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Dedication

For Mom 
who never forgets her Charlemagne




Epigraph

No victory in battle – not even the defeat of one’s greatest enemy, grinding his bones to dust beneath one’s heel – can compare to the gentle pleasures offered by a comfortable bookshop.

– Beulah Bonecrusher
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Chapter 1

I have it on pretty good authority that lots of children dream about being a princess: the crowns, the clothes, the enchanted gardens and royal balls and magical, well, life.

As an actual princess – Tanadelle de Courcy officially, Tandy to my friends, and faintly annoying to my mother – I can tell you that I spent my childhood dreaming about not being a princess: no crowns to slip off my head or get tangled in my hair; normal gardens to play in, not teeming with oversized flowers and excitable fairies (did you know they bite?); country dances instead of royal balls – which are honestly rather dull; you have to stand in line and shake hands with every guest for the first four hours, then dance with an endless succession of heads of state, who step on your toes and ask what your royal parents really think of the new trade deal, and that’s if you’re old enough to be allowed to attend anyway. Unlike the stories, handsome young princes and mysterious strangers are few and far between at the average royal ball. I do like the clothes; I’ll admit that much: enormous gowns in a rainbow array of colours, made of incredible fabrics, decorated by the most skilled artisans in the modern world, positively dripping with gems and perfect, detailed embroidery … yes, that I do like. Of course, I also like slipping on a pair of breeches and running around wild. I don’t get to do that much these days, but at least I can remember it fondly, once in a while.

By and large, life as a princess is not actually exciting. It is, in fact, boring.

Very boring.

I spend most of the year in carriages, going from town to town, doing things like laying cornerstones and dedicating fountains and officially opening local parks. Attending long – very long – dinners. Cutting ribbons. Kissing babies. (I don’t mind that, either.) The only real upside is that I have a lot of spare time to read.

Which is how I find myself in Little Pepperidge, a small town on the outskirts of Crannymete, one of the more far-flung counties in my country. Crannymete is, as the name suggests, full of gullies and crannies and dramatic outcroppings of rocks, set amidst verdant green hills, and those hills are awash with lovely fluffy sheep. Little Pepperidge is similarly lovely; the local stone is a buttery yellow colour which, of all things, turns pink if burned, so the local stonemasons burn half their output and the town is filled with buildings built out of soft pastel-coloured stones. It is, in a word, adorable. Greater Pepperidge, which is on the other side of the Pepperidge Gap, is a little less atmospheric, being bigger and busier. But Little Pepperidge is about as cute and peaceful as it gets.

Anyway, Little Pepperidge has just rebuilt their market square, and I’ve been sent off as representative of the royal family to officially dedicate this new market square to the betterment of modern life, or something. It’s one of a long string of royal appearances I’m scheduled to make over the course of the next month, following five months of the same already; I’ve dedicated one cemetery, laid four cornerstones, given my royal blessing to a new cathedral, three churches, and a sacred sapling, and inspected a unicorn colt (unicorns, being rare, are the property of the Crown and thus any newborn unicorn must be inspected by a royal personage); this is another of my favourite duties).

I show up on a cool, overcast, late-summer’s day in Little Pepperidge in my carriage, drawn by four perfectly matched grey chargers, with a few trunks full of my gowns of state tied up at the back, and my secretary, Honeyrose, scribbling away in her ledger – and on the last page of the last book in my stack for the entire trip.

I clearly underpacked.

I flip my book closed, sigh, and pull the curtain aside to gaze longingly out the window. At what, I don’t really know. Maybe at a life where I’m not on the road thirty weeks out of a year.

Across from me, Honeyrose clears her throat and starts speaking.

‘Little Pepperidge was founded seven hundred and fifty years ago, give or take, by a family from Greater Pepperidge who took umbrage at the price of barley sold by their local grocer and decided to strike out for themselves.’ This is Honeyrose’s job: to read up on wherever we’re going and fill me in on useful facts that I can drop into conversation at high table with the mayor after I’ve finished cutting ribbons for the day. She also chivvies me into writing my speeches and then tsks over the edits.

‘Barley,’ I repeat.

‘Barley,’ Honeyrose says, not looking up from her dossier. ‘Unfortunately, the soil in this area isn’t especially conducive to barley farming, but the family – the Samish’ets – had a sideline going in sheep, and discovered that the local area was, and remains, excellent for grazing.’

‘I don’t see any sheep,’ I say, in a sad attempt at humor. The hills are positively alive with sheep. A nearby sheep bleats loudly after my bad joke. Honeyrose shoots me a look and returns to her dossier. ‘The descendants of those Samish’et homesteaders continue to live in Little Pepperidge today; they’re draconae, so the town’s population overindexes in draconae, relative to the kingdom at large. It is, let’s see’ – she flips a page – ‘twenty percent draconae, twelve percent fairy, forty percent dwarf, eighteen percent human, ten percent other. Oh, there’s a creeping horror!’ She smiles a little fondly. Honey’s always had a weakness for unusual people. ‘You’ll be meeting the Lord Mayor, Sideran Samish’et; her husband, her deputy …’

Honeyrose keeps speaking, listing the names and occupations of the town’s great and good, and I know I should pay attention, but I can’t seem to concentrate. The book I just finished was a romance about a shepherdess and an air-pirate, and those beautiful green hills look like a glorious place for a romp, surrounded by sheep, dreaming about air-pirates … Whatever an air-pirate might be. Something about a ship enchanted to fly, though the details were fuzzy.

