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Prologue

Somewhere, sometime . . . 


The princess woke with a stranger’s lips on hers, his hot breath like silk on her skin. His hands travelled over her shoulders, brushing away dust. His fingernails whispered down her arms. She could feel his heartbeat against her chest.  
She might have screamed if she hadn’t spent her entire life preparing for this moment. The fate she had never wanted. The curse she had tried to escape. The loss of the one thing she truly longed for: her true love. Because, in the end, she would always be waiting for a prince.
Only a kiss of love from him would break her curse. He was the only way she would ever be freed from the nightmare the dark fairy had bestowed upon her. The curse a fairy of wisdom had promised could be broken, even if it took centuries. 
The princess wondered how long she had been asleep. How much had she missed? What had become of her kingdom, and of the world? What had become of her? 
As she rose, pressing her strange prince gently away, aches spread through her body. Pain. Years of pain. With a shiver, she realised how cold she was, how thirsty, how hungry. Her skin was tight and dry, and she curled over as her stomach clenched.
She opened her mouth to ask the stranger for help, noting the crown atop his head of white-blond hair. Before she could utter a word, her chin was lifted, and a ring was held in front of her. 
The prince stared at her hungrily, the way so many did as they observed her beauty. She could have sworn she saw a flash of lilac in that gaze, as if his blue eyes had gone glassy with devotion. ‘I have freed you, my love,’ he drawled, bringing her attention to his red lips. ‘Now, our future together begins.’
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Chapter One


I’m tying my shoelaces, packing my bag, checking my map one more time. The world may have changed over the last hundred years, but I’m not planning on getting lost. Just to the grave and back again. I can make it.   
The sun is barely over the horizon, and my house is still almost black. Fortunately, I’m used to getting up this early, to seeing in the dark – the last hundred years have made relentless workers of us all. Survivors. I could paint the finest detail with my eyes closed, if only that would feed my family. 
I head to the kitchen and pull some bread from the pantry. Throw some cheese in my bag. There isn’t a lot of space. I’m only taking the old – but precious – leather satchel my father once made for me from leftover bookmaking supplies. I have no idea how long the trip will take; I’m packing for a delicate balance between starving and being weighed down. 
The grave is in a town called Glassine, if it’s still called that. Apparently the world is separated into unfamiliar territories now, and it could take days or weeks to reach the grave. I know nothing of the land I’m stepping into, one hundred years ahead of what I remember.
This is all I’m able to fit in my satchel: four slices of bread and cheese, a flask of water, a change of clothes, my map, and a book. And my sketchbook, with a couple of pencils . . . just in case.
I try to be quiet, hoping that if anyone does hear me, they won’t realise I’m running away. My parents are already awake, but they won’t be up for a while. They’re in their room, too invested in their whispered arguments to worry about me sneaking around the house. The same talk, over and over, for the past year: 
‘I’ll find a new job,’ Dad will say. ‘I’ll talk to the old builders. They might have something I can do, something that isn’t too—’
‘You won’t,’ Mum will reply. ‘I’m not letting you hurt yourself even more. We’ll get the business running again. Make new connections and find new ways to make money. Someone must want our books.’
‘We can’t compete with the new presses outside Bearra, if the kingdom ever opens at all. No one here can afford our work anymore. Our girls are suffering.’
‘The girls will marry. They can take care of themselves.’
‘Maya would rather starve than marry. It was my accident that bankrupted us. I won’t be a burden to my daughters any longer.’
‘Shh. It isn’t your fault.’ I imagine her placing a gentle hand on his arm. 
It was, in fact, no one’s fault but the royals’. They decided their palace needed a new wing, and they rushed the builders. There was no safety in place, and my father fell and broke his leg. He’ll never do physical labour again. 
For a while after his injury, we made enough money running Mum’s bookmaking business. Collectors around the small kingdom of Bearra loved the way we bound the soft pages, the way we covered each tome in fine leather. Children coveted the picture books we made with our own drawings, and we distributed our tales past the kingdom’s borders and out into the surrounding villages. Travellers bought the books to sell as they visited faraway kingdoms. Despite our business’s popularity, we never made a lot of money from it, since each book took so long to craft – but it was enough to live. 
Now, thanks to Bearra’s precious, perfect princess, that world and that life are gone. We still aren’t allowed past the vines to trade outside, and most Bearrans are too poor to buy from us anymore. Who would waste money on books when they’re starving?
If my sisters and I don’t find husbands, my family is going to be bankrupted, and we’ll be separated and miserable forever. I’m not going to let that happen. I’ll do anything not to let that happen. 
I take a final look around my home, unable to make myself step any faster towards the door. Dark wood and unlit candles. Books, everywhere. It’s a small house for Bearra, but it’s cosy, and it keeps out the heat well enough. Upstairs is my parents’ room, my eldest sister Prima’s, and mine and Briar’s. My side of our room is decorated with paintings I’ve created over my seventeen years of life. Briar’s only has one – a sketch I drew of a boy she briefly met and fell in love with three years ago. Well, a hundred and three years ago. 
