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Prologue

Somewhere, Sometime . . . 


The compass exploded in Elm’s hands and the two children leapt back as it hit and singed the workshop’s wooden wall – already scattered with burns from failed attempts.  
Isla panted, mouth agape as her best friend hastily flicked a wave of golden Adellan magic to put out the fire. ‘Is that normal?’ 
Elm’s eyebrows knotted in frustration. ‘It’s a compass,’ they replied. ‘It’s supposed to point. Exploding wasn’t an option. Enchanted or not.’
Isla slumped at the workshop table. ‘Then why did that happen?’
Elm paused, with a scholarly, thoughtful expression on their face that didn’t match their eleven-year-old features. ‘I can only think of one explanation,’ they whispered. Isla gave them a hopeful stare, but Elm only shook their head, not meeting her gaze. ‘Your parents are . . . nowhere.’
‘Hm?’
‘There’s a reason the magic couldn’t work. You can’t find someone that doesn’t—’ 
‘Are you certain?’ Isla bit her lip to scare back her tears, but as her adrenaline from the exploding compass wore down, the reality of what it meant came crashing down. Her chest tightened like her heart was crushing itself. Wilting. Flickering out like a weak candle. The blood drained from her face, and the milky skin of her hands turned blue despite the warmth of the workshop’s fireplace. 
‘I used all the magic I had,’ said Elm. ‘Your parents . . . Isla, I’m sorry, but I don’t think they exist. At least, not anymore.’
Elm sat beside her at the wide, messy workshop table. Though people called Isla and Elm prodigies, Isla was quickly realising how ill-prepared the two were to deal with the reality of her parents’ whereabouts. It certainly shouldn’t be Elm’s responsibility to tell her they were gone. 
The inventor had only moved to the Ice Empire two years ago, scouted by a royal advisor and brought here from Adella’s Territory to work for the queen and king. Isla wondered if Elm missed their family, but those people didn’t seem to care about their child. They’d given Elm up, after all, and now Elm was more than happy in their Imperial workshop. 
And thank goodness, because the young toymaker was Isla’s best – and only – friend. 
Elm’s dark fingers brushed back their tight curls, eyes now focused on a doll in their other hand. They watched as it swung its arm up and down on its own – traces of magic evident in every stroke. Enchanted toys were Elm’s specialty, and their works were favoured greatly by the children of the empire. In fact, people of all ages loved Elm, paying the inventor with money and magic to make yet more brilliant toys. Elm didn’t only create trinkets – they created joy. And between their sweet looks and their high standing with the royals, no one could resist Elm’s charm. 
Unfortunately, Isla did not have the same effect. She was sharp-featured and sharp-tongued, an unlikable young woman with dubious heritage. While she was merely tolerated and respected by the masses, only Elm and Candace loved her. It didn’t matter, though; just as Elm was renowned for their toymaking, she would one day be renowned for her strength in politics and war. She, alongside Candace, would lead the empire into a new age of success. 
She tightened the ribbon in her dark-blonde hair. ‘What if my parents had magic to protect themselves? Something to hide themselves, so even another spell can’t find them?’
Elm gave her a sad look. ‘Then they don’t want to be found.’
‘Not even by their daughter?’ She swallowed to fight the persistent prickling behind her eyes. Leaders did not cry. Candace never cried. Isla stared at the red bricks of the workshop instead, and let her eyes wander the masses of half-made inventions strewn on the stone floor. Counted them. Ten, eleven . . .
But the walls betrayed her, pressing in and drawing the fireplace dangerously closer, waves of pressure radiating on her pale skin. And though the workshop was dotted with the most whimsical objects, straight out of a fairy tale, the sheer amount of stuff was cramming her mind so deeply she couldn’t make sense of her own thoughts. 
How could she be a good leader if she couldn’t even control what was happening in her head? Why couldn’t anything at all be simple and clear, the way she liked it? Clean as fresh, white snow?
‘Just ask her,’ Elm said. ‘Your mother— I mean, Candace. I know she hasn’t told you much about how she found you, or if there were even any clues. But she might if you show her you’re ready.’ They winced, as if knowing their next words wouldn’t land on happy ears. ‘Or you could ask Zeus. He’d help you, if only to show off his connections. But that’s exactly what you need. Otherwise it’s time we assume your parents are—’
‘No.’ Isla placed her hands on the table and looked at Elm seriously until they met her gaze. ‘I told you, we can’t tell anyone. I can’t . . . People can’t know that I’m . . . That I feel—’ Isla took a sharp breath. ‘I can’t let Zeus have something else over me.’ She pressed her nails into the wood, grounding herself. ‘And Candace would be devastated if she found out I was searching for my birth parents after all she’s done for me.’
Elm shrugged, but Isla could sense the doubt in her friend as they said, ‘I’ll help you either way.’
‘Great.’ Isla sighed. She straightened her back and shook out her hands, prying them from the table. ‘Then we think of something else. The next step. There must be something we haven’t tried. A different enchantment . . .’
‘Or, for now, can we take a break?’
Isla stopped, and, unable to take their pitying gaze any longer, changed the subject. ‘You could be doing greater things with your skills. More than just making toys.’ 
This was their other regular topic of discussion.