‘Local business tends to revolve around sheep-farming and quarrying,’ Honeyrose continues, and I wrench my attention away from the lovely green hills and try to focus on what she’s saying.

‘… Friendly town, known for its quirky shops, diverse population, and beautiful scenery, as well as the famous yellow and pink stones,’ she continues, and I tune out again. Every town I’ve passed through recently has been about the same. Minus the yellow and pink stones.

We’re rolling through the town proper now, and I let my gaze settle on those same pink and yellow stone buildings. There do seem to be a number of quirky shops: Madam Milligan’s Green Groceries; a store selling, it would seem, baby clothes; a coffee shop with a luscious-looking slice of cake painted on its sign, ‘Beulah Bonecrusher’s Emporium of Books’ …

A bookstore.

‘Wait, wait,’ I squeak out. ‘Stop the coach!’

Honeyrose shoots me a withering glance then yanks on a bellpull; I hear the faint answering tinkle of the bell outside, beside my coachman, and the coach slows to a halt.

‘Bookstore,’ I say, smiling. ‘There’s a bookstore! Right there!’

‘We only have an hour before the dedication, Your Highness,’ Honeyrose says, severity lining her voice. Despite the fact that I’ve known her for a decade, she refuses to call me by my proper name if she thinks I’m acting contrary to my royal duties. Like now, it would seem. But, I need a book. I really need a new book.

‘I just finished this,’ I say, flapping my last book at her as though it’ll punctuate my desperation. ‘I’ll just dash in and grab something to tide myself over until …’

‘Crofar,’ Honeyrose supplies. ‘Tomorrow. You’re opening the new bridge they’ve built.’

‘Crofar,’ I agree. ‘Just one book!’

Honeyrose sighs.

‘You don’t need to come,’ I add.

She rolls her eyes. Of course she needs to come. I’m not meant to handle money. As in, I’m legally forbidden to handle money. Honeyrose carries my purse and buys whatever I want at my direction so that no coin crosses my palm.

This is, of course, an immensely stupid rule, and one I plan to do something about when my parents finally decide to step down and pass the crown on to my older sister. It’s always possible the worst could happen, and my sister could go totally mad and pass on the crown, leaving me on the throne … but no, she would never. She’s been looking forward to taking over since the moment she was born. If I were to become regent, however: I’d change the law. It’s extremely inconvenient. Not to mention, terribly out of date. The Crown Prince of Corscan raises his own sheep and sells the wool at stalls he himself runs at local markets, for crying out loud. If he can handle money, surely I can.

‘Ten minutes,’ Honeyrose says.

‘Oh, Honey, thank you!’ I push the door open without waiting for the footman to do it for me and leap down onto the cobblestone-lined street with a little splash. Of course; it rained earlier, and I’m standing in a puddle. Well, no matter; I’m in travelling clothes anyway and I’ll have time to change before I open the market later. Even with a quick stop in a bookstore.

I skip across the cobbles without waiting for Honey, put my hand on the handle, and take a deep breath. Bookstores: the one place in the entire kingdom that promise something besides dull conversations about economics and local politics and whatever else I’m meant to be thinking about.

Books promise you that your life can change in an instant. And bookstores? Bookstores offer refuge, a home away from home. No matter how far you travel, you can always find a little piece of home inside a bookstore.
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Chapter 2

The inside of Beulah Bonecrusher’s Emporium of Books is like something out of my dreams: bursting with books. Shelves line every wall, floor to ceiling, and books are piled haphazardly on them, not an inch of space wasted. Books lie in heaps on the floor, in stacks on every available surface, in every nook and cranny. No matter how small the space, some tiny book fills it. I close my eyes and inhale deeply. That extraordinary scent fills my senses and thrills me to my bones: the dusty, deep promise of old paper, crumbling spines, disintegrating glue, and perfect, beautiful happiness. Romance, adventure, excitement … everything I crave: it’s all here, all waiting for me. To the degree I’m permitted, of course.

I open my eyes. I can just make out stairs hidden partially behind one bookcase; there may be whole other storeys in this shop, filled with even more books to explore. Honeyrose’s disapproving expression rises in my mind, and I sigh. I have only a few minutes to find something to read. Perhaps I’ll be able to slip away and come browse after all my duties are finished today, or before we leave tomorrow morning. In the meantime, I do what any reasonable person does when faced with too much choice and too little time: seek out an expert.

I head down the book-lined entryway, as I can see a desk at the end of it, which is perhaps wherever the person who runs this heaven oversees their operation. Beulah Bonecrusher, perhaps, herself. The name is orcish; I love the idea that this crammed and musty store is overseen by a hulking orc.

But I am doomed to disappointment. The desk is piled high with books and papers and a domestic illusive cat, about the size and shape of an ordinary cat, but with four tentacles sprouting from her tortoiseshell back, between her shoulder blades. She’s apparently sleeping on an ancient, moth-eaten sweater. Being an illusive cat, there’s no way of knowing whether she’s actually on that sweater or seven feet away; little illusory magics such as hers mean that you’re never quite sure that you’re looking at something that’s actually where it seems to be.

And beyond her, a tiny, white-haired old lady sits, beaming at me rather shortsightedly across one of the massive piles of stuff. If she is Beulah Bonecrusher, she’s not an orc, and probably hasn’t crushed any bones recently – at least, not any big ones. But she is exactly the sort of person who ought to be running a bookstore that looks like this one: ancient, a little dusty, radiating gentleness.

