

[image: image]



[image: image]


PRAISE FOR TWIN CROWNS

[image: image]

‘TWIN CROWNS has all the charm of THE PRINCESS BRIDE and all the stakes of GAME OF THRONES – but Wren and Rose are in a league of their own. Addictive, swoony, tender and vivid – I loved it with all my heart.’

Kiran Millwood Hargrave, bestselling author of The Mercies and The Girl of Ink and Stars

‘Riotously funny, fast-paced and dripping with romance, TWIN CROWNS manages to deliver a tale as familiar and nostalgic in the way of childhood blankets and fi refl ies in jars, while at the same time wholly refreshing with its levity, charm and quirky tale of sisterhood rediscovered. TWIN CROWNS is so joyous that days after reading, I’m still grinning.’

Roshani Chokshi, New York Times bestselling author of The Gilded Wolves and the Aru Shah series

‘An absolute delight from start to fi nish. TWIN CROWNS is a dazzling gem of a book. Magical, clever, surprising, and pure fun from its captivating start to its spectacular fi nish. If you love wicked kings, sexy bandits, and sister stories that are full of heart, this is a must read.’

Stephanie Garber, New York Times and Sunday Times bestselling author of Caraval

‘TWIN CROWNS cast a spell on me from the very first pages with its glittering blend of harrowing adventure, charming wit, and intricate world-building. Add in delightful romance and two unforgettable narrators, and I was thoroughly bewitched by this marvelous book! Don’t miss it!’

Sarah J Maas, #1 New York Times bestselling author of A Court of Thorn and Roses series

‘Doyle and Webber give readers twin plots of daring deception, spectacular settings and two very appealing love interests … you’ll root for both twins in this dangerous web of intrigue.’

Kendare Blake, #1 New York Times bestselling author of the Three Dark Crowns series

‘Reading TWIN CROWNS left me giddy. Adventure, romance, TWO incredible protagonists, magic, sisterhood … I loved it.’

Laura Wood, author of A Sky Painted Gold

‘Fresh, funny and exciting.’

Louise O’Neill, bestselling author of The Surface Breaks
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For Jane,
The best sister in every way
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Fly away safe, little Wren.

Rose, grow strong and true.
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The golden gates of Anadawn Palace glittered in the setting sun, each spike as sharp as a dagger. The sight made Wren Greenrock’s stomach churn. Even from a distance, they were taller than she had imagined, their heavy chains clanging faintly in the wind.

She sank into a crouch at the edge of the forest that surrounded the palace grounds. It was too bright to leave the safety of the trees; she would have to wait for the cover of nightfall to venture any closer. A branch snapped underfoot. Wren winced.

‘Careful,’ hissed a voice from behind her. Shen Lo appeared at her side. Dressed all in black, and with his face partially covered, he moved as swiftly and soundlessly as an adder. ‘Eyes on your feet, Greenrock. Remember what I taught you.’

‘If I keep my eyes on my feet, how will I count all the scary-looking palace guards who will kill us on sight, Shen?’

Shen’s dark eyes moved back and forth, tracking the guards. There were twelve in the lower courtyard alone, and six more guarding the gates, all of them dressed in pristine green uniforms, their swords fastened at their hips. ‘I could take them.’

Wren blew out a breath. ‘Since we’re trying to avoid suspicion on our way in, I’d rather not leave eighteen dead bodies behind us.’

‘A diversion, then? We could catch an elk and set it loose in the courtyard.’

Wren glanced sidelong at him. ‘Remind me why I decided to bring you with me?’

‘Because your grandmother told you to,’ said Shen, smugly. ‘And without me, you would never have made it through the desert.’

Absentmindedly, Wren brushed the sand from her tunic. She was glad to be out of the blistering desert sun, even if her task still lay ahead of her. She inhaled a lungful of crisp air, trying to settle the nerves swilling in her stomach.

In her mind’s eye, she pictured her grandmother, Banba, standing stout and sure back on the west coast of Eana, her strong hands squeezing Wren’s shoulders.

‘When you break open the stone heart of Anadawn Palace and seize your rightful place on its throne, all the winds of Eana will sing your name. May the courage of the witches go with you, my little bird.’

Wren set her eyes on the topmost window of the east tower of Anadawn, and tried to summon a morsel of that courage now. But there was only her heart, fluttering like a hummingbird in her chest.

‘Does it look like home yet?’ said Shen.

