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PROLOGUE
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It was a moonless night, and the sky was as black as pitch. A firebird with feathers of silver and gold flew above illuminating the ground, guiding her through the deep forest.

Filled with a mixture of fear and despair, she held her precious bundle close, torn between what she had to do and the pain deep in her heart. Her fear was not for herself, she would willingly lay down her life for her child, but her destiny was preordained, and nothing she said or did would change that.

Suddenly the light stopped, and Adelina hugged her child closer, brushing her lips across her soft downy head. Moving hesitantly forward to a beautiful circle of flowers, a hot tear slid down her cheek as she gently lay down her child.

“Goodbye my little princess, may the love in my heart and the angels be enough to protect you.”

It took every ounce of her strength to step back into the darkness, moments later she heard the sound of horses and was filled with trepidation.

Suddenly a pair of large boots appeared in the light, causing Adelina’s heart to jump into her throat, she tried to cry out, but no sound came forth, she tried to move forward, but unseeing hands held her still.

She could not see his face, but the size of him filled her with fear, and when he stepped back into the darkness with her child in his arms, she felt sick with dread.

Standing as if frozen in time, tears streaming down her face, her heart beat so loud she barely heard the sound of the horses as they retreated to the distant land they came from.

The night now still, the reality that she would never see her daughter again caused her to collapse to the ground. Her voice no longer silent she gave into heart rendering sobs, her cries echoed throughout the forest, every creature, every living thing was filled with sadness, but also fear it was a terrible omen!

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]
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It is the dark ages, but most refer to it as medieval times. The word of the King or Queen was law and a knight swore upon an oath, a code of chivalry to guard the Sovereign and protect the weak.

It is the land of Zanna, where mythical creatures and sorcerers of great power exist.

A time when whispers of a legend were passed down through the generations of, The Child of the Gods, born to save the Kingdom.

Many believed the story was a myth, until one day a dark shadow of evil spread across the land, causing many to hope and pray there is truth in the legend, a child that will save them from absolute terror!
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CHAPTER ONE

[image: image]


“Your Majesty...”

“James, please call me Katherine, there is no need for formalities in my private chamber.”

“Katherine I’m sorry, there is nothing more I can do.”

“How much time do I have?”

“I am hoping with the aid of this medicine, rest and a strict diet, you will live to see your daughter’s seventeenth birthday.”

“But that is only months away!”

“Yes.”

The Queen looked at her physician in shock, struggling to come to terms with the fact she was dying. This can’t be true; it’s just a bad dream! She walked over towards the window and looked out at the scene below her, the Kingdom was in a state of unrest and she knew her nephew Terric was behind it. Suddenly her thoughts went to her daughter, causing her to walk quickly back towards her physician.

“James please, I need more time!”

“You’re thinking of Felicia?”

“Yes, she is not ready to accept the crown!”

“Katherine I warned you of this, you have overindulged Felicia. I’m sorry to say this, but you have raised a spoilt child, one whom your people do not look upon favourably to be their future Queen.”

Katherine was affronted, if he hadn’t been such a trusted and dear friend, she would have ordered the guards place him in the stocks for such a remark.

“Surely you are not implying they would prefer Terric!”

“I say this as your friend, I shudder at the thought of the crown being passed to your nephew, but unless you remove your rose-coloured glasses and look at Felicia for what you have allowed her to become; there is not much hope for the future of Zanna.

“I know what you say is true. When I lost Astra I thought my world would fall apart, but the Gods blessed me with another gift, Felicia, making me realise I had to make every moment count.”

“That’s understandable, but not an excuse for being lenient on her duties required, to one day become Queen.”

“What am I to do?”

“Drag her pretty little head out of the clouds and teach her the finer points of becoming a Queen, namely putting others before herself!”

“James you must not mention a word of this to anyone.”

“I understand; the future of the kingdom depends upon it.”

“Thank you.”

After the physician left, Katherine’s thoughts went back to Felicia whose looks caught the attention of many a male eye, with long raven black hair, which was a dramatic contrast to her pale flawless skin and beautiful amber eyes; she was beautiful and her daughter was well aware of this.

To her despair she realised what James had said was true, if she schooled Felicia from dusk till dawn over the next year, she would still not be ready to accept the crown. Suddenly her mind went to Celestria, it had been many years, but she had foreseen the gift of Felicia, perhaps she could see her future.

When darkness fell and all believed she was asleep in her chamber, Katherine exited through the secret passage from her room that was known only to herself and late husband. After going through a series of tunnels, she came to an exit that she knew was not far from Celestria’s cottage. As she neared, the door suddenly opened and Katherine pulled the hood of her cloak further forward to hide her face.

“Come in I have been expecting you.”

Katherine looked cautiously from under her hood at the woman in the doorway, she knew instantly it was Celestria; her image as it did years ago took her breath away. Her long red hair framed the perfect features of her oval face and her green eyes were like two beautiful pieces of Jade. Once inside Katherine quickly looked around her.

“Are we alone?” she whispered.

“Of course.”

“You said you were expecting me, what do you know?”

“Your time is near.”

“Felicia...”

“She is not ready.”

“Is there not something you can give me?”

“I’m afraid not, it is too late, you ignored all the signs.”

“I didn’t want to believe it.”

“That does not make it go away.”

“What am I to do?”

“You must find the woman with the magic needle.”

“Why?”

“You know why.”

“The Princess dress.”

“Yes, she is Felicia’s only hope.”

“Can you foresee her future?”