‘Hello,’ I say, a little breathlessly, and dip in a shallow curtsy. It’s only polite, after all.

‘How may I help you, my dear?’ the old lady says. Her voice is soft and cracked, but she’s smiling at me.

‘I only have a few moments but I need a book – what can you recommend?’

‘Well, now,’ she says slowly, and I feel my heart sinking. I have a sudden vision of her, creakily getting to her feet and leading me up seven storeys to look for something obscure. That won’t do. Time is ticking away. ‘Let me think. Perhaps a romance of the southern highlands?’

‘I do like romances,’ I say. ‘But I’ll read anything, as long as it’s diverting. I spend a lot of time in carriages, going from place to place, you see.’ She doesn’t seem to recognize me. That is a delightful surprise.

‘Ah,’ she says. She looks around herself vaguely. ‘I just got a new lot in; a local collector, one who recently passed; such a tragedy, really …’

Ordinarily I’d have asked her one or two polite questions about the local collector, but needs must. ‘Perhaps one of these?’ I say, indicating the nearest pile.

‘Let me see,’ she says, adjusting her glasses. ‘Why, yes.’ She looks up at me and smiles. ‘One of my very own favourites is right here – surely you must have read Pomander de Senqual’s Voyages by now?’

I’ve never heard of Pomander de Senqual, but Voyages sounds promising. ‘I’m afraid not – I’m sure that would do nicely.’

‘A pity,’ she says, reaching for a book at the very bottom of the precarious stack I’d indicated. ‘De Senqual was required reading in my day.’

‘Please allow me,’ I say in a rush, intercepting her hand. I start disassembling the pile, unearthing the title she indicates, and hand it to her. It is a beautiful, if crumbling, book, bound in browning calfskin, with gilt lettering on the spine.

‘Oh dear,’ she says, taking it from me and (slowly) opening the front cover. ‘I haven’t had a chance to price this lot yet.’

I hear the chime over the door somewhere behind me tinkle, and know without turning that it must be Honeyrose, come to collect me. ‘Ten crowns?’ I offer, a little desperately.

‘My dear, no, that’s far too much,’ the old lady says. ‘Now, give me a moment …’

Honeyrose draws up beside me with a disapproving sniff.

‘What time do you open tomorrow morning?’ I say, knowing Honeyrose will never allow me to spend twenty minutes haggling. ‘I can pay ten crowns now and come back tomorrow, if you think that’s too much, and find something else that’ll make up the difference. I want to come back anyway; I’d love to spend more time exploring.’

‘Oh dear me, I’m just not sure I feel entirely comfortable with that,’ the old lady begins. ‘What if something were to happen and you weren’t able to return for your change? How dreadful.’

Honeyrose jingles the purse. I can feel my heart rate increasing; this is too much anxiety for one desperate princess trying to buy one old book.

‘I give you my word,’ I say, too loudly. ‘I’m afraid I’m in something of a rush this afternoon, but I’ll absolutely be back tomorrow morning.’ Honeyrose hands over ten coins and I hold out my hand for the book. The old lady runs her own ancient hand over it almost lovingly. I swallow, pull my hand back, and wait. It’s a good thing I spent years learning how to school my features; if the old lady were to look up at me, she’d see nothing but reassuring calm in my expression. I am, I need not mention, an expert at sitting through long speeches by local dignitaries.

Finally, the old lady takes the money from Honey and hands the book to me. I do a very good job not hugging it to myself.

‘Books can change your life, young lady,’ she says, almost mistily. ‘Each book is a dream, a cathedral, a temple to the gods. Treat them well, and they will love you in the way no lover, no friend, no parent ever can.’

My expression only slips a little at this.

‘Thank you, and I promise I’ll be back tomorrow at … when did you say you open?’

‘Heavens, yes, you did ask – I’m always here, my dear; I live in the back. Simply ring the bell if the door is locked.’

I dip a curtsy and thank her and then, not daring a glance at Honeyrose, hold my book to my chest and walk with as much stately grace as I can through the maze of books and out into the little town. I climb back into the coach, and after a moment, Honeyrose joins me.

She arches an eyebrow at me, but says nothing.

‘I really appreciate it, Honey,’ I say.

‘You have twenty minutes until the ceremony,’ she says. ‘Just enough time to put on a formal gown and do something about your hair.’
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Chapter 3

‘And what do your parents think of the new trade agreement with Mezothin?’

The dracone speaking to me is a very handsome older gentleman, husband of the Lord Mayor, and clearly searching for some new topic of conversation, now that we’ve exhausted weather, hills, sheep, and stone masonry.

‘I believe they’re all very pleased with it,’ I say, not really having any idea what my parents or sister think of the new trade agreement with Mezothin. I shift in my seat and my corset creaks. The gown I’m wearing tonight is a particularly restrictive one, requiring particularly restrictive undergarments.

‘And next on your itinerary?’ the pleasant elderly dwarf next to me says.

‘Crofar,’ I begin.

‘The new bridge, I presume,’ the dwarf says. ‘Lovely; they’ve been at work on that bridge for three years, you know.’

‘Last one fell into the gulch,’ the dracone to my right adds.

‘Washed away in the flood, wasn’t it?’ the dwarf says.

‘That was the previous bridge, after the great storm of aught seven.’

‘Aught nine, surely?’

The dracone and the dwarf are leaning across me now, discussing the issue very seriously. I shift, and my corset creaks. The dwarf glances at me.