Leave, Maya. My hand curls around the doorknob. If I don’t go now, I never will. 
But I want to crawl into my parents’ bed and hide under their blankets. I want to hug my sisters goodbye. I at least want to wait, have breakfast together, anything. I’m trying so hard to be brave, to remember I’m doing this for them.
I left a note. That’s the best I could do. I told them I love them and I’ll be back as soon as I can be. It’s not the right thing to do, I know that, but if they knew I was leaving they’d try to stop me. It’d be even worse. 
I take a deep breath and try to suppress the aching in my chest. Twist the doorknob, turn myself around, crack the door open to the first rays of morning light. I look out at my kingdom and step into the cold. 
I can do this.
I have to do this. I have to. 
Take another step. 
A hand clasps my forearm and spins me around. ‘Maya.’
I wince. Prima. ‘I was – I was just going to . . .’ I swallow, my mind blank. 
‘Don’t try to lie to me,’ my sister says, her grey eyes narrowed and her lips pursed with disapproval. Her light-brown hair is swept into a loose braid, and she’s still in her nightdress. ‘You’ve been talking about this for weeks. And you’re not very discreet.’ 
Though Prima is the tallest, and Briar has a rounder face, my sisters and I are mirrors. We get our hair and eyes from our father, and our sharp features from our mother. We are stamped with the Nova family name as much as our books are. 
‘You can’t stop me. You know what this—’ I lower my voice. ‘You know what this crown is worth. Who knows how our grandmother ended up with it, but that thing is hidden within our family, and I’m getting it. It’s going to save us.’
She sighs. She does that a lot, like our parents. Sometimes I wonder if she thinks she is one of the parents, just because she’s the oldest. And only by four years. ‘We don’t need saving. I’m going to marry Matthew, and Briar will find someone too. It’ll give us the time we need to figure something out.’
I stare at her. 
‘I know you don’t want our family to be separated.’
My legs shift. I have to leave now. ‘It isn’t just about that. You won’t have enough money, and Mum and Dad will be left behind. We could lose the house. Our family can’t rely on your marriage alone.’
‘This famine won’t last forever,’ she says gently, moving closer. ‘Things will improve.’
‘They won’t.’ I stare out across the kingdom, at the looming, boxy castle that sits at the top of the hill in the kingdom’s centre – the world’s centre. It can be seen from every part of Bearra, which means I get to be reminded of the people who ruined my life every day. ‘Not with these royals. Things will continue to get worse until there’s nothing left for any of us.’
Prima shakes her head. ‘When the new prince comes into power, with Princess Dawn as his queen . . .’
‘Prince Jacob? He’ll probably be even worse. We know nothing about this man, yet everyone acts like he’s a saint just because he kissed an innocent sleeping girl and she woke up. That doesn’t mean a thing to me, except that he’s good at cutting through vines. And we both know Dawn’s useless. Blessed by six fairies and still can’t see past her own graceful little feet.’
Prima rests a hand against the doorframe, beckoning me back inside. ‘You can’t hate the royal family forever.’
I raise my eyebrows and cross my arms. ‘I can.’
‘But you’ll go and collect their crown for the reward.’
‘Just because you hate a game,’ I whisper, leaning my face closer to hers, ‘doesn’t mean you can’t play it to win.’
Her eyes bulge, as if she’s trying not to roll them. ‘Come inside and have breakfast. We’ll talk about this as a family.’
‘Absolutely not.’ I grip my satchel and stand tall. 
‘If we’re that desperate, we’ll ask Aunt Olivia for help. Or I’ll have Matthew set you up with a job, if that’s what you want. He knows a lot of the farmers, you could work the fields, and—’
‘That would pay next to nothing. And why should I have to settle for a life I don’t want?’
‘Maya, your head is in the clouds. The world has changed, and we must make the most of what we have. Evolve, like everyone else. Can’t you accept it? Find a way to be happy? Life doesn’t have to be only your way or eternal misery. You need to stop wallowing and blaming others. You need to accept responsibility instead of running away.’ She sighs. ‘You need to grow up.’
I clench my jaw. I’m ready to turn and go, but I can’t resist arguing back. ‘First of all,’ I say. ‘Why must I be expected to suffer because of Princess Dawn’s curse? Who thought it was a good idea to put an entire kingdom to sleep for a hundred years so one stupid princess wouldn’t have to wake up alone?’ My fists shake. ‘We didn’t even have it the worst! At least we were all in the kingdom. You know one of the school teachers had a husband and newborn before we slept? They were supposed to visit family in another kingdom, but she was sick so she stayed home while her husband and child left. It was only two days, but because they weren’t in the kingdom when it closed, she’ll never see them again. Her baby is over a hundred years old now, so it’s probably dead. She isn’t even allowed to leave Bearra to look for them.’
‘Maya—’
‘We’re living in a nightmare! I have every right to blame others, I have every right to wallow, and I have every right to do the one thing I know will save us.’