“Not clearly, but I do know her life and the future of the Kingdom depends on you finding this woman.”

“Thank you.”

Katherine quickly left, making her way hastily back to the entrance of the secret passage and through the tunnels towards her chamber.

Celestria had not been exactly truthful to her Queen, she had seen much more than she revealed, the crown would not be passed directly to Felicia, but also, the life of the Princess was in grave danger.

The following morning, the Queen requested a private meeting with the Chancellor, in her Cabinet (private room).

“Your Majesty I’m assuming this meeting has something to do with your nephew,” stated the Chancellor.

“Not directly no. The reason I have called you, I wish for you to find a seamstress, one who has the ability to make a garment worthy of a Princess.”

The Chancellor raised his eyebrows as he looked at her, for this was certainly not a matter that required a private meeting.

“I know you were expecting far more important matters than a dress, but you see this dress is required for a very auspicious occasion, namely the Princess’s coronation.”

“You can’t be serious!”

“Pardon.”

“Excuse me your Majesty, but the Princess is not only too young, she is not properly schooled, she...”

The Chancellor pondered on what to say that would not give the Queen cause to send him to the stocks.

“Relax Stephen, I understand what you are trying to say, but as of today I wish to rectify that problem, I know I have been lenient in enforcing Felicia’s duties as a future Queen.”

“So you hope the lure of a special gown will help smooth over any arguments.”

“You could look at it that way.”

“I shall have a seamstress brought to the castle no later than the end of the day.”

“Sorry I should have made myself clearer, I am after a particular seamstress, her stitch so fine no other could compare.”

“Who is this woman, does she live within the castle walls?”

“I do not know her name, or where she lives; that is the purpose of this meeting.”

“I will send out word you wish to see samples of their work, before making your final decision.”

“Thank you.”

“This could take some time.”

“Unfortunately time is what we don’t have.”

“When were you planning on this coronation taking place?”

“On her seventeenth birthday.”

“But that is only a few months away!”

“I am well aware of the date of my daughter’s birth!”

“Yes of course, my apologies your Majesty, but to find this woman in time and have the Princess well versed in her duties...”

“You need not concern yourself about my daughter, your focus is to find this seamstress, but you must not breathe a word of the real reason for this dress!”

“I understand, I shall have word sent out you require a special dress for the Princess to wear on her birthday.”

“Thank you, you are a good friend and loyal subject.”

“Your Majesty, this brings me to the question of the coronation; why so soon?”

The Queen rose from her chair, she had hoped her request would not bring forth questions she did not wish to answer, after all it was not unheard of for a Prince or Princess to be crowned at the age of seventeen, but then they had been well schooled in their duties from a very young age.

She realised on her part she had not only been foolish, but unfair to Felicia for allowing her to do as she pleased, instead of enforcing strict guidelines. Not only had this resulted in Felicia’s future being uncertain, she had failed in her promise to Alexander, Felicia’s deceased father and King; to ensure the crown did not pass to his brother Theobald, or nephew Terric.

“Your Majesty?”

Katherine had been so absorbed in her thoughts she had forgotten the Chancellor and dear friend was still present, she knew she could trust him, he had not only served her well, but also her husband the late King.

“I’m dying.”

He looked at her in shock, trying to absorb what she had just told him.

“I will scour the land for a healer, a sorcerer...”

“No! This goes no further than this room, we cannot risk this reaching the ears of Terric!”

The Chancellor looked at her, she was beautiful, today she wore her dark hair in simple braids that were intertwined with ribbon, her flawless creamy complexion had taken on a much paler pallor and he noticed her brown eyes weren’t as clear as he remembered. Then he thought of her nephew and knew there was truth in what she said, there was already unrest amongst her subjects, if news of this leaked out, especially when the Princess wasn’t looked upon favourably as a future queen, Terric would use this to start an uprising and the Kingdom of Zanna’s future would be at great risk.

“I understand; as for the seamstress, I will have word sent out immediately.”

The Queen nodded in acknowledgement and the Chancellor was dismissed. She took a few moments to gather her thoughts and then made her way towards her daughter’s chambers.

She opened the door to the sound of a raised voice, and it dismayed her as she realised it was Felicia, berating a teary servant, who had been trying to style her hair. Neither Felicia nor the servant was aware of her presence. Katherine stood for a moment and listened to her daughter and suddenly the words of her physician came back to her; remove your rose-coloured glasses and look at Felicia for what you have allowed her to become!

“Felicia!”

Her daughter spun around in her chair, surprised at the force behind her mother’s voice, and the servant immediately bowed in the Queen’s presence.

“You are dismissed, I wish to speak to my daughter in private.”

The relieved girl quickly curtsied and made to leave the room.

“Mother she hasn’t finished my hair!”

Ignoring her daughter the Queen waved to the young servant to leave, who in turn curtsied again, relief evident on her face as she rushed from the room.

“Just look at it, it’s a mess, I can’t be seen looking like this!”

Katherine gently tucked an errant hair behind her daughter’s ear, before looking at her in the mirror.

“There is nothing wrong with your hair you look beautiful as always, you were blessed to have such beautiful silken locks.”

“Mother why are you here?”

Her mother looked at her in surprise.

“What I meant to say is you don’t normally come to my chambers so early in the day.”

“As of today you will be accompanying me in all my daily duties, something I should have insisted on a long time ago.”

“Why?”

“One day the crown will be passed onto you, I want to ensure you are ready for the responsibility.”