Elm sighed, turning away to observe the mess on the floor. ‘I care for you and your mother,’ they mumbled, their words scripted from previous arguments, ‘but I won’t ever agree to make weapons. I make toys. I help people. Candace wants to take things from people. I can’t be part of that. Not violence.’
‘What violence? With your inventions, the things you could enchant – imagine it, Elm. There wouldn’t even be a war. We’d be ruling the world within a year.’ And I’d have so much more reach to search for my parents. 
‘Hold this,’ they said, ignoring her words and passing her a small stuffed bear. She bit her lip and held it for them. Rather than turn back to their work, however, Elm watched her. With a pinched brows, they mumbled, ‘Doesn’t work.’
‘What?’
‘The bear’s enchanted to heat up when you hold it. For children in the winter. It should be warm by now.’
Elm was clearly over her attempted persuasion of getting them to work for Candace, but she was happy as long as they were done talking about her parents. She was about to respond with some affirming words about the bear when—
‘Fairies!’ Isla shouted as Zeus burst through the door. She threw the bear at the tall, light-haired prince. 
He caught it in confusion before yelling, ‘Ow!’ and hurling it at the wall. ‘Did you pull that thing out of a fire?’
‘What are you doing here?’ Isla demanded, now more irritated than shocked. Though she was a little proud of how fast she threw the toy – her fighting reflexes were getting even faster. 
‘I came to visit my two best friends, but I was attacked by a bear!’
Best friends. She scoffed. The two of them didn’t like the prince very much, and he surely didn’t like them very much either. But to Zeus, that was the allure of spending time together. Unlike everyone else in the empire – who was either soldier-like and devoted to the prince, or adoring and obsessive, or utterly fake and seeking some gain from him – Isla and Elm barely tolerated him. Isla, because of the disdain between her mother and the royals, and Elm because they were Isla’s best friend. 
Unfortunately, due to their positions, the three of them were regularly forced together regardless of how annoying Zeus was. Their ‘friendship’ was more out of desperation for company in this icy empire than any similarities or compatibility. 
Elm picked the bear off the floor curiously. ‘It is hot. Isla, try holding it again – see what happens.’
She stepped back. ‘Don’t burn me!’
‘If it gets too hot, put it down right away. I already need to adjust the enchantment if even our strong, brave prince couldn’t handle it.’
‘Now—’ started Zeus. 
‘Okay.’ Isla took the bear again. It was warm – anything was warm in the Ice Empire if it wasn’t frozen – but not hot. And the longer she held it, the cooler it turned in her hands. ‘I see,’ said Zeus. ‘It only wanted to burn me. Thank you, Elm.’
‘No,’ replied Elm as Isla passed them back the toy. ‘It only doesn’t work on Isla.’
Isla turned to hide her face. This again?
‘Do you know if Candace has put any wards on you to block magic?’ asked Elm.
She shrugged. It was difficult enough feeling so different from others – not knowing who she really was, having to live up to Candace’s expectations and the expectations others put on her because of Candace. If Candace had done something to her, to make her impervious to magic . . .
Isla could be icy, but she was no snowflake. She didn’t want to be protected like that, and she certainly didn’t want others thinking she couldn’t handle herself. 
Unless, unless.
This wasn’t the first time magic acted strangely around her. Not the first time an enchantment didn’t work. It must be Candace protecting her . . . 
Unless it had something to do with her real parents. 
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Chapter One


‘There’s been another assault.’ 
‘I— Excuse me?’ I nearly choke on my mouthful of pie. ‘Where?’
‘Oh, my apologies,’ says the young pirate girl on the other side of the table. ‘Your Royal Generalness, Saviour of Bearra and Queen of Some Empire Somewhere. Isla. Would you please be so generous as to pass the salt?’ 
I swallow. ‘Right.’ 
Of course Wren has mistaken my confusion for arrogance. Everyone loves to think the worst of me. When will I stop embarrassing myself?
Candace gives the orange-haired girl a reproaching look but says nothing, and I blink, passing the porcelain shaker hastily as I pull myself back to reality. I’m supposed to be a leader, not some idiot. 
It’s all been getting to be too much lately. I can’t hear a word without expecting something terrible to have happened. I can’t get a moment’s sleep without nightmares about Lire destroying the Ice Empire. And I can’t get through a second of the day without the Bearrans making it as clear as they possibly can that they absolutely hate me. 
It isn’t that I care; I’ve never been liked. What I care about is being respected and obeyed. Yet they don’t give Zeus the same attitude, despite us being in extremely similar situations. A power-hungry prince is acceptable, lovable if he’s good-looking enough, charming enough. But a powerful woman with no title or history to her name? Oh, she needs to be humbled. 
‘Isla,’ Queen Dawn says at the head of the table. Her partner, Relia, is by her side as always. The two are like a woven flame: the golden curls and the scarlet cascade. It’s awfully dramatic. ‘Tell us, have we done an adequate job of celebrating your Ice Festival? Or is this an embarrassingly tacky imitation?’
Tacky doesn’t begin to describe it, I think, glancing at the paper snowflakes hung from the ceiling in one of the castle’s dining rooms, and the spindly pine tree stuffed in the corner. The sconces around the room give off flickering candlelight that bounces back off the windows, only making the room feel hotter. To rub salt in the wound, the measly dinner the Bearrans have put on barely has any cake, let alone the sweet delicacies of the empire.