‘I beg your pardon,’ I say, for a polite young woman never admits that her undergarments have been so bold as to announce their presence in polite company.

‘You’re too young to remember the floods of aught seven,’ the dracone says.

I take a breath. I’m not, actually, but it wouldn’t be polite to correct him.

‘Nonsense, Se’eth; she’s twenty-five if she’s a day,’ the dwarf says.

‘Twenty-two,’ I demur.

‘Aha! Old enough,’ the dwarf crows, poking him across my front.

‘Gardia, she’s a royal princess. She’s much too busy to think about floods and whatnot,’ the dracone says. ‘If she does remember them.’

I remember enough of the great floods of aughts seven and nine to discuss them superficially. I rack my brain for something to say about them. Didn’t the great floods seriously imperil the local crop of choice? The one Honeyrose mentioned in the carriage, before the bookstore, just a few short hours ago. Lentils? No, but something small. Henpeas. Abelum. Something … like …

‘Barley,’ I say.

‘I beg your pardon?’ the dwarf says.

Oh, bother; I said it out loud. ‘Rather a lot of good … barley … around here,’ I say, a little desperately.

‘Well, yes,’ the dracone says, a little slowly.

‘Less so than in Greater Pepperidge, I believe?’ I add.

‘Er, rather,’ the dwarf says.

‘But more sheep,’ I add. ‘Lovely sheep.’

‘Lovely,’ the dwarf agrees, drawing back. There’s a long, awkward pause.

‘Oh, look; trout,’ the dracone says, as a fresh plate – our ninth course – is set in front of him.

I thank my server as my plate is laid before me. A whole boiled fish, creepy white eyes mercifully replaced with bilberries. Although I’m not sure that’s much of an improvement.

‘Not a local specialty, I presume?’ I say. Trout aren’t often found this far north, I don’t think. I should have paid more attention to Honeyrose this morning.

‘Heavens no; these would have been imported specially for you,’ the dwarf says, poking at hers. ‘Not my favourite, if I’m being completely honest …’

‘What a lovely honour,’ I say, selecting the correct fork and knife and beginning the delicate process of separating the fish’s flesh from its many, tiny bones. The operation keeps the table busy enough that we’re saved any more awkward conversation until the plates are cleared away in preparation for the next course. My corset creaks seventeen times throughout the night. I beg my neighbours’ pardon every time.

In the end, dinner is fourteen courses lasting for nearly five hours. It’s past midnight when I head back to the inn, where Honeyrose helps me out of my clothes, and I fall into bed.

But for all that, I’m an early riser, and I wake when the birds begin to sing and dawn steals in through the cracks between the curtains. The fire has died down in the grate and the room is dark, but I can just make out the shape of my new book – the romance by Pomander de Senqual – sitting atop one of my trunks. I smile and push myself upright. Bookstore, I whisper to myself. I’ve got an hour to myself. I can go to the bookstore.

Since it’s another travel day, I don’t need Honeyrose’s help to strap myself into some fussy courtly gown. I ring for a pot of tea and pull one of my more comfortable travelling gowns from a trunk: the fabric is soft, the skirts are narrow, the sleeves are wide, and the entire thing requires not a corset, but a forgiving vest that laces up the front and that I can tie myself into without help. My hair, when left to its own devices, is long and straight. Despite Honeyrose having spent an hour curling it before dinner last night, it is now mostly flat. I brush it out, braid it, and knot it up at the nape of my neck: a completely serviceable look for anyone, princess or not. I hate wearing any sort of jewels while travelling, so I don’t slip so much as a comb behind my ear. Mother would be horrified. Once my tea and a buttered bun arrive, I eat, then leave a little note for Honeyrose – out for a walk; you’ll find me at the bookstore – and secure my purse inside the slit in my gown that allows me to access my pocket. I may not be meant to handle money, but even my parents are understanding that no one should ever go out and about without anything on their person. I can dump the coins on the desk, if needs be, without touching them myself. It’s foolish and impractical, but everyone will be kept more or less happy.

The inn is quiet when I slip out – only the girl who brought me my breakfast is up – and I feel a great sense of relief when I unbolt the door and step into the fresh morning air. Yesterday being a market day, the town had been bustling. Today, however, is quiet and cool, a soft morning mist rising between the buildings and drifting through the town square. It’s midsummer, and although the roses have gone for the season, hollyhocks and ivy climb the sides of the buildings, while foxglove spears thrust themselves from cracks, rockfunch and fleabane spill out of mossy crevasses and tiny delicate violets trail along the windows and from the eaves. There’s a massive oak tree in the centre of the square – this being a part of the kingdom that still keeps some of the old-fashioned Town Oak traditions – and the ribbons used to decorate it for the summer trail from its branches, fluttering in the breeze. It’s a remarkably pretty little town. I find a bench opposite the bookstore and sit, and let myself relax a little. I’ve got two more months on the road before I head back to our summer palace; then I’ll have only a few days before we have to begin preparations to move to Sutton Hall, the castle where Mother likes to spend the autumn. Then we’ll be back in Corstadt, the capital city, in residence at the Winter Palace, until the ice cracks on the river and it’s time to move again.

Despite the fact that I’m the royal who travels the most, I’m the homebody of our family. We move from season to season because my father has terrible wanderlust and loves to travel – while also loving the comforts of home. My sister, as Prince of the Realm and heir to the throne, is my mother’s shadow, and the two of them are deeply involved in the minutiae of our political world – which ministers are doing what, where, and when. During the season that the Chamber is in session, they tend to stick close to Corstadt and travel back and forth between the Winter Palace and wherever father has set up our household.