She shook her head, grimly. ‘It looks like a fortress.’

‘Well, you’ve always loved a challenge.’

‘I’m beginning to think I might be getting in over my head with this one,’ said Wren, uneasily. But it was Banba who had devised this plan, and they both knew Wren had to follow it.

Shen sank to the ground and propped himself against a tree. ‘When night falls, we’ll go south to the river and make our way up through the reeds. The walls are older there; the footholds should be easier. We can slip in between patrols.’

Wren’s hand came to the drawstring pouch at her waist. It had been given to her by her grandmother on the morning of their departure from Ortha, pressed into Wren’s hand like a talisman. ‘Keep your magic close at hand, but out of sight. At Anadawn, suspected witches are executed first, and interrogated later.’

‘I can enchant the guards,’ said Wren, confidently. ‘My sleep spells are lightning-fast now.’

‘I know,’ said Shen. ‘Don’t forget who you practised on.’

Wren kicked her legs out and leaned against his shoulder. Above the trill of birdsong, they listened for the distant sounds of palace life, watched servants milling to and fro and the guards standing stiff-backed at their posts, while the last of the sun melted from the sky in coral brushstrokes.

Wren’s gaze came to rest on a marble statue protruding from the centre of a beautiful rose garden. She curled her lip. It was the famous Protector of Eana, an obsessive man with ravenous ambition, who had invaded these shores a thousand years ago with the sole intent of stamping out every last vestige of magic. In a brutal war that had left few survivors, the Protector had succeeded in deposing Ortha Starcrest, the last witch queen of Eana, and stealing the kingdom for his own. And even though he had failed to destroy the population of witches entirely – for how can you cut out the beating heart of a kingdom? – the Protector was still worshipped to this day. And his hatred of the witches lived on.

Shen followed her gaze. ‘What will you do with that hideous statue when you become Queen?’ he asked. ‘Smash it into smithereens? Replace it with a statue of me?’

‘I’ll break it into little pieces,’ said Wren. ‘And then I’ll feed them to whoever commissioned that eyesore in the first place. One spoonful at a time.’

At that moment she spotted someone wandering among the roses. It was a girl about Wren’s age. Her dark hair was arranged in loose curls that tumbled all the way to her waist, and she was wearing a fine pink dress with a full skirt. Her dainty chin was tipped to the sky, as though she was lost in thought.

Wren stood up without meaning to.

Shen tugged on the end of her cloak. ‘Get down.’

She pointed towards the distant trellises. ‘Do you see that girl?’

Shen squinted. ‘What about her?’

‘That’s her. That’s my sister.’ Wren felt a strange pull in her heart, like a thread going taut. For a maddening second, she wanted to go barrelling towards those golden gates. ‘That’s Rose.’

Shen stood up, slowly. ‘Princess Rose wandering in her rose garden,’ he said, with a low chuckle. ‘I’d say that’s as sure a sign as any … well, that and the fact she appears to have your face.’

Wren was staring so hard she wasn’t blinking. She had grown up knowing she had a twin sister half a world away, but seeing her here in the flesh had rendered her speechless for the first time in her life.

Shen turned to her. ‘Don’t tell me you’re having second thoughts about the plan?’

In the back of Wren’s mind, her grandmother’s face hardened. ‘When you get to Anadawn, leave your heart in the forest. A moment of weakness will set us all to ruin.’

She set her jaw, her gaze still trained on Rose. ‘Never.’
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Princess Rose Valhart was used to having eyes on her.

The palace guards were never far away, the gold buttons on their uniforms flashing in the sunlight. The servants watched her just as keenly, often anticipating her needs before she voiced them. Then there was Chapman, the palace steward, who was always flittering around her like a moth. He knew where she was every moment of every day, and made sure Rose was never late, despite her tendency to dawdle and daydream.

Her subjects watched her, too, of course. On the rare occasions she ventured into the capital city of Eshlinn, they would line the streets to catch a glimpse of her. She was their beloved princess, after all, as fair as the flower after which she was named, and as sweet and pure as its scent.

At least Rose assumed that was what they thought of her. She wasn’t allowed to speak to any of them, only flutter her lashes and waggle her fingers from afar. But that would all change when she became Queen. She was determined to visit the far-flung lands of her kingdom, and to meet the people who lived there. To speak to them and know them … to let them know her.

