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      Once upon a time, there was a boy named Florian.

      Uh-oh, you say, this is a fairytale, because they always start with “Once upon a time”.

      And you’d be right, because it is a tale about fairies. About evil fairies, and greedy fairies. You see, fairies are not all pretty with glittery wings and frilly dresses, but Florian didn’t know that yet.

      So…

      Once upon a time, there was a boy named Florian.

      What sort of name is that, you’d ask? Which parent who loves their children would call a boy Florian? Jack, James, Morgan even, but Florian? That’s ridiculous, you’d say.

      And all of the children in Florian’s class would agree with you.

      Florian-the-sissy, they called him, or Florian fat-boy, and this is how, when this story starts, he jumped off the school bus alone, while his classmates jeered at him from the back seat.

      The bus rumbled off, leaving Florian alone by the side of the road, with the nasty things they’d said still ringing in his ears. He wasn’t going to cry, he was not that sort of boy, but he didn’t know how to face his father about yet another school jumper lost.

      He crossed the road and slouched up the long driveway that led to his father’s caravan. Green fields stretched out on both sides of the muddy path, Mr MacDonald’s cows in one paddock, his father’s horse in the other.

      Florian jammed his hands in his pockets, imagining what his father would say. He’d look at him with those stern eyes, and then he’d say, “Are you sure they threw your jumper in the creek?”

      Florian would nod, and then, and this was the worst part, his father would push himself up, limp to the other side of the caravan, while his walking stick went tap-tap-tap on the floor, and he would draw the money tin from under the bed. He would give Florian a handful of coins, and say, “Now make sure you don’t lose it again.”

      And then Florian would have to go into the school uniform shop and dig in the old cardboard box that was shoved underneath the rack with brand new girls’ dresses, some still in plastic. He would have to untangle school pants with holes and jumpers that looked more purple than blue from washing them too many times. The worst thing about that box was that someone had scrawled “Recycling” on it, but what they’d really meant to write was Florian’s name, because no one got clothes from that box. It stank of mould, too.

      From the other side of the fence, the horse made a snorting noise that sounded as if it was laughing.

      Florian glared at the animal. “Yeah, you laugh. Next time I find you in Mrs MacDonald’s rose garden chasing her dogs, I’ll tell her that she can keep you.”

      The horse tossed its head and trotted off, as if it was offended.

      Stupid horse. Florian didn’t understand why his father kept it. If it wasn’t escaping from its paddock, it just stood there all day. It wouldn’t even let anyone ride it.

      Sunlight glinted in puddles and off the handlebars of three motorbikes that stood to the side of the caravan.

      Florian’s heart jumped. His father’s friends Boris, Per and Juni were here. He ran down the drive at a trot, and into the dimness of the covered awning of the caravan, kicking off his shoes.

      Per sat on Florian’s bed, his hands clamped between his knees. His wild mane of bushy black hair hung forward over his shoulders.

      Juni and Boris sat on the floor, playing a game of cards. Juni just slammed a couple of cards on the pile between them, his black-clad back towards Florian. A lank blond ponytail hung to his waist. Seated opposite Juni, Boris looked up. He pulled his beanie down over his freckled forehead. “Afternoon, boy.”

      Florian stopped, trying to make sense of this unusual situation. “What are you doing in here? Where’s Dad?” Normally, the men would sit with his father in the van.

      His father’s walking stick leaned against the caravan, but the door was closed.

      Florian opened his mouth to speak, but then the sound of voices drifted through the thin panel.

      “Go now. I didn’t invite you to bother me!” His father’s voice.

      “No, Aurelius, you don’t see it. You have no choice. It has to be done.” The voice sounded high and thin, and cracked like that of an old woman. What was more, she had used his father’s full name; most people just called him Leo.

      His father’s voice replied, the words inaudible.

      Florian stared at the tree men now looking up at him. “Who’s that?” There had only been three bikes outside.

      Boris flicked his red hair over his shoulder. He took the pile of cards from the floor and pushed them into a tidy stack, showing tattoos of ivy leaves all over the back of his hands. “A visitor.”