And it’s left to me to travel around the Widdenmar, our island kingdom, to cut ribbons, open new market squares, kiss babies, and deliver speeches.

It’s my duty to travel, to serve as the emissary of the royal court, to ensure that the people of the Widdenmar know that every corner of our kingdom is valued, appreciated, and loved. It does give me a chance to read more. But travel is tiring, and I spend long hours wishing I were not in the royal coach, bouncing up and down over pitted roads, but instead curled up by a fire, drinking something hot, and reading something compelling.

And how I long for a world in which I attend no state dinners whatsoever.

I’m just reflecting on this once again when I see the little sign in the window of Beulah Bonecrusher’s Book Emporium flip to Open. The bells are only just ringing the half hour – eight thirty, a very civilized time. I stand, brush down my skirt, and head into the bookshop, determined to enjoy to the absolute fullest the few moments I’ll have there to myself.

The chime over the door tinkles as I push it open, and I thread my way through the maze to the desk where the little old lady is seated, sipping a cup of tea. She lights up as she sees me approach.

‘You’re back, my dear. I felt sure you would be. Come, sit, tell me about yourself.’

She gestures at an ancient seat behind the desk. I’ve got only a little while to explore, but it would be rude not to take her up on her invitation. I sit. After a moment, I feel the unmistakable pressure of a cat on my lap – though, of course, the cat appears to be asleep on the desk, ten feet away. I stroke her and her disembodied purr rumbles through the air.

‘Did you read the de Senqual?’ the old lady asks. ‘Would you like some tea? It’s my own blend.’

‘I had a late night so I’ve only just dipped in. I’d love some tea,’ I say, smiling. I watch her hands shake as she picks up the pot, and shoot to my feet, to the cat’s irritation. ‘Please allow me?’ I say, taking the pot from her hands.

‘Too kind, my dear,’ she says, and I pour myself some of the black, bitter-smelling brew. The only cup on offer is cracked, and looks about as old as the bookstore itself, but there’s nothing else I can see that would do the job. I’ve drunk worse from worse, though, so I lift the cup to my lips and inhale the acrid steam. There’s always a small chance that someone offering me food or drink is trying to poison or, at least, enchant me. But I wear a toadstone amulet, which deflects most poisons and small spells well enough, so I decide not to worry, and take a sip. The stuff is brutally bitter and tastes faintly of … chard.

I swallow it down and return my attention to her. She’s wearing giant spectacles, which magnify her rheumy blue eyes enormously, but she could not look more like the perfect picture of a small-town old lady. Her hair is like spun sugar, her cheeks are apple red, and she doesn’t just smile, she beams. She’s currently beaming at me.

‘And will you be in town long, my dear?’ Her voice is gentle and loving. I only ever met one of my grandmothers – my father’s mother, a remarkably tall woman, famous for her excruciatingly correct posture – but this old lady is absolutely the kind of old lady I’d have hoped a grandmother might be.

‘Only a few more hours,’ I say, setting my cup aside. Well, trying to. The only surfaces available are teetering piles of books. I eventually opt to balance it on my knee. ‘Which is why I’m here at this hour – I wanted to be sure I had a little while to look around properly. I travel quite a bit, you see, and bookstores are such a wonderful respite from the road.’

‘A home away from home,’ she agrees. ‘Do finish your tea and then I won’t keep you. But tell me, what brings you to Little Pepperidge?’

I think back; I hadn’t seen her at the ribbon ceremony yesterday, and who knows how up she is on the local events calendar. She truly might not know who I am. What a delight! ‘I was here for the ceremony yesterday,’ I say, vaguely.

‘Ah, of course,’ she says. ‘Such a to-do. I tend to give those a miss these days; it’s so much nicer to sit inside and let the noise and the fuss go on without one, don’t you agree?’

‘There are days where I wish I’d never have to attend another,’ I admit, with complete honesty. I take another little sip of my tea. It has cooled down a little, which hasn’t improved its flavour.

‘May I ask,’ I say, wondering how much of the tea I can get away with not drinking, ‘are you the Beulah Bonecrusher?’

‘Oh, my dear child, no!’ she laughs. ‘Beulah was long before my time. But I believe she was very happy here, as I have been.’ The old lady leans forward and puts a hand on my knee. ‘Tell me, child, would such a place make you happy? Could you live here, content among the books?’

I sigh. ‘I’m sure I could. But it’s impossible; just a dream. I have duties I can’t neglect.’

Just then the bell over the door chimes. We both turn to see someone entering – thankfully, not Honeyrose, come to collect me already – and the old lady smiles.

‘I must see to my customer,’ she says. She stands, slowly and creakily, and I get to my feet. ‘Don’t let me keep you from your precious time among the stacks,’ she says, gesturing broadly to the bookstore. ‘I feel confident you’ll find what you seek, in the end. Folks usually do.’

I hand her my cup and thank her, and turn towards the stairs. There are at least three storeys’ worth of books to look at above us, and I’m a thorough person. I’ll start at the top and work down.

I spend a happy hour browsing, adding to my growing pile of books, when I hear the temple bells ring and know, with a sinking heart, that I’m going to have to finish up and head back to the inn. Honeyrose wants to be on the road by ten, and it’s just nine thirty. Distantly, I hear the chimes over the door tinkle, and suspect that that might be Honeyrose. She’s terribly prompt.