“But that’s years away, and I was planning on picking out fabric for some new dresses today.”

“Lesson number one to becoming a Queen; one cannot always do what one wants. You are not just answerable to yourself, you have a whole kingdom to consider.”

“You are the Queen you can do whatever you want, that’s why you have people like the Chancellor who take care of all that boring stuff.”

“You are referring to the Court Officials whom take their guidance from the Queen, which brings me to the reason I am here. Today you are going to learn about the fundamentals of one of these meetings.”

“I don’t want to.”

“It is not a question Felicia, you will be accompanying me.”

“But...”

“My word is final!”

Most were surprised to see the Princess accompany the Queen into the Throne room, but as the morning dragged on, they had trouble hiding their disapproval as the Princess fidgeted in her chair, and let out the occasional bored sigh. The Queen noticing this reached across and grasped her daughter’s hand in a very strong hold, all the while still listening intently to what the Chamberlain had to say.

“Mother!” Felicia whispered loudly.

Katherine responded by squeezing her daughter’s hand even tighter and did not release her hold until her daughter remained still.

Meanwhile, a messenger had been sent out to relay the news, the Queen had requested a special dress be made for the Princess’s birthday, but what had the Kingdom excited, was the Queen would give out free pieces of fabric and thread, to those wishing to submit a sample of their work, one that was required before the Queen made her decision.

Many weeks passed and many samples were presented to the Queen, but none came anywhere near the quality of the woman with the magic needle. Katherine was beginning to despair, her progress with Felicia was moving painfully slow, and it was only the lure of owning the most beautiful dress in the Kingdom, which stopped her daughter from refusing to abide by her wishes.

Katherine requested another private meeting with the Chancellor.

“Stephen are you sure you instructed your messenger that he must go to every village, every dwelling. Breeding or position does not enter into the equation, the offer to make this dress for my daughter is open to anyone.”

“Yes, although I do not understand why. I gave strict instructions that word of this must reach every ear, man or woman.”

“I don’t understand why she has not submitted a sample; surely it is regarded as a great honour to be chosen to make this dress.”

“Begging your pardon your Majesty, but how do you know she has not?”

“None of the samples I have seen, match the quality of her work.”

“I am confused, you do not know who this woman is nor where she lives, but you have seen what she can create.”

Katherine paced the room thinking, despite Stephen being a trusted friend and loyal subject; she knew the danger of revealing what she knew about this woman.

“Katherine?”

“I know these walls have ears, not only for the safety of the Princess but also yours, I must be very careful what I say. The one I seek is extremely gifted; she has the ability to create a dress that has its own power.”

“Begging my pardon, but I find that, hard to believe.”

“I understand your doubt, but I have seen such a dress.”

“Are you saying this woman possesses special powers?”

“This I do not know, perhaps she has a magic needle.”

“I will question the messenger and see if he has heard any rumours about such a woman.”

“Thank you.”

Moments after the Queen and the Chancellor left the room a young servant girl came out from behind the heavy drapes where she had been hiding. The Queen’s nephew Terric had needed a spy inside the castle, he as many, were well aware of the Princess’s behaviour towards the servants, especially those who attended her chamber; all it took was the lure of a coin in payment.

She wasted no time grabbing her hooded cloak and quickly made her way to the place she had been instructed to relay any information. Before knocking on the door, she looked over her shoulder ensuring she wasn’t being watched, then gave two short raps to the door, followed by another three; moments later the door was opened by a woman and she quickly went inside.

“I have a message for the Royal Duke.”

“What is your name?”

“Ada.”

“Wait one moment.”

Ada twisted her hands nervously as she watched the woman go behind the curtain, she could hear hushed voices and suddenly a feeling of fear washed over her, what if this is all a trick to uncover those disloyal to the Queen. Moments later the curtain parted and a large man with an ugly scar across his face stepped into the room, increasing Ada’s fears.

“What is this message?”

“I was told I would be paid in coin.”

“When you have delivered something of value.”

“The Queen is looking for a certain seamstress to make a dress for the Princess.”

The man spat on the floor in front of her and scowled.

“You waste my time for something the entire Kingdom of Zanna is talking about!” he said before making his way back towards the curtain.

“Wait! There is more.”

The man turned but did not attempt to walk towards her, Ada looked at him nervously.

“She is not just any seamstress, she has a magic needle and can make a garment that has its own power!”

“What nonsense you talk!”

“It is true, the Queen said she has seen such a thing, she seeks this woman because she believes such a garment will protect the Princess.”

The large man walked closer to Ada and looked at her intently before he spoke.

“Where did this meeting take place and who was the Queen talking to?”

“It was in her Cabinet, she was speaking to the Chancellor.”

The man steepled his hands in front of his mouth, as he thought about what Ada had told him. He knew the Queen would not have a meeting in her Cabinet unless it was highly confidential, he also knew the Chancellor was a close and trusted friend of the Queen. Why would the Queen request a private meeting to employ a seamstress for the Princess, unless this woman really did possess some special power.

“Very well, I will relay your message to the Royal Duke.”

“My coin.”

He looked at her and realised despite his doubt, if they wished her to continue as a spy for the Royal Duke; he would have to pay her a coin as promised. He untied the small leather pouch from his belt and pulled out a single coin and dropped it into her outstretched hand.