      Yes, Florian could see that. Typical vague answer, like Boris liked to give.

      “What’s her name?” Florian tilted his head to hear more of the conversation.

      Juni heaved himself to his feet and went to stand in front of the door. “Eavesdropping is considered poor manners.” His beard, curly and blond, hung halfway down his chest. He stuck his hands in the pocket of his black leather jacket. Always the stickler for rules, he was. Not suitable for kids’ ears, we’ll tell you when you’re eighteen—blah, blah, blah. That was six years before anyone told him anything. Florian wanted answers.

      He turned to Per, still seated on the floor. Per was usually more reasonable. He understood things. “Can anyone tell me what’s going on? Who is that woman in there? Why can’t I see father?” Was he sick? Was he behind paying the rent? Or school fees?

      Per smiled. “I know what you’re thinking, boy.”

      See? Per understood. With his snake-tattoos covering his arms, and his huge black beard, he might look fiercest of the three, but he was really a softie. He was the only one who could come close to that cranky old horse. “So—Dad isn’t in trouble?”

      “Florian, take it from me: your father has no debts, at least no debts that involve money. He is in good health, or no worse than yesterday.”

      There was more, Florian just knew it. “But…?”

      “The real problem is worse. Much worse.”

      Florian glanced at the door and whispered, “Worse?”

      Before Per could answer, the caravan door opened, and his father stood in the doorway. Dressed in his usual checked shirt and faded jeans, he looked no different from normal, but his expression was more grave than Florian had seen it. “Come in, boy.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      Florian took an uncertain step into the caravan.

      In the very corner by the window, sat a hunched figure of a woman. Sunlight lit her back and head, making her white hair shine like quicksilver. Her skin was so dark and wrinkled it looked like the bark of a tree. Steam rose from a cup of tea cradled in her hands.

      His father said, “Sit down, son.” His voice sounded like this was going to be one of those I’ve never told you, but… speeches.

      While his father closed the door, Florian slid onto the bench opposite the woman. She stared at him with beady black eyes, a stare that made him nervous. He smiled, but she didn’t smile back.

      His father joined him on the bench and broke the uneasy silence. “Florian, this is Meva. She... used to work for me.”

      The woman broke in, “Aurelius, you must explain to the boy⁠—”

      “Yes, yes, all in its time.” His father reached across the table for the sugar pot, his hands trembling.

      As he spooned sugar into his tea, the silence lingered. The woman went back to staring at Florian and he went back to wishing that she wouldn’t.

      She used to work for his father? His father had never held a job, or at least not as far as Florian could remember. He always said he’d been injured in a fight when Florian was little, and now received an invalid pension from the government. There were not many bosses who could use a man with a wooden leg and no diplomas and no car. That’s why Florian had to make sure he finished school.

      Florian didn’t remember any of this. He’d been very small when he came to live here with his father and he remembered nothing of before that time.

      The old woman whispered, “He looks so much like his mother.”

      “My mother?” Florian’s heart thudded against his ribs. His mother hated men, his father had told him, and that was why he had taken Florian when he left her.

      Now the woman smiled, deepening the wrinkles in her face. She reached across the table and squeezed Florian’s hands. Her skin was cold. “Yes, your mother. A strong and wonderful woman, but... just a bit stubborn.”

      “You’re coming for my mother? My mother wants me back?” He gazed at the hands on his. Skin crinkled like the bark of an ironbark tree. Nails long and almost cat-like. He knew for sure: Meva might look like a woman, but she wasn’t.

      He glanced sideways at his father, who stared at the steam rising from his tea, his mouth twitching.

      Meva shook her head. “Your mother misses you, you know, even though she would never say so. She’s too hard on herself. I’ve wanted for so long to see you again, but she wouldn’t let me.”

      “Who are you? How come you know me?” He wanted to ask What are you? but he thought that might be rude.

      “I’m your birth nymph.”

      His—what?

      “Aurelius, please explain to the boy...”

      Father brought his hand on the table with a crash. “I won’t go back, and that’s the end of it.”

      Florian grasped his chance. “Back where?”