I pick up my armload of books – with some difficulty – and make my way down the stairs. I managed to visit only a floor and a half in the end, alas. It was hard to find anything, as the bookcases were completely disorganized, but it was wonderful to search, and I manage to tear myself away only reluctantly. The stairs are ancient, creaking, and the path down them is narrow, as the proprietress has used them as storage for, yes, more books. I’m grateful that I dressed sensibly, as I can’t hold my skirts up while I’m descending, and I don’t knock over too many books on my way down.

Sure enough, Honeyrose is waiting by the desk, with her usual expression of pained tolerance stretched across her features. I occasionally tease her about how structured and dour she is for a halfling, which usually gets me a lecture about how one can’t and shouldn’t make generalizations based on a person’s ancestry. I wouldn’t ordinarily, of course; I just like to poke Honey a bit now and then. She’s very serious.

She glances at my stack of books, heaves a very loud sigh, and turns to the old woman.

‘How much for the books, madam?’ she asks, pulling her purse out of her pocket.

‘Dear child,’ the old lady says, ‘the prices are marked inside. I’ll have to tot them up.’

Honey bristles a little at the ‘child’ business, and I wonder how I can communicate to her that the old woman appears to call everyone ‘child’. Honey is, for very good reason, a little sensitive about her height. She’s only half a halfling, really, and taller than most, but still just a little shorter than the average human adult woman, and often taken for being younger than she is. I make eye contact with Honey, willing her to be understanding, and she sighs again.

I hand the stack of books to the old woman, who starts going through them – slowly – and marking down prices on one of the thousand loose scraps of paper scattered about. Honey looks up at me with an expression that clearly conveys: This is the last time we do this. I ignore her and try to pat the cat.

Eventually the old lady looks up, smiles, and says ‘One sovereign, four crowns. But as you paid ten crowns yesterday for a book that you only owed me two for …’

‘Nine,’ Honeyrose answers, digging around in her purse.

‘I beg your pardon?’ the old woman says.

‘Nine crowns. Seventeen minus ten plus two. I’ll give you half a sovereign for the lot.’

‘Ah, yes,’ the old woman says, consulting her scrap of paper. ‘Nine.’

Honey presses the half sovereign into her hands and grabs a few books off my stack. ‘The carriage is waiting,’ she says, not bothering to look back at me.

I scoop up the rest of the books, but the old woman stands.

‘My dears, do allow me to get the door for you; your hands are full.’

Honey stops, heaves an exasperated sigh, and waits. I stand aside, and the old woman makes her way out from behind the desk and begins threading a path to the door through the piles of books. She moves at a snail’s pace, bent almost double with age and osteoporosis, and I wonder briefly how she could possibly run this bookstore by herself. Perhaps she isn’t, really. The upstairs rooms didn’t seem like they’d been tidied or organized in months. Maybe longer.

She makes it to the door and then, breathing hard, seats herself on a stack of books. I hear Honey swallow another exasperated sigh and then move past us to open the door herself. She shoots me a look – I am very good at interpreting her looks – that says very clearly that it’s time for us to leave. But the old woman is looking extremely frail and tired. I set my books down and kneel beside her.

‘Are you well? Is there someone I can call?’

She looks at me and smiles again. ‘No, my dear, I am well. I’ve been waiting for you, it seems. I knew I was waiting for someone. I’m glad it was you.’ She raises a shaking hand to her neck and unties a ribbon, which was hidden beneath her collar, and lifts whatever it is free. A heavy brass key, just a simple affair, really, dangles from the ribbon. She holds it out to me and I reflexively take it, and she folds her shaking hands delicately over mine.

‘May this key unlock your heart’s desire,’ she says, her voice faint.

I stare down at our clasped hands. The key is warm in my palm. Too warm. The room sways a bit; it’s as though I’m on a boat on a rough sea. Behind me I hear something – a voice, I think, but it sounds very distant. Honey. It’s Honeyrose, saying something. Saying no. No. Why would she say no? Drop it, she says. What am I meant to drop? Don’t touch her. Don’t touch whom? Oh, the old woman. She is drooping over our clasped hands now. Perhaps she’s fallen asleep. It is still only very early, isn’t it. Yesterday was very busy. I feel quite tired myself, really.

Something inside me lurches unpleasantly, and the room begins to spin. I try to reach out, to touch the old woman, to make sure she’s well, given that we seem to be in the midst of some sort of earthquake. Had Honey said anything about earthquakes in Little Pepperidge? Funny; I thought they afflicted only the south coast. We’re north, I think. North. Sheep. Barley. Gullies. No earthquakes.

I rock on my knees, the key still in one hand, heavy and solid. An anchor while the room sways around me. The books will start to fall from the shelves soon, surely. There are so many books here; we could be buried. The old woman could be seriously injured if a bookcase were to collapse on her. But no, she’s an orc. Beulah Bonecrusher. You can drop a mountain on an orc, they say, and only succeed in annoying them.

No, Beulah was someone else.

I put my free hand to my forehead to feel for a temperature. Perhaps I’ve taken ill. The tea. It was so bitter. Perhaps it had gone off. I must tell Honey. The toadstone didn’t work. I must tell Honey.

I’m so tired. The room – it’s still swaying. I feel sick.