Ada closed her fingers tightly over it and quickly made her way towards the door, hoping her presence had not yet been missed at the castle. After tucking the coin safely inside her dress, she pulled the hood of her cloak over her head and cautiously opened the door before slipping outside, making her way swiftly back to the confines of the castle.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Another month had passed and still no word of the woman with the magic needle, the Queen had now become frantic, the disease was fast taking hold of her body and it was an immense struggle to carry on each day as if she was still in good health. She was considering having another private meeting with the Chancellor, when there was a knock on the door of her private chambers. Her lady in waiting answered the door, only to close it moments later.

“A message for you my Queen.”

Katherine quickly took the note from the silver tray, noting the seal of the Chancellor.

The woman you seek is being held prisoner in the dungeons of Wimarc Castle.

“Your Majesty you have gone rather pale, is it bad news?”

“It was not the message I was hoping for.”

“Can I be of any help?”

“Unfortunately not, it regards my nephew Terric.”

“I find it hard to believe he is of the same bloodline as our dearly departed King, he is truly a bad apple!”

“I cannot disagree with you there, it all becomes quite tiring trying to pre-empt his evil ploys to unseat my position on the throne.”

“I have noticed you have been rather tired of late, and your appetite has been lacking; perhaps I should send for the physician.”

Katherine smiled at Lady Louise and tried to put on a show that nothing was wrong, holding herself more erect in her chair.

“Dear Louise so loyal and kind, over the years I have come to regard you as more than my Lady in waiting, but really there is no need, as I said I am just a little tired.”

“You have been overdoing things lately.”

“Unfortunately it cannot be helped and I only have myself to blame.”

“How so?”

“Felicia.”

“Oh.”

“Yes, I never realised how tedious some of my responsibilities were, until I insisted my daughter accompany me in my daily duties.”

“Yes well...”

Katherine could see Lady Louise was trying to choose her words carefully.

“As I said I only have myself to blame, but she is learning, although slowly.”

Lady Louise smiled at her, deciding it best not to say anything further on the subject.

“Perhaps you should have a rest before your evening meal?”

“I think I will, and perhaps a light meal sent to my chambers, I need some private time to decide how best to deal with my nephew.”

“As you wish.”

“Please relay to Felicia that I will see her in the morning.”

“Of course.”

Once Louise had helped Katherine undress and settled her in bed, she went in search of the Princess whom she was guessing at this hour would be in her chambers. After taking in the teary face of the servant who opened the door, she decided it was time to speak her mind.

As she walked in Felicia turned around angrily to see who was at the door, the moment she saw it was her mother’s lady in waiting she grabbed a handful of her hair.

“Just look at it, it looks terrible! How hard is it to administer an oil and brush it with a piece of silk to make it shine!”

Louise looked from Felicia to the teary girl who seemed to look at her as a form of salvation.

“Perhaps you should take a leaf out of your mother’s book, and realise there is more to becoming a Queen than having beautiful hair. She would never belittle the servants the way you do; they fear you instead of wanting to serve you!”

“How dare you! I’ll have you sent to the gallows for such a comment!”

“Your mother would never allow it!”

Felicia glared at lady Louise and realised she spoke the truth.

“Why are you here?”

“To relay a message from your mother.”

“Which is?”

“She will not be joining you for the evening meal she has decided to retire early, she is feeling rather poorly.”

Louise noticed Felicia’s face suddenly soften and could see that despite her treatment of the servants, and most people in general, she really did care about her mother.

“I know your mother would not wish me to say this, but I think she is unwell. She tires easily and has very little appetite, and your behaviour of late is not helping matters!”

“I demand you apologise for that remark!”

“Just listen to yourself, if you hadn’t been born with the title of Princess living this privileged lifestyle, you would be mocked, or worse still, suffer the indignity of being placed in the stocks for speaking to people as you do! Your mother is a true Queen, she not only listens, but respects all the people of her Kingdom regardless of their breeding?”

Felicia looked at Louise for a few moments, absorbing what she had said, before she spoke.

“You really think mother is unwell?”

“As I said she has been tired of late and barely touches her food, she refuses to see the physician, which really concerns me!”

Felicia put her hands to her face and turned noticing the young servant girl, whom she realised was probably about the same age as herself, still cowering in the corner. She stopped and stared at her for a moment and then dismissed her. The girl quickly curtsied to both Felicia and Louise before leaving the room, with only one thought in her head.

“Your mother asked me to also relay to you that she will see you in the morning, I suggest you take the time to think about what I have told you. Open your eyes and look beyond yourself to those around you, especially your mother, it just might change your way of thinking!”

Louise left the room before Felicia could say anything further; she had said her piece and hoped that the Princess would take the time to consider what she had said.

Meanwhile the young servant girl quickly made her way to relay what she had learnt about the Queen. This time when she stepped inside the house, the large man with a face that instilled fear was already waiting for her.

“I have news of great importance, so great I request payment of two coins.”

“I shall be the judge of that, first tell me what is this news.”

“No, not until I receive payment.”

Ada knew she was being very bold, but her own mother was very ill, despite the fact she did not like the Princess, the only reason she had agreed to become a spy for the Royal Duke, she needed money to pay the healer, otherwise her mother would die.

The man looked at her, he could see her fear, but also her determination. He decided he would pay her, but if her message were nothing but lies; she would live to regret it!

To Ada’s surprise and relief, he untied the leather pouch from his belt and handed her two coins.

“I think the Queen is gravely ill, and she has been spending many hours schooling the Princess about the duties of a Queen.”

“What makes you think the Queen is gravely ill?”

“She has looked very poorly of late, she has even refused her Lady in Waiting’s request to send for a physician.”

