsmanship.

‘I knew if we looked hard enough, we’d find treasure in here.’ When Wren looked up, Elske was standing at the door, with her tail tucked between her legs. Something about the mirror was frightening her, and Wren had a feeling it wasn’t her snowy reflection. It was magic. She could feel its gentle hum against her fingers, a trickle of warmth that marked this treasure as a relic, not of the Valharts, but of the witches who had ruled long before them. A witch who had once lived in this very tower, perhaps.

Wren carefully laid the mirror down. A minute passed, her breath bound up in her chest as she waited for the glass to shatter, or something terrible to happen. But her own face looked back at her, her brow shiny with sweat, her chestnutbrown hair frizzing around her temples. Whatever magic the hand mirror might have once possessed was dormant. It was simply a mirror now, far too fancy for Wren’s taste. But she resolved to keep it anyway. She didn’t want it falling into anyone else’s hands. Just in case.

She slipped the hand mirror into her satchel, just as a bird landed on the windowsill. Elske forgot her fear and bounded across the room to try to chase it, and for one hopeful heartbeat Wren thought it was a messenger falcon returning from across the Sunless Sea. But it wasn’t a falcon at all.

It was a starcrest. The sight of the silver-breasted bird filled Wren with a sudden rush of anxiety. Starcrests only gathered near seers, witches who could divine patterns of the future from the birds’ formations. But Glenna was dead. Why had this starcrest returned to her tower?

She eyed her satchel. Was this the mirror’s doing? Had the enchanted bird been flying nearby and sensed the old magic she had awoken? Or was it simply a coincidence that it had come to rest on her windowsill?

Wren loosed a breath, trying to steady the rattle of her nerves. The bird took off just as quickly as it arrived, leaving her feeling like a fool for working herself up over it in the first place.

She scrunched her eyes shut. ‘Stop
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