‘Maya,’ Prima almost growls. ‘You are going to throw your life away out of spite. You used to have friends!’ She raises her voice, probably to rouse our parents. She knows I can’t look into our father’s eyes and turn away from him. ‘You used to love people, and people loved you. You had a future – you would’ve been an incredible artist. You still could be! But since we woke, you’ve been consumed by anger. You would rather run away than face the future. Fight for the past instead of embrace the present. Why?’
My body fills with heat. I tuck my hair behind my ears; since I cut it to above my shoulders, it’s always falling in my eyes. Right now the irritation is taking me from angry to furious. ‘I’m doing what’s brave. I’m doing what you’re afraid to do. You’re the one who’s running away. You’ll get married, and you’ll abandon us, and everything will be gone. I’m not just going to save our family. I’m going to make us happy forever. We can do all the evolving we want then.’
‘Girls?’ My mother’s voice calls from the kitchen. ‘What are you doing out here?’
‘Fairies,’ I curse under my breath. If I’d only been able to walk a little faster, I’d be on my way already. This time it’s me who sighs. I turn to see Mum, with Dad by her side. I look into my father’s eyes, and I’m ready to cry. ‘Nothing,’ I say. ‘Go back inside.’
‘She’s trying to run away,’ says Prima.
Mum blinks slowly. ‘Maya, we told you this crown idea wasn’t . . . wasn’t . . .’
‘It’s a bad idea,’ Dad finishes. ‘We know you only want to help, but this isn’t the way to do it.’
I throw my head back. This has turned into a disaster. I shift my satchel further up my shoulder. It’s already making my back ache. My voice nearly cracks when I say, ‘Why can’t you just have faith in me?’
Dad limps to the door and reaches out a hand. ‘We do. But we’re trying to keep you alive.’
‘I’m trying to keep all of us alive!’ I shout, but it only takes a disapproving look from my mother to get me to take Dad’s hand and step into the house. 
Briar is on the staircase, rubbing sleep from her eyes. She seems to realise immediately what’s happened, and pushes out her lips in a disappointed pout. With her big, babyish eyes, despite being a year older than me, she looks younger. ‘Maya . . . really?’ 
Dad serves us pancakes as we sit tensely around our crooked dining table. It took our local farmers a while to bounce back after their crops had spent a hundred years dying. But, a year after waking, we finally have just enough eggs and flour to bake. At least until we lose the last of our money. The royals wouldn’t know this, but rotten food loses its charm after the first bite. 
‘Maya, remember that story you love?’ says my father, scooping a chunk of pancake and honey from his chipped dinner plate. 
Briar laughs. ‘Heroic girl breaks the curse on her family and saves her little brother from a goblin? Or was it heroic girl slays a dragon? Or heroic girl goes on a quest to—’
‘Let’s not joke about those brilliant stories,’ my father says. 
‘Which you wrote.’
I clear my throat. ‘What’s your point?’
Dad meets my eyes, grey on grey, though his are lined with many more years of hardship. ‘You’ve always wanted to be like the heroes you read about, Maya. You’ve always had this idea that you . . . that you want to be a saviour. But those are stories. In real life, we make wise choices, not brave ones. In real life, we don’t go on quests to find buried treasure. We find other ways to survive. We stick together. And things have a way of balancing again.’
‘No.’ I scratch my knife against my plate. ‘Dad, I don’t want to be a saviour. Why would I want to do this? I’m doing it because I have to.’
‘Honestly, Maya.’ Prima shakes her hands as if she might be able to shoo me away. ‘I want to marry Matthew, and I’m going to whether or not you like it. Our family won’t stay under this roof together forever. I don’t know about you, but I’d rather we be separated than you be dead.’
I really do try not to be angry at her. She’s only being protective. In her eyes, she’s doing what’s best. But why can’t she see things from my perspective? ‘If you want to marry, do it. I’m still going.’
Mum slams her hands on the table, making porcelain and metal clatter. ‘I have had enough!’ Her face is red, her lips pursed. ‘We aren’t allowed out of the kingdom for a reason. We are not ready for the new world yet. The queen and king know that. If you’re caught trying to sneak out of the borders—’ She shudders. 
I take a deep breath. I can’t take much more of this. ‘Mum, I know you’re worried, but how different can it be to a hundred years ago? I have a map. I’ll find my way to Glassine. The world isn’t that big.’
‘You’re going to walk. Across the world . . .’
‘Maybe someone will be kind enough to give me a lift in their carriage.’
‘And kidnap you,’ Briar says. ‘Never to be seen again.’
I groan and wipe honey from the side of my mouth. Our house is dark and imposing today, rather than warm and cosy. The wood is pressing in against me, and my family are holding knives to my throat. I need to be free. Now. 
‘You can’t lock me up and stop me from going,’ I say. ‘We’ll end up hating each other and it’ll be for nothing. I’m going to get this stupid crown for this stupid prince, and you are only making it more difficult. Help me.’