“How do you know this?”

“She came to the Princess’s chambers to inform her she was concerned about her mother’s health, they did not realise I was still in the room.”

“Very well, I will inform the Royal Duke what you have told me. You must try to find more about the Queen’s health, it could be vital information to ensure the Princess does not become Queen, I am sure you do not wish that to happen!”

“I am not permitted inside the Queen’s chambers.”

“You must, if you succeed I will pay you four coins.”

Ada gasped, that was more money than she would make in the span of many years; she would have enough to pay the healer and also find a better place for her and her mother to live.

The following morning Felicia rose earlier than usual, deciding she would visit her mother in her chambers and see for herself if she was as ill as Lady Louise believed.

Ada was shocked that the Princess had risen so early and knew there must be a reason for this, so secretly followed her, and was pleased to see the Princess was heading in the direction of the Queen’s chambers.

When the Princess came upon her mother’s door, Ada quickly stood in an alcove so she wouldn’t be seen and listened as the door was opened

“Felicia, what are you doing here at this hour?” asked Lady Louise.

“I had trouble sleeping, I was worried about mother.”

“You will have to come back later your mother is still asleep.”

“Mother never sleeps this late, you must let me in immediately!”

Felicia pushed her way through the door and past Lady Louise who rushed after her, forgetting to close the door.

With her heart in her throat, Ada quickly slipped into the room and closed the door gently behind her, then hid beside a tall chest where she could not be seen, but close enough to listen to any conversation.

Felicia looked around the darkened room and knew instantly Lady Louise had spoken the truth.

“We must send for the physician immediately!”

“I understand your concern, but your mother has asked me not to,” replied Lady Louise, in hushed tones.

“That is foolish, send for him anyway.”

“I cannot go against the Queen’s wishes neither can you.”

Suddenly a weak murmur came from the bed.

“You don’t have to keep whispering, I am awake.”

Lady Louise gave Felicia a warning look before walking over to her bed.

“Good morning your Majesty, are you feeling any better?”

“Yes thank you.”

“Would you like me to pour you a cup of your favourite herbal tea?”

“Not just yet thank you. Felicia, I am surprised to see you up and about so early.”

“I am worried about you mother, it is not like you to miss our evening meal together, nor to rise so late.”

Katherine smiled at her daughter as she struggled to get out of bed, and Felicia full of concern rushed over to help her.

“Mother please let Lady Louise send for the physician.”

Katherine smiled a weak smile and put her fingers to her daughter’s lips, before looking across at Louise.

“If I could have some time alone with my daughter.”

“Most certainly.”

Louise quickly smiled before leaving the two of them alone.

“Mother you are obviously ill, why are you refusing to see a physician?”

Katherine looked at her daughter and realised she had to tell her the truth.

“Because he cannot help me.”

“How do you know that?”

“He has told me so. I am dying.”

Tears came to Felicia’s eyes and she threw her arms around her mother.

“No I won’t believe it, it cannot be true!”

“Alas my child it is true.”

“Is this the real reason you insisted I accompany you every day, because you have little time left?” she cried.

“Yes, but also to prepare you for your duties as a Queen, something I should have started many years ago. There is much you must learn if you are to be Queen before I die.”

“Mother I’m frightened, I don’t want you to die and I’m not ready to become Queen!”

“I know my child and it is my fault you are unprepared.”

“Please, there must be someone who can help, perhaps a sorcerer...”

“I’m sorry my child there is no one who can help me, you must understand this and promise me you will try harder to understand what I am teaching you, because your coronation is not far away.”

“What do you mean not far away?”

“Your coronation will be on your seventeenth birthday.”

Ada gasped, but fortunately for her so did the Princess.

“That is only weeks away!”

“I know, but my time is not far off and I wish to see you crowned before I die.”

“Mother I’m scared!”

“I know my child, but the Chancellor will be there to guide you, he is also a trusted friend.”

Felicia started crying and Ada knew she had to relay what she had heard as soon as possible, she couldn’t begin to think what life would be like if the Princess became her Queen.

With the aid of the still darkened room and Felicia’s loud sobbing, Ada managed to slip out unnoticed, wasting no time in leaving the castle.
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Felicia felt as if she was trapped in a horrible dream, with the knowledge of her mother’s ill health, she struggled to understand what her mother was trying to teach her. She could see it was a great struggle for her mother to sit through the long tedious meetings with her Council, and she marvelled at how her mother’s smile never faltered as she listened to the plight of her subjects, offering them food and even on occasion, money.

When Katherine questioned the Chancellor about the woman being held in the dungeons of Wimarc Castle, the home of the Royal Duke, her nephew, she was horrified to discover the woman was being tortured for information about a dress that possessed great power; both realised there was a spy in the castle.

Later that afternoon after the Queen’s chambers had been thoroughly searched, she requested to be alone with her daughter. Katherine lifted from her neck the simple gold chain from which hung an unusual green stone and placed it around her daughter’s neck.

“Mother no, in all my life I have never seen you without it!”

“The time has come for me to pass it on to you.”

“It’s beautiful.”

“It is called a bloodstone, it is believed the blood of one very powerful fell on a piece of jasper to form this stone, the reason for the red flecks.”

“Does it hold special powers?”

“Some believe so, but then I have not seen any evidence of this, it’s actually a key to a secret chamber.”

“What’s in there?” Felicia asked excitedly.

“A princess dress.”

Felicia gasped.

“This dress must be very special if it is locked in a secret chamber, is it for my coronation?”