      Father didn’t meet his eyes.

      After a long and uncomfortable silence, Meva said, “To the realm of Celestia.” She straightened her back, her eyes burning. “I can’t believe you haven’t told the boy⁠—“

      Father hit the table again so hard that the cups danced over the surface. “I’ve told you! We’re finished with Celestia.”

      “You’re not, and I won’t let you off that easily. You are still their legal king.”

      Florian glanced from one to the other, his cheeks burning. Did she really say his father was a king of some place?

      “They don’t want me. They never wanted me. I was never brave or heroic enough. They adored Daisy, oh, they did, so they can have Daisy.”

      “Daisy? My mother is called Daisy?”

      His father glared at him as if about to tell him to keep his mouth shut, but Meva smiled. “The very one. Queen Daisy of Celestia.” Then she cast his father a sharp look. “You really haven’t told him anything, have you?”

      “There is nothing to tell. He’s growing up like a normal boy.”

      Meva rolled her eyes. “What is the value of your life here, anyway? You gain no exceptional knowledge, there is no magic, and the boy has no opportunities. Why live in this... hovel while you could live⁠—”

      “Enough. Get to the point, woman. Why are you here?”

      Florian shivered. If his father got angry like this, he’d soon throw all of them out, and then there would be no dinner, at least until dark.

      “Because, Aurelius, like it or not, the law of Celestia, written by the Four Clans, still says you are our king. And we need your help because we have a problem. The rightful king of Celestia is the only one who can take the sceptre from its case, but the spell to protect it will expire in seven days, leaving it available to whomever has the power—or magic—to take it from the palace. Think of it, Aurelius, the king’s sceptre--the most powerful magical object in the world—could be in the hands of those who want to harm the realm within seven days.”

      “Seven days?” His father rose, hitting the table so hard with his knees that his teacup wobbled. “That’s impossible!”

      “Time flies, Aurelius.”

      His father opened his mouth to protest, but closed in again. He sank back into his seat, redness fading from his face. “Twelve years, yes. The spell only lasts for twelve years. But why wait so long? Why didn’t you say anything before?” He leaned his head in his hands. “Why didn’t I remember?”

      “You didn’t remember because Daisy paid for the court magicians to send you forgetting spells. And I didn’t say anything because I thought we could handle it. Daisy is ambitious, but she’s not stupid. I believed that when the spell expired, us nymphs could simply ask her to take the sceptre to the sacred woods under our protection and encase it in a spell of our own for safekeeping. We had a plan worked out. But then, a few days ago, this happened...” Meva drew a satchel from her lap, opened the drawstring and pulled out a piece of black velvet. This, she spread on the table. Squiggly white lines had been drawn across the fabric.

      She tipped the satchel upside-down. A few glittering jewels dropped in her hand. She flicked her wrist, scattering them across the velvet.

      The stones wriggled and danced, throwing twinkling lights across the fabric as their polished surfaces caught the sun. They shifted and slid and arranged themselves into patterns and swirls.

      Florian gaped. Wow. Moving stones.

      When the stones came to rest, his father took in a sharp breath. “But that’s...” All bitterness and anger had faded from his father’s voice.

      Meva nodded, tracing lines marked out by the stones with a long curved nail. “This here is the sign of ignorance, and apathy.” She traced another line. “Greed. Greed is very strong in this pattern each time I cast it. These are signs of the Blind Ones. I’m afraid this omen is stronger than us nymphs can ever be. Daisy has fallen prey to bad things, and if the sceptre falls in their hands...”

      His father’s eyes were wide. “But the Blind Ones... Is she out of her mind?”

      “No. Just ambitious, as usual, and that makes her vulnerable. I suspect that one of the spirits made her an offer she liked, and she, not having much of a way with magic, didn’t recognise the danger.”

      Florian asked, “Excuse me. What are the Blind Ones?”

      Meva’s beetle-eyes fixed his. “Bad spirits, bad spirits. You never learned the rhyme?”

      “Rhyme?”

      She held up a stern finger and lowered her voice.