The enchanted crown, my buried treasure, is our only hope. It is immensely magical and mysterious, probably forged by the fairy Lire a long time ago. It might even be older than the fairies. The royals need its power to coronate a new queen or king. And since Prince Jacob arrived and woke Princess Dawn, the royals have been desperate to get it back.
It went missing decades ago because . . . well, my grandmother stole it. No one but my family knows it’s buried with her. We alone can get it back and reap the rewards of returning it. Except we’re not allowed out of Bearra. They say it still isn’t safe to open our borders. The world has changed too much; we aren’t ready. Even though it’s been a year. 
Other people must have found ways to sneak in and out. I’ll find a way, too. 
Dad sighs. He seems to realise – I can see it in the creases of his forehead – that he can’t win. ‘Fine.’ His voice is tired now, and I feel guilty, but I’m no less determined. ‘You’re nearly an adult. I won’t stop you doing what you think is right. I would never try to control you. Even if I very much disagree with you. If you’re going to go, however, I have some non-negotiable compromises.’
‘You’re letting me go?’ I blurt, then I collect myself and narrow my eyes. ‘Dad, what compromises?’
Mum is shaking her head. ‘We are not encouraging this!’
‘You’ll go to your aunt’s,’ Dad says. ‘She knew your grandmother best. If anyone has information that can help you find the crown, it’s her. You’ll also get yourself some new shoes. I don’t care about the cost, just get some you can walk – and run – in. You’ll go to the butcher’s for a knife, because I’m not letting you go without a weapon, and you’ll drop off some books on your way.’
A smile tugs at the corners of my lips. ‘Really?’
‘I have faith in you,’ he says. ‘And I would prefer that you go with my support, not without it, as you said.’
I nearly jump over the table to hug him. But I don’t. While my sisters and mother start arguing louder and louder, I make my way slowly around the table to hug my father around his shoulders. He kisses my hands. 
‘You are a hero, Maya,’ he whispers. ‘I lied. You’ll always be the girl in the stories to me.’
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Chapter Two

Somewhere, sometime . . .                     


One year ago, along with all of Bearra, Maya woke.  
No one remembered falling asleep. Most of the small kingdom’s people found themselves on the floor, where they had been standing only moments ago, now shaking cobwebs and dust from their skin. It was as if the world had ended – the sky had gone dark, vines covered every surface, all the food had decayed. They were starving as they scoured for something to eat. They ached, they were desperate for clean water, they—
They had only blinked, and a hundred years had gone by. 
Maya’s first memory was clambering down the stairs in search of her family, pain searing through every part of her body, her face soaked with fresh tears despite her dehydration. She found her parents and clung to them, wiped grime from their cheeks. For a long time, they couldn’t talk. It was an hour before they were ready to go in search of food. More hours before they found any. 
The people tried to escape the kingdom, but they were met with a wall of impossibly thick thorns. They drank the dirty river water and speared fish, because there was nothing else. They tried to rebuild. They were so, so very weak. So very tired. 
The royal family didn’t show their faces. 
The day they woke, most of Bearra thought they were going to die. 
All of this suffering was for one girl. One princess. And the Bearrans were pleased. Was this not a small price to pay so their beloved Dawn would not have to wake from her curse alone? Everyone loved their princess. 
Well, every Bearran except one. Maya Nova hated the royals. They had already hurt her family once, and she would never, ever forgive them for this. 
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Chapter Three


On my way to visit my aunt, as my father requested, I drop off some books. 
The school takes three; they always pay, because they’re funded by the queen. That’ll be enough for a new pair of shoes. The orphanage can only afford one, though all I accept in return is a small cake from their cook. A few families buy them for their youngest children, who grin brightly when they see me coming. The children are one of the few things that make me smile. Eating my cake, I pocket my coins and hope there’s some left over after today’s errands. 
Crafting cheap children’s books has been the only way for me to make any money since Bearra woke. It’s nothing more than a small way to feel useful, but a few coins are better than none. And I am never ungrateful for cake. 
With my bag unloaded, I pace faster to my aunt’s house. It’s been years since I visited her – she and my mother stopped talking entirely after my grandmother passed – but the kingdom isn’t large, and I remember how to find her home. Despite her relative closeness, she lives in the expensive part of Bearra. The streets are cleaner, the water is fresher, and though the houses are in the typical Bearran style of white walls and flat roofs, they’re far bigger. Their large windows overlook the rivers and canals, and servants can often be seen behind the glass, scrubbing away to keep it pristine. To the north-east, the castle rises on its hill, and though it can be seen from all of Bearra, the view is most impressive here. It’s as if they keep the grass on this side of the castle greener.  
The gravel road becomes paved with orange tiles that contrast the azure sky above. My feet enjoy the feeling of hard, even ground that doesn’t pinch me through my thin shoes. There are people out enjoying the sun; we’re early in the warm season, before it gets too hot to want to be outside anymore. Some locals smile at me as I pass. Others sneer. Being a small, friendly kingdom, most Bearrans are polite – except the ones who really, really aren’t. 