Our uneasy alliance makes the evening all the more awkward. But I have to admit this gesture was a step in the right direction. 
I give Dawn a small, politically unassuming smile. ‘All of us from the Ice Empire are simply grateful for your hospitality.’
The Ice Festival is a weeklong celebration of our culture and achievements thrown throughout the grounds of the castle and beyond, a grand party bursting with magic and warmth. But Bearra is always too warm, the cursed place. The dinner party Dawn has thrown hardly scratches the surface of the festivities currently happening at home. Although, a small aspect of home is more comforting than none at all – something I’m sure the Bearrans and their friends must understand too. 
In Bearra’s castle, with its high windows and half-crumbling exteriors, everything is a hundred years old or broken from the battle held here only two months ago. It was once lovely, I can imagine, but now it has a haunted air that’s stale on the lungs and surfaces grimy with blood. No matter how much they clean, those red stains won’t come out of the cracks in the brick. 
Despite the archaic architecture, the castle’s inhabitants reflect youth: lost young people who have, like me, found themselves at the forefront of a war. 
Once, Zeus and Elm were the only people my age that I knew. At dinner tables, or the parties of leaders, or galas where we were on display, it would be us and a hundred adults. Bearra, meanwhile, is full of the young. Including pirates, the last type of people I’d expect to be leading a kingdom.
Though one of the Neptune’s crew members – Ebony, if I’m remembering correctly – is off on a mission to save the fairy Amora, along with the half-fairy boy and that girl he protects with his life – Maya. 
I don’t know these people well, but they’re all anyone in the castle wants to talk about. Whispering about how Maya’s mother was killed in the last battle – and that’s why her family no longer spends time at the castle – or how the pirate, Lark, is always moping because he doesn’t get to see Maya’s sister, Briar, all that much, even though they’re clearly in love. It’s impossible to escape the gossip, the heartbreaks and stories. 
Oh, and one of the pirates, Levi, is Zeus’s cousin. Because my luck isn’t bad enough – there has to be another one.
The drama of this place, honestly. They’re all so focused on their own problems, I don’t know how they get anything done. If not for me and my army, and if not for my mother, Bearra would have next to no protection. Next to no leadership. And they still treat me like an outsider in this place that should be, in a fair world, mine. That was the deal we made.
‘Speaking of gratitude,’ says Candace, her eyes sparkling but her lips straight with politeness. ‘We must exchange presents soon.’
The usual excitement of Ice Festival gift giving – arrays of sweet treats, new faux furs, and charmingly shiny things – is very much dulled here. The best present I could receive would be a trip home after my two torturous months in this summer kingdom, trying to wrangle Bearra into Candace’s control. Or a messenger coming to tell me Lire is dead. 
Across the table, Zeus nudges Relia playfully, giving her a glimpse at a box he has hidden in his sleeve with a pink bow on top. The muscular prince and the delicate lady make a funny pair. Suddenly close friends – something about a quest for a mirror. I’m certainly not jealous, but it does bother me that he, the only other person from the Ice Empire here, is very publicly not on my side. 
Not that we were ever on the same side, for anything. 
He hands Relia the little giftbox and I can’t help but remember the three shimmering white horses he gave me last Ice Festival. I don’t even like horses. That man is all show. Which is why, when I donated those horses to the army, he couldn’t say a word against it. 
All that to say, I doubt he got me anything this year, now he’s so distracted by his new friends and this horrendous kingdom and his big plan to completely stomp all over me and everything I’ve built for my— 
‘Well then,’ Dawn says, with a small grin at Relia, and I realise I’ve been tearing apart the seams of my napkin. ‘Let us commence the giftings!’
As the table explodes into excitement – particularly the raucous pirates – Candace turns to me, and we swivel our chairs to face each other. Even in the most formal, crowded Ice Festival dinners, we have always exchanged our gifts this way. In our own little world.
My mother’s softly curled strawberry-blonde hair and green dress display her likeness to a real fairy. But it’s the smile lines around her mouth and the creases by her eyes that I see. The reminders that this woman raised me, has always loved me; that this is the person who taught me to be strong. 
She hands me a doll-shaped gift wrapped in soft green cloth, her fingers lingering as I accept it. ‘This might be a lot for you to understand,’ she says, a little awkwardly, ‘so take your time.’ 
‘You’re not sure I’ll like it?’ I softly tease. She always gets me wonderful gifts; no one knows me like she does.
‘That’s one way of putting it.’ She doesn’t meet my eyes. ‘Sugar, this was with you when I found you in the snow. I . . . thought it was time you have it.’ 
‘What?’ I whisper, our bubble bursting as I feel like every eye in the room whips to me. Could this be from my real parents? 
I should have a thousand questions, but I’m too shocked to register any of them. There are too many people in the room for me to have an outburst of emotion. I swallow back rising nausea.
She nods. ‘It’s true. I’m a few months late; I was going to give it to you for your eighteenth, but I didn’t have the courage. Now I can see you’re ready – more ready than me – to take life into your own hands.’
I take it from her gently, wanting to cradle the object, protect it. The room goes silent around me, and in my mind, we’re in our bubble again, but now there’s three of us: myself, Candace, and this present. The cloth falls through my fingers as I gently unwrap it. 