      
        
        “Malice does an evil deed

        Ignorance pays it no heed

        Apathy says it’s part of the game

        while Pride refuses to take the blame

        Selfishness turns its back

        and Laziness loses track

        These six serpents twist their coils

        so that Greed can take the spoils

      

      

      “Those are the seven sins, embodied in spirits.” She sipped from her tea. “Every child in Celestia knows this.” She cast his father a hard look. “Honestly, Aurelius, what do they teach children in these schools you have here?”

      His father looked at Meva intently, ignoring her jibe. “But if Daisy opens the chamber, and gets the sceptre, and if the Blind Ones are with her, then...” He shook his head. “No, we can’t let that happen. The sceptre has such strong magic, if it falls into the hands of the Blind Ones, their thoughtlessness will destroy Celestia and all the adjacent bridge-worlds. The magic will go wild. It may even leak into this world...”

      Florian grinned. “Cool.”

      “No, Florian, it is not cool.” His father’s voice was stern. “Magic, when out of control, is a very bad thing. Imagine whirlwinds so big they suck up entire cities, earthquakes that swallow continents, snow storms that freeze the entire world... No, she must be stopped.”

      A smile spread across Meva’s face. “I hoped you would say that. The sceptre must be brought to safety and only one person can touch it before the spell runs out: the rightful king of Celestia.”

      His father stiffened, as if he realised what he’d just said. “No. I’m not going back.”

      “Aurelius, consider the people.”

      “I’m not going back,” his father said, louder this time. “The people of Celestia didn’t want me then. Why should they want me now?”

      “We don’t want you—we need you.”

      “They should have said that when there was still time. No. It’s too late. I’m not going back. That’s final.”

      “But Aurelius--”

      “That’s final!” His father slammed his fist on the table.

      There was an intense silence.

      Meva licked her lips and whispered. “Then tell me, Aurelius, if you’re going to be silly about it, what should we do? Let the Blind Ones take the sceptre? You only need to come back for long enough to take the sceptre from its chamber and give it to the nymphs. No one needs to see you and afterwards, you can go back to... this life.” She eyed the crockery shelf where cracked and chipped plates and cups stood in neat stacks. Then she added in a whisper, “Celestia would be ready for forgiveness, you know.”

      “Didn’t I tell you: enough! I’m not coming.”

      “You would rather that the sceptre fell into the hands of the Blind Ones?”

      Florian shifted to the edge of his seat. Why wouldn’t his father take responsibility—ever? He sat in the caravan, waiting for Boris, Per and Juni to bring the weekly load of shopping. He only spoke to Mr MacDonald when Mr MacDonald made the effort to come to the caravan. He never attended anything at Florian’s school, he never went into town...

      Father glanced again at the stones, then sighed and heaved himself from the table. “No. But I’ll give you what you want: the king of Celestia.” He limped to the bed, where the covers lay heaped in a mound, and pulled out a drawer from underneath.

      Florian felt like shouting at his father. If he were the king of some magical land, he would have stayed there to order his subjects to do the right thing. He wouldn’t be living in a world with no magic in a pathetic caravan.

      His father returned to the table with a wooden box Florian had never seen before. It was a beautiful thing, with carved flowers and inlaid stones. He set it down, then extracted a gold chain from under this shirt. Florian knew his father carried a tiny gold key on a chain, but whenever he had asked what it was for, his father had jokingly answered it was the key to his heart. Not so, obviously, and it made Florian feel more sick with lies. Lies, lies, their entire life was a lie.

      The tiny key fitted in the lock, which creaked open.

      Inside the box, on a bed of red velvet, lay a gold circlet. His hands trembling, his father took it out, balancing the delicate metalwork in his hands with cracked and dirty skin from working in the garden. Gemstones glittered.

      Meva breathed out a hiss. “I didn’t think I’d ever see this again. Put it on.”

      His father shook his head. “I will never wear that thing again.” He put the circlet on the table and lifted a chain out of the box. On it hung the biggest jewel Florian had ever seen, although to be fair, he hadn’t seen many. In the palm of his father’s hand, its many polished facets cast small spots of light on the ceiling and walls of the van.