The room goes dark.
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Chapter 4

‘Wake up,’ someone says. The voice is sharp, authoritative, exasperated. It’s not my mother, or my sister, the people who are usually annoyed with me. Honey, I think. Only Honeyrose can sound that irritated with me.

I open my eyes. It takes me a moment to figure out what I’m looking at. A ceiling, I believe. And faces. I don’t recognize most of them. I close my eyes.

‘No you don’t, Your Highness,’ the voice says again.

‘Honey,’ I say, but my voice is hardly more than a whisper.

‘Can you sit up?’ The voice is kindly, and not Honey’s. Honey often sounds so annoyed with me. I don’t blame her.

I probably can sit up. I don’t want to. I push myself upright, feel hands on my shoulders, helping me. I open my eyes again. Honey’s face swims into view. She’s kneeling in front of me. It seems there are others nearby, too, faces that are only vaguely familiar. The Lord Mayor. Someone else from yesterday. Someone else.

‘Honey,’ I say again, though my voice is little more than a croak. ‘I think the old woman must have poisoned me.’

‘Worse than that,’ Honey says, her voice grim.

What’s worse than being poisoned? Well, maybe being poisoned successfully. I’m still alive, it would seem. Though I feel awful.

‘Worse,’ I say, trying to force enough into my voice that the word sounds like a question.

‘You’ve been cursed.’ Honey’s voice is dark, final.

‘Oh, damn,’ I say. I am not meant to swear; I can count on one hand the number of times I’ve sworn in my adult life. But these are trying times. ‘Damn,’ I say again. Why haven’t I sworn more? It feels nice. ‘Damn.’

Curses are one of the worst things that can happen to a royal. Obviously there are worse things, but curses are right up there: they’re difficult to avoid and very challenging to reverse, and can upset … well, everything. They’re the main reason I travel everywhere with Honeyrose, and I’m not allowed to handle money. Curses are old magic. Really old. Nearly the oldest, it’s said. Certain items are conducive to curses, some incredibly so. Small items with both practical and symbolic value. Coins, for example. Rings. Keys … keys. I groan. The key. The old woman handed me a key. And I just took it.

Of course, the words she’d spoken … they didn’t sound much like a curse. I’ve been hexed before – little things, like an endlessly runny nose (my sister’s best friend, annoyed that I pestered them to be included in their games when I was younger), green fingernails (this one, we think, was the product of a dare between two high-spirited witches), and pimples on my back (my sister’s friend again). But none of them sounded like … what the old woman had said to me. And none of them felt like … like this. Because this is a curse.

‘The key,’ I whisper.

‘Obviously,’ Honeyrose says.

‘I’m sorry,’ I say, pulling my knees up to my chin. At least I still seem to have knees and a chin. I haven’t been turned into a slug or something.

There’s a long silence.

‘Do we know what … what the curse is?’ I finally say.

‘Not precisely,’ Honeyrose says. ‘But whatever it is, it seems you can’t leave.’

‘I can’t leave?’ I repeat. ‘I can’t leave what? The village?’

‘The bookstore,’ Honey says, grimly.
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Chapter 5

‘I can’t leave … the bookstore,’ I repeat, a little unsure of what I’ve just heard. I suppose that would explain why I’m still inside, but also: ‘How do you know?’

‘We tried to carry you out after you collapsed,’ someone says to my left. I turn to regard the speaker. A large dracone man. Definitely maybe someone I remember from yesterday.

‘We couldn’t,’ another voice says.

‘Perhaps I should try,’ I say. Honey holds out her hand and I gingerly get to my feet, other hands on my arms and shoulders, helping me rise. I stagger a bit, then right myself. The door is open. A crowd is assembled outside. It seems the entire town knows that the visiting princess passed out in the bookstore.

I steady myself on the doorframe, then take a step forward.

And stop. It’s as though I’ve stepped into a wall. I bring my hands up and feel in front of myself. The lovely blue rectangle of daylight before me is solid beneath my fingers. I push against it. I might as well be shoving a boulder. Nothing happens.

I step back. It’s entirely possible this is all a dream. That tea was very bitter, after all.

The tea.

The old lady.

I turn back to Honey – her face stands out among the crowd of concerned onlookers. ‘What happened to the old lady?’

‘She’s gone,’ someone says. The Lord Mayor.

‘Gone,’ I repeat, my question obvious. Gone where.

‘Passed on, poor dear,’ someone says. ‘We carried her out an hour ago.’

‘An hour ago? How long have I been asleep?’ No wonder Honey looks furious. We’re terribly late.

‘Just about an hour,’ someone says, soothingly, as though rounding down a little might help.

‘We need to go,’ I say, a little desperately. I can recover in the carriage. ‘I’m supposed to be in … in …’ Grimswold. Fantamir. Puddleby-on-Strand. Somewhere.

‘You’re not going anywhere,’ someone else says. ‘We ran a little spell sounder over here when it seemed you weren’t just fainted; the creature went mad on whatever you were cursed with.’

A spell sounder. A little animal somewhere between a pig and a dog, used to sniff out pockets of magic. And, occasionally, diagnose magical infections, like curses.

‘I could try the window,’ I suggest, but the person who mentioned the spell sounder merely shakes her head.

‘You reek of magic, my dear,’ the Lord Mayor says. I glance over at Honey. She looks a bit like she’s about to burst into tears. Really angry tears.

‘And I can’t leave the bookshop.’ An old woman handed me a key, told me she hoped it would help me unlock my heart’s desire, and now I’m trapped inside a bookshop.