I find my aunt’s house: an enormous ivory building hidden behind a sprawling cacti garden with spikes that keep catching my shirt as I navigate through. I hop along the stone steps to an ornately carved wooden door and lift the golden knocker. Not for the first time, I resent my mother for estranging herself from this side of her family. This house could’ve been ours. This life. Instead, it belongs to my horrible aunt, while I am always hungry.
The door falls open with an echoing creak. The servant behind it nearly waves me off, and I have to explain I’m Olivia’s niece so he doesn’t slam the door. Reluctantly he leads me up a set of stairs to a pink sitting room with floor-to-ceiling windows. From here I can see the vines that wrap around the edges of the kingdom, thick and every shade of green, with nightmarish spikes. The fairy of strength, Rhiannon, grew them around Bearra a hundred years ago to protect us while we slept. Now they don’t just keep others out – they keep us in. 
A woman in a strawberry-coloured dress is seated in front of an unlit fireplace. She doesn’t stand, she doesn’t say hello. When the servant announces my arrival, she simply looks me up and down. Grey hair is curled back from her pinched face, which looks like my mother’s if she had spent the last few decades scowling instead of laughing.
‘Prima,’ she says. ‘I hadn’t expected to see you.’
I force my lips into a smile, resisting the urge to scream. ‘Maya, actually.’
Aunt Olivia raises an eyebrow. ‘Classically. Well, take a seat, darling. Can I offer you some tea?’
‘Yes, thank you,’ I say, though I have no idea where she’s getting tea from. Bearra’s farmers have been struggling to grow it since we woke, but I don’t question her. It’s unnaturally cold in here, and if a nice beverage is all I can get from this visit, I’ll take it. I sit on a large red sofa with carved wooden legs, as far from her as I can perch myself without leaving the next room. 
‘I suppose you aren’t here to socialise,’ she says as her servant pours the tea. She has my mother’s sharp features – my sharp features – but on her, they look accusatory. Like she thinks, or knows, she’s better than everyone else. ‘Should I bother asking how my sister is doing?’ 
‘No,’ I say, not caring to be polite to this woman who didn’t even know my name. ‘I’m here because I want to know more about my grandmother. Apparently you knew her better than anyone. I hope to visit her grave. Once we’re allowed to leave Bearra, of course. There’s a kind of treasure in reconnecting with your family, don’t you think?’
Olivia’s face turns sour. Sourer. ‘Go.’ She waves a hand. I nearly argue in defence, but it’s her servant who hurries out and shuts the door. ‘So, you’re going after the crown.’
I lift my tea and cradle it to warm my hands. ‘We need the money. I intend to get the crown and bring it back for the reward.’
‘You’ll be caught sneaking out,’ she says nonchalantly, watching the window. ‘You’ll die on your way, or you’ll die at the grave, and even if you do make it home, they’ll know our family stole it and kill us all anyway. Believe me, I’ve been over it a thousand times myself. It isn’t worth it.’
‘I’ll lie. I’ll tell them I found it somewhere else. No one has to find out I left.’
‘You’ll die,’ she repeats. ‘Even your mother isn’t stupid enough to encourage something like this. Tell me she isn’t involved.’
‘She isn’t happy about it.’ 
Aunt Olivia sips her tea. ‘Then for once she’s thinking wisely.’
I lift my cup to my lips as well, hoping it looks as intimidating as when she does it. The liquid sinks into my chest, the flavour strong and spiced, magical as a fairy. ‘I may not be wise,’ I tell her, ‘but I know that I have to do something to save my family. I’m going with or without your help, so help me and I’ll give you a cut of the reward.’
‘I don’t need money.’
‘But you surely wouldn’t say no to it,’ I say as confidently as I can. ‘Unless there’s something else you want?’
She pauses. ‘Something else . . . No, Maya. It isn’t worth the risk.’
I press on. ‘Something you can only get outside, that I could bring you. Jewellery, fabric, a new sofa – more tea.’
‘I don’t need your help to get me something from the outside,’ she says, her fingers running along the edge of her teacup. 
‘So you know a way out?’
‘I have connections. That’s all. And I won’t be discussing this with you any further.’ 
I stare at her plainly. ‘Tell me how to get to the grave.’
‘No.’ She puts her cup down. ‘I will not be part of this.’
My heart goes cold with disappointment, and I nearly consider storming out before I notice the portrait above the fireplace. In the painting, three women are portrayed with such detail that for a second I think they’re real. One is middle-aged, with grey hair like Olivia’s and eyes exactly like my mother’s. Two young girls stand either side of her, unmistakably my mother and aunt as children. The strange thing is, they’re smiling. Even in heavy-looking dresses and piles of jewellery, their hair in tight interwoven braids, they seem happy. 
I didn’t know my mother had ever been happy with her family. 
‘What happened?’ I ask, gesturing to it. ‘How did you—’
‘Go from a happy family to one lonely woman, one dead woman, and one poor woman?’ Olivia keeps her face hard, but her eyes gleam. ‘People change. Priorities change.’