My entire life I’ve searched for any clues of who I might really be. I’ve worked to prove myself in the Ice Empire, prove myself to be worthy of being Candace’s daughter because I had nothing else. And now there’s . . . this. 
A nutcracker? I run my thumb across the red paint of its wooden arm. It’s a soldier, with a tall scarlet hat and white gloves. Its soft face gazes up at me through kind blue eyes.
‘It’s enchanted, I think,’ Candace says. ‘Like something Elm would make.’
‘But how? What does it do? Does it—’
‘Lead to your origins?’ She smiles sadly. ‘I investigated it, Isla, but no. There has never been anything I could find about you. And that’s part of why I kept the nutcracker to myself. I was afraid it would only add to your hurt and confusion.’
‘But what does it mean?’ I’m distantly aware I’m shaking my head, both mesmerised and frantic. ‘Why would I be left with this?’ The noise of the dining room comes crashing upon me again, shaking me from the outside in. ‘Candace, where – what – how— What does it mean?’
‘It means,’ she says gently, ‘that whoever left you for me to find didn’t want you to be entirely alone.’ There’s a flicker in her eyes. Uncertainty. The most she would ever show of it, at least. ‘Sugar, it’s only a cheap plaything. Nothing special. I haven’t even worked out what the enchantment on it is – I can just sense something in it. Your parents may have picked it out as something small to leave with you. You were so tiny, so vulnerable. They must have wanted you to have something to occupy you, maybe to protect you in some way. But it’s lasted all this time. When I found you in the borders, it was clutched in your fingers.’
‘My family,’ I mumble, almost choking on the word. ‘But if they didn’t want me to die, why leave me out in the snow? If they didn’t want me, why not give me to an orphanage? And if they were hoping I would die, why leave me with a toy?’
Her hand touches my shoulder. Warm. As always. ‘I know as much as you do. I wish I could do more to help.’
But you always used to tell me that, while you were hiding this, I want to say. As if my heartbeat can protect it, I hold the nutcracker close to my chest. 
‘What’s that?’ Zeus says. I make the mistake of turning to tell him to go away – he whips around and snatches the nutcracker from my arms. 
‘No!’ I scream at him. Horrendous behaviour for someone in my position. He holds it up by its arm, dangling far higher than I can reach. ‘Zeus!’ 
He gives me a playful expression. ‘Darling. It’s just a toy! Wait – is this one of Elm’s? What does it do? Run around on its own?’ He plays with the lever on the nutcracker’s back, opening and closing its mouth. ‘Does it magically crack the nuts?’
‘Excuse me!’ A flash of red hair appears at his side. ‘What have I told you about teasing people?’ Relia demands, glaring sternly at the prince. 
He pouts. ‘I’m only allowed to grab things on weekends and my birthday. And certainly not on special occasions.’
His arm lowers, but the nutcracker is whisked away by the tall, dark-haired girl. Sierra. She observes it like a scientist. ‘Now why is everyone fighting over a little toy?’ Her smirk is deadly. Of course it is – she’s a Reed.  
My hands tremor. ‘Give it back.’ 
Zeus rolls his eyes and snatches it from Sierra. He smirks at me. ‘You can have it if you say please.’
I look to Candace – like a child wanting its mother’s help – and she only stares back. Fight your own battles. But I’m at my wit’s end with these Bearrans. They’re killing me! Making my life more than difficult. 
And Zeus has been pestering me my entire life. Never mind that I was the only person he could turn to – who saved his life – when he got himself cursed to turn into a bird by Sierra Reed.
Why can’t anything be simple?
Tears prick at my eyes. They were already threatening me, and now in my anger, they’re pressing at my head like a flood against a dam. I won’t let him win. ‘Zeus. Give it to me. Now.’
‘Or what?’ he says, grinning again. It’s only a game to him. How could he know what this toy means to me? How could he know what anything means to me when he can have anything he wants, whenever he wants?
I take a breath and stand straight. Put on my deadliest nonchalant face, channelling Candace. ‘This is my kingdom,’ I say flatly, with my eyebrows just slightly raised. ‘The disrespect is over. All of you best hear this final warning. If Bearra wants the Ice Empire’s protection, it will work to deserve it. I will be shown appropriate behaviour, and if not, I won’t hesitate to use more forceful methods. I’m here in peace because I don’t want to make an enemy of Bearra or you, Zeus. But I could take this kingdom by force – I will – if I must.’
He swallows and deflates. The tension in the dining room is horrendously thick, snappable. But I’m in control. 
‘Thank you,’ I say with a small smile. 
He obliges defeatedly as I reach out my hand. I curl my fingers around it, my breath loosening with a deep exhale. But a butler walks past with a tray of tea and bumps Zeus. 
The prince jerks and the nutcracker falls. A spray of steaming liquid. The butler stumbling. Tea leaves splatting to the floor. 
My nutcracker lands on the tiles.
Crack. 
I cry out but Zeus drops to his knees even before I do. ‘Sorry – I’m so sorry – I was only joking – I didn’t mean to—’ His pants become damp with the spilled tea, and it must be burning him, but I don’t care, I’m not here anymore. All their words, their bumbling, becomes background noise. 