      “The heart of Celestia,” Meva whispered. “The magic lifeblood of the realm.” Her eyes widened. “Aurelius, how are we going to get the sceptre without those things, if you won’t come? It must be done by the king.”

      “Yes, you are right. It must be done by the king. The oldest male of the royal family, which is me, hated and most unpopular king of Celestia ever... ridiculed and vilified...” He put the stone down. “Let an old cripple man lead the rest of his life in peace. I abdicate.”

      Then they both looked at Florian.
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      Meva took in a sharp breath and opened her mouth to protest, but Father shook his head and pushed the stone across the table to Florian. “I should have done this a long time ago.”

      The jewel scattered dots of light on the tabletop. Florian did not dare touch it, but he was so excited that he could barely sit still. So there was something more interesting than being a lonely boy with a weird father.

      Meva protested. “But Aurelius, he is too young. He knows nothing.”

      Florian said, “I’ll learn.”

      His father harrumphed. “He doesn’t need to know anything. I’ll get my protectors to take him and send him into the chamber to get the sceptre for you. Let him see the ruin that is Celestia. Let him see the damage magic does. Then he can come back here, finish his school and get a real job. We’re finished with Celestia, Meva. You really think Daisy will give up the throne for him?”

      Meva’s lips twitched. “You’ve become a bitter old man, Aurelius.”

      “Has Celestia ever given me a reason to be otherwise? From the moment I was born, I was never good enough for the throne. I was never my father’s match.”

      “Times have changed. They wouldn’t mind about...” Her gaze went to his walking stick.

      Father stared out the window. “I mind.”

      “Aurelius, if you could just take the hand of forgiveness I hold out to you⁠—”

      “Enough!” His father rose and limped to the sink, taking a chipped cup off the shelf. “So, what do we need for the ceremony? The purest water of the Dawn Spring. I think Port Campbell town water will have to do...” His voice sounded falsely cheery. He turned on the tap and filled the cup.

      “A minimum of two witnesses,” Meva whispered, and then added, “Aurelius, please, won’t you reconsider?”

      Florian shook his head, his eyes wide. “No, Dad can stay here if he wants to. I’ll do it, if you show me⁠—”

      “That’s just it. You don’t know anything. That’s not your fault, young prince, but I wouldn’t want you to risk your life. I’m your birth nymph. It is my task to protect you. Aurelius, you really must take your responsibility.”

      Father clunked the cup on the table, his face hard, then opened the door. “Boys, come in.”

      When he spoke like this, his father sounded like a king, and then Florian realised that all the times Boris, Per and Juni visited his father, they had been more than friends—they had quietly carried out his father’s orders: done the shopping, paid the bills, fixed the fence. Florian had always thought they were wayward bikies from the city, some leftover contact from his father’s younger days, old friends who felt sorry that his father had lost his leg.

      The three men entered without speaking, squeezing together in the small space inside the caravan. Per had to lean against the kitchen bench to allow the others enough room. With his round belly and bushy beard, he took up more space than the others. Juni’s beanie almost touched the ceiling.

      His father faced the three. “I call upon you as witnesses. On this day, the official throne in exile of Celestia shall pass from father to son. I charge you to protect Florian and with your protection, take him to Celestia to retrieve the king’s sceptre and give it to Meva of the nymphs for safekeeping. Come here, son.”

      Florian wriggled himself out of the seat and came to stand before his father. He straightened his back. “I will do whatever you want me to.”

      His father ignored him. “On your knees.”

      Florian sank down amongst the forest of jeans-covered legs. The lino floor covering of the caravan was hard and, he noticed, not particularly clean. A cool breeze wafted in through the open door, making him shiver. His father held the circlet above his head, regarding his three friends in turn. Then he said, “Juni, will you do the honours, please?”

      His eyes wide, Juni wriggled forward, and placed his hands on Florian’s head. “On this day, before Meva of the nymphs, I, Juniper of the Waterspeaker Clan, take the crown of the Realm of Celestia from its rightful king, Aurelius the First, and put it on the head of his son, Florian, prince of Celestia. Please speak after
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