‘I know that well enough,’ I say. ‘That’s why I have to get the crown. My sisters and I will have to marry if we can’t get money elsewhere. We’ll be separated, and our family will be gone forever.’ I inhale sharply. ‘Just like yours.’
She stares at the painting. ‘I understand your intention. I’m sure anyone with a heart would. But you need to consider the risk.’
‘Family is worth risking everything for.’ I lean forward in my seat. ‘Maybe not to you, but it is to me.’ It might be the only thing I know for certain. No matter how much we argue, no matter how hungry we are, how poor and desperate, my family is always together. We fight for each other, support each other. They are all I have, and I would die for them. They know that – it’s why they’re so worried about me.  
Aunt Olivia’s fingers clench, and her red dress matches the anger boiling beneath her hard face. ‘I learned the hard way that family isn’t everything. Your mother fell in love and was happy to renounce her old family to create a new one, even knowing she’d be shunned for marrying your father. Your grandmother became so entrenched in political scandals and secrets that she became one. She stole the crown and it led to her death. Neither your mother nor mine thought once about me when they left. They only thought of what they wanted.’
‘My family is different.’
‘They’re the same. The only person you can put your faith in is yourself. You know that, deep down. It’s why you want to go on this quest so desperately.’
I scoff. Maybe it’s true that I have very little faith in others, but what does that matter? Prima and Briar think they’ll save us by marrying and leaving – they’re wrong. Mum thinks the business will pick up and we’ll make money again – she’s wrong. Dad thinks he’ll go back to work – he’s wrong. I am the only person able to save them, but it doesn’t mean I love or trust them any less.   
‘Aunt Olivia,’ I say, ready to end this conversation. ‘Why did my grandmother steal the crown?’
She flinches, gives in, just a little. ‘She knew it had power, and she wanted that power. The crown inducts the next king and queen, and if she could stop that . . . I don’t know what her goal was, frankly. Maybe she only wanted to cause trouble. But if anyone ever found out, even now, everyone who ever knew her would be seen as a criminal. As her family, we would be imprisoned at best.’
I lean forward in my seat. ‘Why have herself buried with it, then? What if someone found it?’
‘She believed that even in death, it was safest only with her. And don’t think that her grave can be easily robbed. She used the crown’s magic to create wards all around it. You couldn’t get to it if you tried. If you did, you’d need magical help from all seven fairies.’ Her eyes narrow, as if she didn’t mean to say that. ‘It’s impossible.’
Of course. The crown doesn’t just create royals. It gives whoever holds it access to magic, so naturally my grandmother buried herself in a bubble of impenetrable power. 
I tap the arm of my chair. ‘So only magic can break through my grandmother’s wards.’
‘And why would any of the fairies help you?’ 
‘I know where the grave is,’ I say, ignoring her bitter words, ‘and now I know how to get the crown. I’ll find a way.’
She slams down her teacup. It clangs against the plate underneath. ‘Maya, I will not allow this! You are endangering us all.’
‘I can make all of this right.’ My chest swells with excitement. My mind is clear. ‘And when I return, I’m talking to my mother. You’re going to make things right with each other. We will all be family again. Everything is going to be better soon. I promise I’ll prove you wrong, Aunt Olivia.’
She scowls, but I can see something in her change when I mention my mother. She wants to reconnect with her. I know it. She wants me – and my family – to win. After a long pause, she says, ‘I’ll expect my cut of the reward, as promised.’
‘Of course.’
She sighs and crosses the room to a desk covered in papers. She rifles through the drawers, creasing her dress as she crouches. As I wait, not stupid enough to question her, I watch the view outside – the vines I’ll soon have to find my way through to escape Bearra. 
‘Here,’ she says finally, handing me a compass without meeting my eyes. ‘This was your grandmother’s. It always points to the castle. From anywhere in the world, you can find your way home to Bearra.’
My face softens. I don’t know Aunt Olivia, but suddenly I regret never visiting her. This entire side of my family, abandoned, like she said. And now she’s helping me find the one thing that could help us. Reluctantly, maybe, but there must be some kind of familial love beneath her icy mask. 
Olivia presses my fingers around the compass. ‘She would want you to have this. She had an adventurous spirit like you. Let’s hope, however, that your spirit doesn’t kill you – like hers did.’

      [image: image-placeholder]I hold the compass tight as I walk home, letting the sun glint off its surface. It’s silver, round, with tiny, polished pieces of triarue around the edges. The smooth, blue gemstone is the reason Bearra is – was – so rich, despite how small and defenceless we are. It amplifies magic, so it gives fairies more power. I flip open the cap to reveal the needle inside, also made of the bright-blue crystal, which points directly to the castle above me. The compass must be worth a lot, so when I reach the busier part of town, I place it deep in my pocket to be safe. 
The crowds are thick, covered in sweat from the near-summer heat. I’m detouring past the castle to get to the butcher’s and the shoe shop. It’s ridiculous my father is making me buy a knife, but I won’t refuse. I don’t know what’s out there in the new world. Monsters? Demons? Doubtful, but I really might need it. 