A traitorous tear rolls down my cheek as I pick up my nutcracker. All I have of myself, my family. Its arm is broken, all the way down, two of its fingers dangling halfway off. I cradle it in my hands and step out of the room wordlessly, shamefully, unable to meet anyone’s eyes. Least of all Candace’s. 

      [image: image-placeholder]Although I know I’ll take the nutcracker to Elm to repair it as soon as I can, I feel as if something has been irreparably damaged – the toy, my past, my parents, my  soul. My place in Bearra, which I deserve but have never been truly given. 
I’m here fighting a war against Lire, fighting for the Ice Empire, for Candace, doing everything I wanted to do, everything I’ve spent my life training for. Why does it not feel . . . good? I’m stressed, but shouldn’t there be at least some level of satisfaction?
I bathe, and cry, feeling completely unlike the feared general I am, and then climb into bed – though not without a notebook and pen, ready to continue writing plans until I fall asleep. It’s too hot for any blankets, so I nestle amongst the hard pillows and pull only a single, thin sheet over my legs. I wipe my eyes one last time, then resolve that it’s time to stop being emotional. 
I could handle everything before tonight, and I’ll handle it again now. To do that, I need to simplify things. The nutcracker – which at first I thought could be an important piece of the puzzle – is a new puzzle in itself. And in the middle of this war? I don’t have time for games. So I’ll do my best to put it out of my mind.
A knock on the door makes my gut clench – no more people, please – and a guard announces the queen, barely keeping the trepidation out of their voice. Maybe they heard me banging my head against the wall earlier. 
‘Hello, Isla?’ Dawn clears her throat. ‘General Isla? I would like to speak with you for a moment, if you’re awake.’
I bury my head in my hands for a second and groan. ‘One moment,’ I call, hopping out of bed and closing my notebook. I wrap the thin Bearran robe they lent me around my body; I’m so used to heavy faux furs and layers that sometimes here I feel naked. ‘Come in.’
The door creaks open. Dawn is, naturally, glowing and kind-looking and sweet and lovely and perfect. 
Meanwhile I have a face freshly blotchy and red. I straighten and try to look brave. ‘How can I help you, Your Majesty?’
Her skirt swishes as she enters, her golden hair shining as if we were in sunlight, not moonlight. ‘I’m sorry to bother you now, but it felt important to talk to you after tonight’s dinner.’
‘Did it.’ I catch myself in the mirror, hazel hair out of its typical neat braid, swept into a bun barely holding together. My eyes are cut through with crimson. At least I’m taller than the queen. By a little. And I’m willing to bet, far stronger. I’d never beat her in beauty or lovability, but at least I could win in a physical fight. That’s what really matters. I’ll tell myself that. Though she does have a Strength blessing from Rhiannon . . . 
I sit at the end of my bed, and she takes a seat at my desk by the window. She watches the moon for a while – because of course she can sit there and watch the moon. Who has ever cared about her wasting their time?
‘So?’ I say. 
‘So, sharing power with you has been an adjustment.’
‘I wouldn’t say that, since you’ve barely adjusted.’
She shifts. ‘What I did, letting you in, agreeing to your terms . . . It was a decision made out of desperation, and one that most of my people did not agree to. Don’t believe I’ve come out of this unscathed.’
‘Sure, but I don’t hold any empathy for you. This is war.’
Her kind face drops slightly. ‘Do you ever wonder if this sort of attitude is why people don’t like you very much, Isla?’
Blood rushes to my face. ‘Do you think people would worry about liking me if I were a royal like you? If I was Zeus?’ My fists clench the bedsheets. ‘Did you come in here to insult me, or to tell me something important? I would like to get on with my work so I can get some sleep for once.’
‘My apologies,’ she says, blinking slowly. ‘Truly. I shouldn’t have . . . It isn’t like me to be cruel.’
‘No, it’s like you to be Generous, and Passionate, and Wise, and—’
‘A lot of pressure for a young woman to be under, don’t you think?’
Well, yes, but I have just as much pressure without any of her privileges. ‘Is that your apology? An excuse?’
She takes a moment before responding, sitting perfectly still. ‘I dislike being at odds with you,’ she says. ‘It doesn’t help either of us. There are people far less like me that I’ve had to learn to tolerate – even love. Maya, Sierra. Even Relia. In another life, you and I could have been friends. So why don’t we try?’
‘And I suppose this would be on your terms. Your idea of friendship.’
There’s nearly a flash of irritation in her eyes, and I take that as a slight win. She continues, ‘I want to come to a better agreement about how we can work together. The Ice Empire may own Bearra, but I’m still its queen. I’ll tell my people to be kinder and try to work with you, and in return, I wonder if you could be a little . . . warmer. Ask your troops to relax and make Bearrans feel less afraid of the Ice Empire’s influence here. Win them over by appealing to them, not by force. Be our friend, Isla. It will make everything much easier.’
I bristle. I hate this stigma. That all my hardships stem from my personality – not the world I live in. That if I was just more amenable, more gentle, more quiet and less brash, all my problems would go away. No, they wouldn’t – I’d just stop being everyone else’s problem. ‘I don’t owe you anything. Nor do my soldiers.’
‘Which means you won’t take my suggestion, even if it would help you, too?’