“No, but this dress does hold a special power.”

“You mean it’s magic.”

“I believe so.”

“Who made this dress?”

“The woman with the magic needle.”

“Is she a sorceress?”

“I do not think so.”

“What I don’t understand is, why search the land for another seamstress when you already have this magical dress?”

“Before I answer your question, I must first tell you a story that began long before you were born.”

“Back when my father was King?”

Katherine lovingly brushed an errant hair from her daughter’s face.

“Yes, at the time of the King’s rein many years had passed and I had not been able to produce an heir to the throne, much to the glee of the King’s brother Theobald, the Royal Duke at the time, he had hoped the crown would be passed onto his son Terric.”

Felicia shuddered at this comment and the Queen continued.

“The law stated if I had not produced an heir upon the King’s death, the crown would be passed onto his brother. This was a great concern not only to the King, but the people of Zanna.”

Felicia shook her head in understanding.

“The only person who has the power to change the law is the King; providing he has the backing of his Council. As it appeared I was barren and unable to conceive a child, the King decided to make a ruling that if he died before I produced an heir, I would be crowned Queen. Or if I managed to produce an heir, but this child was too young upon his death to be crowned, the crown would be passed to me until the child was not only ready, but of acceptable age. When word of this reached the Royal Duke, he did his best to see that this ruling was never passed. During this difficult time the Gods saw fit to bless me with a child, but unfortunately she was very sickly...”

“Mother you said I...”

“Felicia please. We called this little girl Astra...”

“I had a sister, why did you not tell me I had a sister?” Felicia gasped.

Ignoring her daughter’s questions Katherine continued on.

“Sadly she wasn’t long on this earth, but days before her death I went to see the sorceress Celestria, hoping she could use her powers to heal her.”

Katherine was so overcome with emotion she struggled to continue; she still remembered that night as if it was only yesterday.

“Celestria told me, on the following evening Astra would be taken to the heavens in the arms of the angels ...”

Suddenly there was a commotion outside the door, and both the Queen and Felicia were surprised to see the Chancellor barge in and lock the door behind him.

“I am sorry your Majesty but we don’t have time for formalities, is there a secret passage out of your chambers?” he said before she could speak.

“Stephen what...”

“Quickly answer me we don’t have much time!”

“Yes.”

“You must take the Princess and go now, I will try to delay them as long as possible.”

“What is happening?”

“Our suspicions of a spy inside the castle are worse than we feared. Your nephew knows of your illness and he has already spread word of your impending death, he and his men have managed to overtake the castle!”

Despite her ailing health Katherine walked quickly over to the heavy fabric wall hanging and pulled it slightly aside, touching one of the stones of the wall surface. Suddenly a narrow gap opened wide enough for a person to step through.

“Stephen take the Princess to safety, I will stay and face my nephew.”

“Mother no!”

“Your Majesty I agree with the Princess.”

“I am dying, I no longer have the strength to run I will only hinder Felicia in her escape!”

Suddenly there were loud voices outside the Queen’s chamber and Katherine quickly hugged her daughter.

“Felicia remember the pendant, be very careful...”

Suddenly there was loud banging at the door and the sound of splintering wood.

“Quickly, through the chamber they are breaking down the door!” exclaimed the Chancellor.

Katherine quickly turned to him.

“As the Queen I order you to take the Princess through this tunnel, not far from the exit you will find the cottage of Celestria the sorceress, listen to her, I trust her implicitly, she will guide you both to safety.”

“Mother please come with us!” Felicia cried.

The door started to splinter from those using axes on the other side. Katherine pushed her daughter into the tunnel and quickly pushed the secret panel, the Chancellor had mere seconds to get inside before the door closed after him.

Katherine pulled the heavy wall hanging back into place and using all the strength she could muster, she made her way as quickly as possible to the other side of the room, moments later the heavy door was knocked free of its holdings.

As she turned calmly and looked into the evil face of her nephew, she knew the end of her time on this earth was only moments away. She was not afraid, her thoughts were of Felicia, every second she delayed her death was another second for the Princess to distance herself from this room, one Terric would turn inside out trying to find her.
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The Chancellor need not fear of finding the sorceress Celestria; she was waiting for them at the end of the tunnel.

“Quickly, follow me!”

“Where are you taking us?” asked the Chancellor.

“My cottage, Terric and his men are everywhere, we must change your appearance so you will not be recognised.”

“What about mother, the Queen?”

Celestria turned and looked at Felicia.

“I’m sorry child there is nothing we can do.”

“No I can’t just leave her there!” she cried.

“I understand, but she sacrificed her life for yours, honour her by abiding by her wishes!”

Felicia looked at the Chancellor through tear-blurred eyes, when suddenly the castle bell sounded and both the Chancellor and Celestria looked at each other.

“Why is the bell ringing, what does it mean?” asked Felicia.

“It means we must hurry, it is only a matter of time and my cottage will be searched!”

Celestria’s cottage was dark and had only one window, but she dare not light even a small candle. She handed some peasant clothes to the Chancellor and took Felicia behind a curtain to change, who upon seeing the clothes, gasped in horror.

“They are the ugly clothes of a peasant, I will not wear such things!”

“Do you wish to die?”

“What a stupid question to ask of me!”

“If you go out there dressed as you are, it will not take long for one of Terric’s men to see you, or one of the peasants to alert the guards of your whereabouts in the hope their life will be spared.”

“But I will die of shame to be seen in such clothes!”

“I think that would be preferable to the end of a sword!”