I try to stick by the sparkling canal and stay on the grass to avoid people, but it’s just as busy on the shore. There are families out in the sun, children splashing in the water, and people buying cheap food from vendors. The markets are overflowing and it’s hard to see anything from the streets. Then I realise why the crowds have magnetised here: the princess. 
I sneak up the side of a market stall and sit on top to watch – not that I care, but because it’s always good to know what’s happening. 
Dawn and her saviour prince, Jacob, shine and sparkle amongst the dull civilians around them. Bearra’s fairy, Lire, is right behind them, her every step an elegant, ethereal work of art. She keeps watch as the prince and princess saunter down the street holding hands. Guards surround the trio, so people stay a good distance away, but everyone is skirmishing to get a look.
Princess Dawn giggles lightly as the prince presses a kiss to her cheek. As always, she’s glowing. Because anyone blessed with beauty and every other good thing would be, wouldn’t they? Her skin is a unique bronze, thanks to her father – our umber-toned king, who married into Bearra from a faraway kingdom. Dawn’s golden curls fall softly over her pretty round face, and her sky-blue dress only emphasises her sunny appearance. 
Prince Jacob is just as pretty, as if he’s been blessed with beauty too. Maybe he has. Tall and athletic, with pale skin and hair. He’s clearly a few years older than Dawn – in his early twenties. She’s only seventeen, like me, and I can’t imagine being engaged already. He certainly seems infatuated with her, though; he won’t stop kissing her. 
Still, it’s the fairy who really catches my eye. Lire is always wearing shades of purple, all her pretty little dresses covered in tulle. Today it’s lavender that drapes from her shoulders to her knees. Her lilac wings extend high from her back, almost translucent and stunningly magical, towering above even Jacob. She’s tall, graceful, her hair falling in soft, blonde waves, and her skin pearly white. 
Lire is Dawn’s godmother. It was her who put us to sleep for a hundred years, to save the princess. Leaders of Bearra have gone to the fairy for advice for as long as the kingdom has existed – she is the fairy of wisdom, after all. 
I think she’s the fairy of ruining lives and kissing up to the royal family, but I can’t say that out loud. No one is more beloved in this kingdom than these three people. 
There’s a rustling in the crowd as a young woman rushes into the street. Guards try to push her back when they realise she’s running towards the fairy, but Lire smiles gently and lets her come close. The woman is holding a baby, begging for a blessing. The crowd cheers for Lire to accept. 
Lire places her hands on the mother’s shoulders and peers down at the baby. I can’t see it clearly from here, but it can’t be more than a few months old based on its size. The mother cries with joy as Lire plants a kiss on the baby’s forehead, and for a moment it glows with a lilac aura, coating the market in the enchantment. 
Everyone’s clapping now, like the clouds have parted for a sun shower. Even Dawn and Jacob, with their annoyingly perfect hands. More people try to push their children forward for a blessing, but Lire shakes her head politely and continues her stroll with the princess and prince. They’re untouchable, unflinching, as if the rest of us aren’t crushed together just for a look at them, screaming their names.
Jacob goes to kiss Dawn on the lips, and she obliges. No one is watching them now – they’re too focused on the baby. But I keep my eye on them, thinking as always about how much I wish I could throw shoes and tomatoes at their flawless faces. I want them to be miserable. I wish those stupid giddy smiles would be wiped from their undeserving mouths. I wish they’d go back to sleep forever. They ruined my life. Why are they the ones who get to be happy?
Then I notice it: when everyone else is looking away, Dawn wipes her mouth, a disdainful look on her otherwise perfect glowing-brown face. She takes a step back from the prince and when he steps towards her, she sighs. Unfazed, he begins kissing her again, holding her in his arms. She looks like she’d rather be anywhere else. 
Then, as if it never happened, she smiles again, that sunrise beam of white teeth and dimples, and gives the crowd a wave that causes an eruption of applause. 
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Chapter Four

Somewhere, sometime . . .                     


Princess Dawn had never expected the curse to truly take effect. It felt unreal – it did to everyone. How could someone as blessed, as bright, as Dawn be truly cursed by a fairy so dark? Unfortunately, it was no trick. Despite the princess having the other six fairies on her side, Kara’s curse was unable to be stopped.  
To most people’s knowledge, curses could not be undone except by the person who cast them, with the kiss of a royal soulmate, or with immense power. However, with enough magic, curses could be changed. Bearra’s patron fairy, Lire, protector of the kingdom and advisor to the queen and king, saved Dawn. Rather than die at age sixteen, she would merely fall asleep, frozen in time until a prince could wake her with a kiss. 
Lire never told Dawn that she would also send the rest of the kingdom to sleep. And Dawn felt such guilt – her entire kingdom was held back a hundred years. Although the people seemed pleased about it, their love for their princess eclipsing any resentment at the state the kingdom was left in, Dawn lived under the weight of knowing they were all suffering because of her. 
One year ago, she woke to find a man on top of her. Her body hurt, though she’d been asleep on her lovely bed in her lovely room. Thorns had smashed in the glass and vines had grown through the windows and around her door, cocooning her. Some vines were slashed, oozing sap onto the dusty floor; the prince’s sword was balanced against the end of the bed. 