‘It won’t help me, because it won’t work. On your end, at least. You think you can simply tell everyone to be more welcoming? You think I haven’t tried to be friendly? You think you’ll get Zeus to stop being a hyperactive puppy? If you can guarantee things will run more smoothly, and that my power will be taken seriously, then I’ll give Bearra more leniency. But until then, I won’t stop being cold just to let your circle walk all over me. I meant what I said at dinner. The childish behaviour is over.’
Dawn keeps a straight face, but I’m sure I detect her lashes twitching slightly. ‘Like I said, if this is our situation, I would rather work with you than against you. My friends want to punish you, despite how you saved us, and despite me asking you to. I recognise that and I’m trying to apologise. I’m inviting you to move forward with me. General, I am sorry.’
I lean back. I thought she was here to manipulate me, but maybe she really does empathise with my situation. The genuine apology has caught me off guard.
How much more powerful would we be together – how much more powerful would Bearra be – if the two most powerful young women in the world could just get along? 
Could I give this friendship a try? If it turns out she has bad intentions, if it turns sour, I’ll know soon enough and put a stop to it. And even if her circle doesn’t follow, her support alone would benefit me greatly. 
‘Your apology is accepted,’ I say, but I don’t give her the satisfaction of appearing kind or accepting. Instead I lace my words with scepticism. ‘And you have a deal. Try not resisting this one.’
Dawn grins. I wonder if she ever hasn’t gotten something she wants. ‘See you tomorrow for a strategy session,’ she says. ‘I’ve already had a room set up for us. Sierra and Arden might join.’
Typical. ‘And Relia and Zeus?’
‘Now, what do you think?’
‘Put my chair on the other side. I can’t concentrate over constant giggling.’
When she leaves, I admittedly feel lighter. Like the tension has dropped and my head has cleared. I leave my notebook closed for the night and crawl back into bed.
Before I blow out my last candle, I observe the nutcracker again. Laying flat on my desk, broken and miserable. 
With a pang of guilt, I get up and stand it upright on the windowsill. I kiss it on the forehead and face it towards the moon. Maybe it can see my parents, sense them out there somewhere. 
I follow its gaze and hope, wish. 
My bed engulfs me once more and I fall asleep watching my nutcracker, allowing my mind to wander, allowing myself to feel, and imagine, and pretend my family really do exist. Elm believes they don’t, but this nutcracker is a sign, isn’t it? 
Somewhere is someone who gave me up. 
And someday, I’ll find them. 






  
  [image: image-placeholder]
Chapter Two


It’s still dark when I wake, and I’m as restless as the twinkling stars. Moonlight sparkles through the window along with a cool breeze that protects me from the relentless Bearran heat. The nutcracker, standing on the windowsill, casts a long soldier’s shadow across the room.  
I curl into the comfort the shadow offers, but it isn’t much use. Thoughts of my parents stir within the darkness, cutting through any potential for peace. My limbs itch to get up and move. 
In what short sleep I did manage, the nutcracker flooded my anxious dreams. It came to life, fighting by my side in battles. Then it led me to a house made of children’s building blocks. They kept shifting, all of indeterminable size and shape; there were no paintings on the walls, or cushions on the chairs. An echo of a life. Light-haired people warmed themselves around a fireplace lit with grey fire. 
The nutcracker held my hand with its unbroken arm and pushed me forward to meet the family, but they wouldn’t turn around. They wouldn’t respond to my calls. The dream was hazy and numb, but every time I spoke and they ignored me, I became more and more frantic, my panic sharp and vivid. 
Who are you? Who are you? Who am I? 
I rolled awake before they could turn. 
Now unable to resist, I slide out of bed to observe the nutcracker again. My shoulders tense as I approach it, though the tightness between my brows softens as I take a deep breath and stretch my neck. In the soldier’s silhouette I see my mother and father. I see that grey fire. When I pick up the toy, it’s warm to the touch, the paint soft and smooth. 
Guilt and heartache rush back in as I remember how it was so stupidly broken. At once I want to collapse into tears again, or punch Zeus in the face. I turn the nutcracker so I can inspect its wounds, and . . . 
What in the seven fairies?
It was broken, wasn’t it? I suck in a breath and nearly drop it. The nutcracker’s paint seems to have a fresh brightness, glossy in the moonlight, and the joints are perfectly intact. Good as new, no sign of any break.
I reason with myself, tamping down my shock. How many magical toys have I seen in Elm’s workshop? This is nothing unusual. 
But of course, this isn’t one of their inventions – it’s something of my parents’. Why would my family leave me with a toy enchanted to repair itself? 
I slip on a robe and take the little soldier out into the hall, hoping to find somewhere with fresher air and better light. I know I told myself I wouldn’t go down this path, that I have no time, that I need to keep my emotions controlled – but if I can spend a few moments inspecting the nutcracker, isn’t it worth trying to unlock its secrets? I can’t sleep anyway.
The hallways are lit with candles that servants must keep an eye on through the night. They aren’t bright enough, though; I’ll have to find somewhere else. I pad my damp forehead with my sleeve and return to my room to put my boots on. I hate walking around here without shoes. The unfamiliar, gritty stone flooring makes me shiver with discomfort.