I think about it for a moment. My head’s clearing up and I’m steadier on my feet than I was a moment ago. I’m stuck inside a bookshop. A thousand miles from my parents. Unable to carry on with my royal duties. I’m stuck. Inside. A bookshop.

For as long as it takes someone to break the curse, or for me to fulfil it, and unlock my heart’s desire.

I lean my head against the door and start to laugh.
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Chapter 6

Within moments, I’m sitting on the floor, absolutely howling with laughter. Tears are streaming from my eyes. I’m cursed to live in a bookshop in the middle of nowhere, for the foreseeable future. My parents are going to kill me. If Honeyrose doesn’t first.

‘She’s gone mad,’ someone whispers behind me. I laugh harder.

After a long moment, my laughter turns to hiccups and I wipe my eyes and look up at the assembled crowd. Somehow, even more people have collected outside, no doubt drawn by my hyena-like hooting. Everyone is looking at me with the kind, concerned expression of a distant relative hearing that some family member they’ve never met has just died. I hiccup again, swallow, and get to my feet.

‘Well,’ I say, ‘I suppose I’m stuck here for a while. Honeyrose …’

I watch her school her expression, her silent fury ebbing away as she starts to think about what to do next.

‘I suppose there’s no help for it,’ she says, her voice neutral, composed. ‘I’ll have your trunks brought over. I presume – I hope – there’re living quarters around here somewhere?’

‘At the back,’ someone says. ‘I think.’

‘That’s what the old lady said,’ I add.

‘Mrs Gooch,’ someone supplies.

‘Mrs Gooch,’ I echo.

‘Wonderful news. I don’t suppose I can ask everyone to clear out for a few minutes, to allow Her Royal Highness some time to compose herself? And you’ – she points to the person who mentioned the spell sounder – ‘might you bring us something to eat? And drink.’ She pauses. ‘Wine if you have it. Cider if not. Beer if you must.’

With a great deal of shuffling and throat-clearing, the collected dignitaries and onlookers of Little Pepperidge leave the crowded little shop. Honey watches them go, then shuts the door with a decided air of misery. We stare at each other.

‘I’m sorry—’ I begin, but she holds up a hand.

‘Don’t,’ she says, looking suddenly very tired.

‘Honey,’ I begin again, but then I’m not sure what to say and my words die in my throat. She looks around for a moment.

‘We’ll get you situated here for the time being, I suppose. Once you’re in good shape … I guess I’ll have to head back to the palace, inform your parents. I’ll be lucky if they don’t call for my head on the spot.’

‘Oh, Honey, no,’ I say, appalled. ‘It wasn’t your fault. No one expects an ancient bookstore owner to curse someone—’

‘Tandy,’ she says, tiredly, and I know she means it; she never uses my real name, and certainly not my nickname. ‘I expect it. Or, I’m meant to expect it. That’s literally my job.’

‘Surely not,’ I say, surprised. ‘You’re the royal secretary. And my friend, though that’s not your job. Just, you know, nice.’

‘I’m meant to protect you,’ she says. ‘That’s my job. I do so by anticipating … well, everything. I should have anticipated this. Your love of books is legendary. You are known to patronize local bookstores everywhere you go. I’ve intercepted fifteen cursed books over the years if I’ve intercepted one—’

‘You have?’ This is news to me.

‘—and yet, here we are, stuck in a bookshop in the absolute elbow of nowhere, because I didn’t think some old woman running a bookshop in a town you were scheduled to visit – you, a royal princess known to love books and visit bookshops – might curse you. So yes, I’ll be lucky if they don’t send for the headsman the moment I tell them.’

‘You mean to say …’ I pause, for the possibility seems too remote to even consider, ‘that this is some sort of plot? Against … my parents, or my sister, or me?’ I was pretty sure the old lady hadn’t even known who I was.

‘We must be prepared for any contingency,’ Honey says, miserably. ‘This could be some sort of kidnapping or ransom situation. We’ll have to figure out who that woman is, or was, and who she’s connected to, and what they want, while also trying to break the curse and figuring out some way to keep you safe while it’s still in play. I … I have a lot to think about.’

‘Honey, let me write a letter to my parents – to tell them it was my fault; I stupidly took that key, without thinking about curses or ransom or anything. I thought she was sick; I was just trying to … be nice.’

‘That’s just the problem, Tandy,’ Honey says, very seriously. ‘You’re too nice. You let everyone run roughshod over you.’

‘I … do not,’ I say, surprised.

‘Why are you the only travelling royal?’

‘Because … it’s my duty,’ I say. ‘My sister is Prince of the Realm. She has to learn how to run the country. Manage ministers. Diplomatize … diplomats. You know. She’ll be queen someday.’

‘And no one else, not a single other member of your family, can go cut ribbons or kiss babies?’ she presses.

I shake my head. No one has ever questioned my duties like this. I’ve never questioned my duties like this. ‘It’s my job,’ I say, softly.

She scowls and looks away. ‘It’s because you won’t say no.’

‘I couldn’t,’ I say.

‘You’ve never tried.’

I stare at my hands for a moment. It doesn’t matter anyway; I’m here now. ‘Anyway,’ I continue, ‘you’ve done absolutely nothing wrong. I can’t even imagine life without you.’ And it’s true. Honey’s been my closest companion since I left the nursery: she’s been my mentor, my secretary, occasionally my lady’s maid, and most of all, my friend. For most of my life. She wouldn’t actually be executed; capital punishment’s been illegal for
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