At first, the princess couldn’t seem to breathe. Her heart pounded. She wanted the strange man to leave her alone, but she also didn’t want to be left by herself. Luckily, Lire found her, and soon after, her parents. 
They explained everything. They met Jacob, told her he was her soulmate, her saviour, that they were all free thanks to him. The prince and princess were engaged immediately.
Ever since, she’d been making excuses to push back the wedding. She didn’t love this man, no matter how certain everyone around her knew she would. There was something wrong with him, a side no one else saw. Jacob wanted something. The throne? The triarue mines? Maybe he just wanted her. Maybe she was little more than a future king’s conquest. 
But with Jacob came his younger brother, a sweet prince, seventeen like her, who became her closest friend. They had spent the last year hiding around the castle, sitting in silence or talking or playing – anything to get away from everyone else. To get away from Jacob. Although she wasn’t interested in either of them, she at least wished she could have married the one she’d come to love as a friend. 
Something was wrong, there must have been some mistake. She wouldn’t ever love Jacob. Couldn’t. Her true soulmate was long dead. If Dawn couldn’t force herself to love Jacob, what would her fate be? She alone saw the darker side of the prince. If she couldn’t change, would she end up as dead as her lost love?
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Chapter Five


I reach home and step inside quietly, my new shoes already tied tightly around my feet and my knife tucked into my belt. The rest of my errands went smoothly; half the kingdom was so enthralled watching the royals that the shops were empty. So, I am back for my final goodbye.  
My entire family is in the kitchen, and at first they don’t notice me. I’m almost offended. Shouldn’t they have been worried about me returning, waiting by the door? But they’re surrounding Prima, staring at her hands. 
‘Did you hurt yourself?’ I ask, rushing in, and they all turn to look at me. But it isn’t fear on their faces. It’s . . . joy. 
Prima’s brows turn up with a mix of relief and guilt. ‘Maya, thank goodness you’re home. You don’t have to leave anymore.’ She cradles her hands together, like she’s hiding something within them. My stomach twists with nausea. ‘Matthew finally proposed,’ she says, unable to hide her smile. ‘I said yes, of course.’
No. 
‘You’re not married yet,’ I whisper, more to myself than to her. ‘There’s still time.’ I try to turn away, but Briar takes my arm. 
‘This is a happy moment,’ she says. ‘We’re happy.’
‘But we – but she’ll move in with him, be his – we won’t all be together anymore.’
Briar rubs my arm gently. ‘You can’t keep us all to yourself forever. Please try to be happy for our sister.’
‘No, I . . . It isn’t just about . . .’ I fight the tears stinging the back of my nose. I can’t meet anyone’s eyes. ‘What I’m doing is going to save us, so we can stay together. If Prima marries, maybe Matthew earns enough to send some money our way, but how much? Not enough to feed us, house us, do anything.’ I turn to Prima, who is watching me with a heartbroken gaze. ‘Marry one day if you have to, but don’t do it like this, when you can’t be certain it’s what you want. Prima, don’t – don’t abandon us.’
My sister clenches her fists. Her expression has transformed to rage. ‘Why do you have to ruin everything? Why can’t I have one nice day, one nice thing, without you bringing everyone down into your misery!’
‘Girls!’ Mum shouts. Our mouths snap shut. She turns to Dad. ‘You, start making us a celebratory dinner. Briar, help your father. Prima, go to your room and cool off. Maya, outside. We are having a talk.’
I let my satchel thump on the floor and follow Mum into our mostly dried-up garden. She has her hair scooped high in a bun and an apron on for painting. She steps past some small rows of struggling vegetables and sits at the half-rotted wooden bench. She pats the spot next to her. Her face is no longer stern or upset. She just seems sad, all her features downturned. She usually doesn’t let me see her like this. 
My fear dissipates into guilt. ‘I’m so sorry, Mum,’ I say, sitting beside her. 
She picks at a lettuce leaf already half-eaten by insects. ‘You are already aware of how I feel about all of this,’ she says, ‘so I’m not going to argue with you. If you still decide to go, I don’t want one of our last conversations to be negative. But you cannot speak to your sister like that. I’m sure it’s hard for you, being the youngest, not wanting your big sisters to go away, but that went too far.’
My home, in its crumbling windowpanes and fading paint, will so soon be missing three of its inhabitants. How . . . How are we all supposed to leave our life behind? ‘Isn’t it hard for you?’ I ask. ‘Don’t you care about them leaving?’
With a harshness that reminds me of Olivia, she says, ‘Even the closest families grow up and make their own way eventually. Children leave. It’s what they’re meant to do.’
I stare at my new shoes, leather boots with thick soles that give me an extra inch in height. ‘But that’s what you did to your family, and you never spoke to them again.’
‘What did my sister tell you?’ she says softly. 
‘Not much,’ I admit. ‘That your mother was distracted by the crown, by her place
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