Once I’m laced-up, I step quietly past the other rooms, many still in a state of half-repair. Candace sleeps in the suite next to mine when she’s here overnight, which isn’t often, and as for most of the Imperial soldiers, they choose to stay out in the encampment. I would rather be with them, but to not reside in the castle would be to admit it isn’t mine.   
Since Dawn and Relia sleep in the royals’ quarters on the other side of the castle, I’m left lumped in with the array of foreigners – including, once again, the pirates – who have made this their home. 
I note each door: the one that houses the famous Teddy and Maya, the one for Sierra and Arden, then Zeus, then Levi and Ebony, then Lark, then Wren. There are no other leaders, no highly-regarded Bearrans or advisors, because no one else is in Queen Dawn’s exclusive circle of young companions. 
Her offer of friendship was genuine, I believe, but how I’ll ever be accepted by – or hope to wrangle – this group she’s created, I have no idea. Especially if Zeus is determined to continue being so—
There’s a crash, and of course his face appears around the corner. 
I groan, pressing my fingers against my temple. 
‘Ah!’ he says, and a bucket rolls along the shadowy floor. ‘Kicked it. It’s dark.’ 
I have no words. I shake my head. 
He glances at my nutcracker and his face pinches up shamefully. ‘My dear Isla, I’m very sorry about that.’
‘Zeus. What are you doing, causing trouble at this hour?’
‘I’d ask what you’re doing wandering around, but I’m well aware you’re a bad sleeper. Should’ve known I’d see you out here.’
‘Then you should have known to stay away and not bother me.’
‘Then you should have known—’ He stops himself. ‘I’m sorry. I’ve heard enough lectures today about my behaviour. You, Relia, Dawn. Fairies. Everyone seems to forget I’m a prince.’
‘Because you don’t act like one, and I’ve usurped all your power.’
‘Well, you’re trying to.’
‘You’re an imbecile.’
‘And yet we’re best friends.’
‘Good night, Zeus.’ I turn on my heel and strut towards my room. 
‘Wait!’ He hurries up to me, his feet thumping. ‘I’ve already sent for someone to find you a replacement, uh, nutcracker. Really, I am sorry.’
My breath catches, but I try to stay impassive. ‘Oh – you didn’t have to. It’s . . . already mended.’ I show him the soldier’s arm. ‘See?’
‘Elm’s here?’ He grins widely, and for a second the image of him in front of me wavers, and all I see is a panting dog that’s just heard the word ‘walk’. 
‘No. They are not.’
He slumps. ‘Why let me get all excited, then?’
I want to hit him, but then again, don’t I always? If only Elm really were here, they might take some of Zeus’s attention off me. I could use my best friend right now. 
‘That reminds me,’ I say, deciding to utilise my now ironic advantage over the prince to shut him up. ‘Remember when you broke your arm?’
He makes a sour face. ‘Don’t be cruel, my sweet Isla.’
‘Well, everyone here seems to know your secret anyway. Love turned you into a bird, and who had to pick up the pieces of your mistake? Me, of course, as always. Is it really too much to ask for five minutes without babysitting you?’
‘Yes?’
‘Zeus. Please, will you simply let me enjoy a nice walk on my own?’
‘No. I don’t want to.’
I huff, hurrying past him and his kicked-over bucket, hoping to leave him in my wake. He trails at my ankles anyway. 
‘How about we get a drink?’ His fingers brush my arm, and I slap him away. 
‘Do you seriously think—’
He’s about to argue when I hold up a hand. His mouth clamps shut as my expression goes from furious to serious. Fairies, what is that?
A soft red light filters through a window, turning the silvery moonlight scarlet. My breathing stops. Goosebumps rise over my arms and shoulders. I step back as the light intensifies. Zeus’s eyes follow it too. He inhales sharply.
Before I can decide on my next move, he pulls me from behind into a far wall of the hallway. His hands grip around me – one on my waist, the other over my mouth – and I’m trying to shrug him off when a whirl of magic shoots through the window. 
Glass sprays like falling rubies as the blast hits the wall opposite us. The brick crumbles – not that it was particularly uncrumbled, since the previous attacks. I loose a breath, turning to look at Zeus; he’s still gripping me tightly, my skin burning where his hands touch me. We share a glance. 
Did he just . . . save me? No. There’s no way. I would’ve moved in time on my own. Besides, magic has never affected me the way it does others. Whatever wards Candace placed upon me as a child, I doubt even a magical blast as powerful as that could really hurt me. The debris, however? 
I shake away from the prince, regaining my composure, and inspect the damage. It would be stupid to look out the window knowing whoever attacked us could be readying their next attack, but I want to know what we’re working with. I inch closer, trying to understand their purpose.
How did they get past the lines of Ice Empire soldiers outside Bearra, and the castle’s guards? Is it just one person, or a group, an army? And why attack us here? Are they after Zeus? Me? The queen? 
Their magic is Rhiannon-red, but that could mean anything with this war’s complex loyalties. Plenty of Lire’s followers have accumulated power from afar.
I sneak towards the smashed-in window. Zeus motions for me to come back, but I shake my head. This is my job. I’m brave, while he hides away. That’s how it’s always been. 
He harshly whispers, ‘We need to call for help! Get back!’