Celestria left the Princess to sulk while she spoke to the Chancellor in private.

“You know Terric will have his guards search the entirety of the castle and surrounding area, our only hope is the forest.”

He looked at her for a moment and thought of Katherine; she had believed this woman was their only hope. Had this woman also foreseen the future, is that why she had been waiting for them at the end of the tunnel?

“What do you propose we do?” he asked.

“You must do exactly as I say and not question me.”

“The Queen had great faith in you, so our fate lies in your hands.”

“I understand.”

Celestria grabbed a knife and two vials of liquid from one of the shelves, before going back behind the curtain where Felicia sulked. To her annoyance the girl hadn’t even attempted to change her clothes, she was about to make comment when she heard the sound of pounding horse’s hooves approaching her cottage and moments later a voice rang out.

“The Queen is dead, long live the King!”

Felicia gasped and looked wide-eyed at Celestria.

“Is that why the castle bell was ringing?” she said, trying to contain her sobs.

“Yes, now do you understand why we must change your appearance?”

Felicia nodded sadly and allowed Celestria to help her change, hiding her long silken locks under an ugly bonnet. When she was satisfied with her appearance, Celestria grabbed Felicia’s hand and pricked her finger with the knife squeezing a droplet of her blood into one of the glass vials.

“Ouch, what are you doing?”

“Trying to save your life.”

“By administering pain!”

“It is but a mere pin prick, suck on your finger for a moment and the pain and bleeding will stop.”

Felicia scowled at her and Celestria had to practically drag her out from behind the curtain. The Chancellor noticed the sullen look on the Princess’s face, and knew instantly, she was not happy with her disguise.

“Where is the Princess, who is this person?”

“I am standing before you, can you not see?” Felicia asked indignantly.

He stepped closer and looked intently at her face from underneath the ugly bonnet.

“Oh my goodness, I am sorry, beg my pardon Princess!”

Celestria was anxious to get moving, but knew she needed to impress upon them the importance of playing the part of mere peasants.

“I told you no one would recognise you, but Chancellor, you must not refer to her as royalty, in fact it’s best if neither of you talk at all, at least not until we reach the safety of my friends of the forest. Remember, once we step outside that door you are no better than anyone else, it is very important you remember that if you wish to survive!”

“We understand, but these friends in the forest, are they prepared to stand up against the evil forces of Terric?” he asked.

“They have known this day would come, as have many others. I know this is very frightening for you Felicia, but do you understand that you must do exactly as I say.”

“Yes,” fear evident in her voice.

Celestria quickly put on a hooded cloak to cover her flame red hair, before taking Felicia’s hand and directed them outside through the chaos and panic of the people trying to avoid Terric’s army of men, fearful they would be punished in the search for the Princess.

The Chancellor noticed that as everyone vied for a place of safety, they were also looking intently at the faces of those people they passed, hoping they could expose the Princess’s whereabouts to the guards, and end the terror and destruction the soldiers were causing in their quest to find her.

Felicia had never felt such fear; so much had happened in the space of a day, first to discover she’d had a sister, then having to leave her mother to the mercy of her evil cousin, and being forced to wear the hideous clothes of the lowest of servant.

Her body ached in so many places she had never had to run, let alone walk so far before, and the rough cloth of her garments rubbed against her delicate skin. The ill-fitting shoes had already caused blisters to her feet, she wanted to cry out and demand they stop and rest, but the constant sound of screams as Terric’s men tore apart yet another home was the only thing that kept her moving forward.

Many times Terric’s men stormed passed them, forcing all three to slow their pace, trying to avoid drawing any undue attention to themselves. As they neared the outer castle gates the Chancellor looked ahead in horror, they were now heavily guarded and every person and cart were being checked before they were allowed to pass.

“It has all been in vain!”

“Do not worry, there is another way out, a secret passage,” replied Celestria softly.

After changing direction he was suddenly filled with concern, for they were now heading in the direction of the castle’s inner gates.

“We must pay our last respects to the Queen,” said Celestria quickly.

Before he had a chance to respond she moved swiftly inside the chapel, keeping Felicia close to her side.

As he stepped inside the darkened chapel, it took him a few moments for his eyes to adjust and see Celestria and Felicia were moving towards the end of a pew to his far right, at the back of the chapel. Before he joined them he noted that despite the chaos outside, there were a few people at the front of the chapel lighting candles, and as he strained his ears he could hear their soft murmurs, they were paying their last respects to their beloved Queen. Katherine would not be forgotten.

As he edged his way along the pew towards Celestria, she stood and whispered for him to sit on the other side of Felicia, and then moments later told them to kneel in prayer.

He understood Celestria wanting to respectfully say goodbye to her Queen, but now was not the time, then he was suddenly overcome with a terrible fear, had she realised the danger was too great to save the Princess, and was she delaying them until the guards decided to search the chapel?

“I know you doubt me but do not fear, if you look closely at the floor in front of Felicia, you will see it is a secret passage.”

He did as she suggested, then Celestria moved her cloak to conceal them, so if any person happened to step inside the chapel they would not see them in the darkened corner. She put her hand under the pew in front of her, and true to her word the floor moved to reveal an opening large enough for a man such as he.

Celestria dropped something down into the opening, and moments later it softly hit the surface below emitting a soft glow of light, exposing the stone steps leading below. He hoped the safe passage would take them far enough away from the castle and the ever-watchful eyes of Terric’s guards.