Because he thinks I’ll take orders from him? I can deal with this on my own, and if I do, it might prove to the Bearrans how capable I am. If I call for help, they’ll see me as weak. Under no circumstances can I let that happen, regardless of whether Dawn wants us to be friends. 
The magical light increases again, like blood soaking through white fabric. I peek my head around slightly to get a look, and . . . 
Catch a glimpse of a beating wing. Scaled and glistening. 
I jump back. Oh, fairies.
‘Um . . .’ I try to tell Zeus, unable to form my mouth around the fearsome truth. The fairy of strength is here. What on earth is the fairy of strength doing here?
I resist the urge to scream for Candace. She’ll hear me, and she’ll come. But I can’t be seen relying on my magical mother every time there’s trouble.
Still, I’m not used to dealing with actual fairies. They leave us alone in the empire. That is, except for Kara, who we had a flimsy alliance with, and Candace is still cleaning up the mess we left saving Bearra without consulting her first. People are intimidated by Kara. That’s how she retains her power. But even with all the stories my mother told me about the fairy, I’ve never met her, let alone fought her. 
So, Rhiannon, here, attacking . . . me? Tonight?
My nutcracker is still warm in my cold hands, and I place it in a safe corner. There’s no time to hide it in my room, but if anything happens to it . . . Well, I suppose it’ll repair itself again, won’t it? But I can’t be distracted by the toy. I need to be ready to fight. 
Fairies. All I wanted was a moment to myself to contemplate the nutcracker. Couldn’t I have had a minute or two before disaster? This simply wouldn’t happen in the Ice Empire!
A dragon’s silhouette forms in the glowing red light and I widen my stance so my legs don’t fail me. Zeus dives behind me. I whip my iron dagger out of my boot. 
A gust of wind blows fresh remnants of glass through the hallway as Rhiannon soars inside and lands in a ball of searing fire. 
I gulp, awed – as is natural when it comes to meeting fairies. I’m stopped dead for a few moments.
Her bare feet bear no signs of injury as she steps across the glass shards towards me, her ankles wrapped in thin, thorny vines that bloom with red roses at her knees. Her dress is woven around her in maroon threads; scrappy but elegant, tight but breathable. It reaches up to her neck, where a fountain of thin braids fall, her hair the same raven shade as her glistening skin. Within each braid are woven strings of rubies, which are mirrored under her eyes; a spattering like freckles, as if she’s been splattered with blood. 
The fairy is dressed for war. 
And the dragon wings? Where do I even begin with the dragon wings?
I draw in a shaking breath, losing my composure as the tall fairy looms over me. Despite her territory being closest to the Ice Empire, her jungle like a thick border between us and the rest of the world, I’ve never seen her in person. 
Where our values are order and ambition, hers are rooted in chaos. Where our landscapes are ice cold and colourless, hers are thick with heat and vibrancy. She, our opposite, is a key reason the empire hasn’t been able to expand south-east. We’re enemies, only one of our empires fated to win. 
With that deadly scowl on her face, I know she feels the same. 
‘Away!’ shouts Zeus. ‘Back, fairy!’ He waves his arms frantically. ‘Whatever you want with me – the prince of the Ice Empire – you have offended us by breaking this . . . This . . .’ He points to the gaping opening bordered by jagged glass. 
I blink at him. ‘Did you forget the word window?’
‘I’m in shock!’ He lifts his hands.
Rhiannon seethes. ‘If you think I’m here for that joke of a prince, you’d be very wrong.’ Her voice is deep and raspy; it slithers into my ears like hissing snakes. ‘Child of the false fairy.’ She eyes me, and it’s as if an invisible force is reaching into my gut, turning me to stone. ‘You shall accompany me to my territory. I will hold you as insurance against Candace until she and the empire are taken care of. Do feel free to fight me before I take you. It’ll be far more fun that way.’
My shoulders relax. This is hardly my first attempted kidnapping for ransom. That’s far easier to handle than if she were outright attacking the kingdom. 
Zeus scoffs. ‘If you’re taking Isla, you’re taking me. We come as a pair. And we are very much equal in ransomability, except that I am more powerful in almost every way, making me the far superior target.’
‘If I might make a humble request,’ I say to the fairy, folding my hands neatly, my dagger still gripped in one, ‘please leave the prince behind.’
Her eyes blaze with magic. ‘This is no negotiation, children. I am not here to talk. I am here to fight, and to leave with my prize.’
My nutcracker remains hidden in its shadowed corner. Candace would want me to face Rhiannon, but what would my parents want me to do? Would they ever have expected their daughter to be leading an empire and a kingdom? To be going up against fairies? Would they have wanted me to fight, or to surrender, or to run, or call for help?
None of them are here. It’s just me, and who I’ve become. A woman who has become so cold she can command the Ice Empire’s armies. A woman who makes her own decisions – and is never wrong. For better or worse, I am ice. I’m in control. 
‘I’ll remind you Kara is my ally,’ I tell Rhiannon. ‘She won’t be . . .’ I trail off for a second as the Gracian pirates sneak into the hallway. Sierra and Arden momentarily blanch with confusion at the sight of Rhiannon and the chaos in the hallway.  ‘. . . happy with your decision.’ I blather on about alliances and other political drivel so I don’t give the pirates away.
Sierra suits being bathed in red; teeth bared excitedly at the
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