He went down first and Felicia followed moments later, Celestria quickly scanned the chapel, before descending inside touching the pew as she did, causing the secret panel to close behind her.

“How is it that you are aware of this secret tunnel?” he asked.

“This was built many years ago and fortunately for us, only a small handful know of its existence.”

Realising she would not divulge anymore, he refrained from questioning her any further.

Both Celestria and the Chancellor could see the Princess was tiring, despite her being much younger she had led a privilege life and was unaccustomed to such physical activity. He knew they were nearing the end of the tunnel, as the ceiling became so low to the point they had to get on their hands and knees.

Both agreed to let the Princess take a short rest while the Chancellor scanned the area in front of them. He could see the forest ahead and knew the castle was behind them, as he could smell the smoke and could visualise the plumes that would be rising into the slowly darkening sky, alerting all those far and wide the evil reign of Terric had begun, there would be no justice for those who remained loyal to the Queen.

As he looked at the heavily wooded forest ahead of them, still a distance away, he knew this was where they would be the most vulnerable as the sun had not yet sunk behind the horizon, and he was certain Terric would have his men stationed in the towers of the gatehouse. It would not be hard to see three lone figures moving quickly across the bare open field in the direction of the forest.

He moved away out of earshot from the Princess, and motioned Celestria towards him and spoke in hushed tones.

“Perhaps we should wait until the sun has fully set,” he suggested.

“I understand your concerns, but we must reach the forest before that happens.”

“Why is that?” asked the Chancellor.

“I wish to summon the tree nymphs, but I must do so before nightfall.”

“How can tree nymphs help the Princess?”

“They are our only hope of protecting her.”

“Do these tree nymphs have a weapon that will ward off these soldiers?”

“In a sense.”

“What do you mean, can they protect her or not?”

“It depends if they are willing to help.”

“I can’t allow this, it is too dangerous, we could be placing her life in even greater danger by remaining here in the hope they are willing to help!”

“I am sure you are well aware of what Terric will do when he finds the Princess, after all she is what stands between him and the throne, and while you question me we are wasting precious minutes.”

The Chancellor looked from her to the castle behind them and was faced with the quandary of what to do. The Queen had entrusted him to look after the Princess, but what Celestria proposed seemed sheer and utter lunacy! His thoughts then shifted to Katherine’s parting words, Celestria the sorceress, listen to her, I trust her implicitly, and she will guide you both to safety! He turned back towards her.

“The Queen had faith in you, so must I.”

They helped the Princess to her feet and assisted her to the forest, trying to move as quickly as possible. The moment they entered through the thick foliage of the forest the Chancellor felt slightly more at ease, but still kept his ear attuned for the sound of approaching horses.

They moved forward until they came to a small clearing and Celestria told them to stop. She handed them each a glass vial that she had brought from the cottage, and told them both to drink the entirety of the contents.

“What is it?” asked the Princess.

“Something that will take away your fear and prepare you for what lies ahead.”

She looked at the vial dubiously and then towards the Chancellor.

“Your mother believed in her and so should we,” he said.

Both drained the contents of the vial, and within seconds could feel the liquid moving quickly through their bodies and were overcome with a strange but euphoric sensation.

“Both of you kneel on the ground and close your eyes, no matter what I say or what you might hear, you must not open your eyes.”

They did as she requested, and a sound suddenly registered in the Chancellor’s brain. He struggled to recall what it was and suddenly realised it was the sound of horses’ hooves as they pounded on the hard earth, but strangely it did not concern him and he knew he could not open his eyes even if he wanted to.

Celestria flung back the hood of her cloak and raised her arms to the heavens.

“I call upon the protectors of the forest and the Child of the Gods. The time has come to reveal yourself before the Kingdom of Zanna is lost.”

A breeze rustled through the trees and began to build in intensity, swirling faster and faster grabbing at Celestria’s cloak and causing it to billow out behind her, her red hair flared out and framed her face like long tentacles.

Suddenly a small army of men burst through the forest to witness this strange phenomenon, as bolts of lightning came down from the sky connecting to her fingertips, turning her long red hair to a living flame and her green eyes glowed bright like the tail feather of a firebird.

The frightened horses reared up in fear almost unseating their riders. Fear was evident on the men’s faces at the scene before them. Some tried to turn their horses to retreat when an evil voice cried out.

“Stay where you are or suffer at the end of my sword!”

He was tall and the armour he wore accentuated the vast expanse of his shoulders, making the size of him even more intimidating, and the long jagged scar that ran from his ear to his nose caused fear among many, he was Blacwin, the most sadistic of Terric’s men.

He climbed off his horse and pulled his sword from its sheath, he was not afraid of the sorceress Celestria who was loyal to the Queen. He saw the Princess and realised she was in some sort of trance, giving cause to an evil smile, for it was as if he was being handed her head on a platter.

“I am here by orders of the King!”

Celestria looked at him, the glow in her green eyes intensified, moments before she directed the powerful force from her fingertips towards his chest. He staggered back a few steps and then let out an evil laugh.

“You cannot harm me, I am surrounded by the force of Belial, a much stronger power than you will ever be!”

She called out frantically in a language that those present could not understand, a large fireball formed between her hands and she threw it at him with all her strength. It knocked him to the ground but he remained unharmed, all she had done was give cause for his anger to intensify.

Blacwin rose to his feet with the aid of his sword, he stood there for a few moments allowing his anger to build, and then charged forward with his sword aimed directly at her heart. It had barely touched her skin when the phenomenon she had created
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