Sometimes Rose swore that even the starcrest birds watched her more closely than they should. But then, she’d always had a fanciful imagination. Chapman blamed Rose’s best friend, Celeste, for that. They enjoyed trading silly tales, making each one more outlandish than the last, until they collapsed into laughter. Sometimes, they would write their deepest desires on a piece of parchment and burn it by candlelight, casting the ashes of their wishes out into the night sky.

Rose always wished for love, while Celeste chose adventure. Sometimes, Rose wondered if she could have both. But a life of adventure was not fit for a queen. She would have to make do with the thrill of her daydreams and the wild beauty of her gardens. She smiled as she plucked a pink rose from her flower bed and cut it neatly at its stem. She reached for another … and then froze.

She suddenly had the distinctly unsettling feeling that someone was watching her. Someone new. She snapped her chin up, straining to see past the guards at the golden gates and into the shadowy woods beyond, where the setting sun had set the canopies ablaze.

An ache bloomed in her chest. She pressed her palm against it. Had she indulged in too many sugar buns this afternoon? Or perhaps it was simply nerves. With her coronation just around the corner, she did have quite a lot coming up.

‘Rose!’ A familiar voice cut through the quiet garden, startling her. ‘What are you doing out here all by yourself?’

Of all the people in her life, nobody watched Rose more carefully than the Kingsbreath. Willem Rathborne, the man who had saved her life when she was only minutes old, had been her guardian for almost eighteen years, and he certainly had enough grey hairs to show for it. He scowled as he stalked towards her now, his grimace so deep, it aged him awfully.

Rose dipped into a perfect curtsy on instinct, her pink dress billowing around her. ‘I was just collecting some fresh flowers for my bedroom.’

Willem’s sigh whistled through his nose. ‘That’s a servant’s job. You shouldn’t be out here in the dark.’

Rose laughed lightly, to set him at ease. ‘The sun has only just begun to set. And I’m hardly off gallivanting in the streets of Eshlinn. I’m perfectly safe in my gardens.’

Despite Willem being the closest thing she had to a father, there had always been a distance between them. All her life, Rose had craved his approval, and now more than ever, she wanted to show him that she was ready to be Queen. That she could be trusted with the kingdom, the future.

She reached for another flower. ‘You worry too much, dear Willem.’

The Kingsbreath regarded her sternly. ‘How many times do I have to tell you to pull your head from the clouds, Rose? You must be alert at all times. Danger is lurking—’

‘Everywhere, and nobody can be trusted,’ Rose finished the sentence for him, with a sigh. Willem had been obsessive about her safety her entire life but now that her coronation was looming, he’d become positively paranoid.

She reminded herself it was only because he cared about her that he worried so much. She rested a gentle hand on his arm. ‘Willem, you know no harm can come to Anadawn under the Great Protector’s eye.’

They were standing under his statue, after all, the marbled gaze of Rose’s noble ancestor silently watching over the palace. Watching over her. Privately, Rose had always found the sculpture a bit overbearing. It blocked the light in her gardens, and the roses in its shadow never grew as tall as the others, but she would rather have it close by than not have it at all. It reminded her that she was blessed, that—

‘Come. Now.’ Willem curled his fingers around her wrist. ‘I’ll have flowers sent to your room.’

Rose wilted as she trailed after him, away from the heady evening air and all thoughts of romance and adventure, and into the reaching shadows of the palace.

When I am Queen, everything will be better, she promised herself as she climbed the stairs in her tower, winding round and round and round. I will dance all night if I want to, and no one will tell me what to do.

She smiled at the guard in the stairwell as she pushed open the door to her bedroom. It was only when she glimpsed the blood on the doorknob that she realized she had pricked her fingers on the thorns.


[image: image]

The sky above the white palace was starless, and Wren was ill at ease. It was well past midnight, and the wind was biting. She drew her cloak tighter. ‘Something doesn’t feel right.’

‘Yeah, no kidding,’ came Shen’s whisper from the dark. ‘We’re about to break into the palace.’

Wren cast her friend a withering look. ‘I mean generally, Shen.’

‘This is the easy part,’ he reminded her. They had already scaled the south wall, and spelled two palace guards into sleep on their patrol. It was only the east tower before them now, rising like a snaggle tooth in the dark. ‘It’s just hand over hand. Foot over foot.’

‘Gravity might not concern you, Shen Lo, but the rest of us have to play by its rules.’

Shen’s smirk glinted in the moonlight. ‘Go on. I’ll be right behind you.’

‘Will you catch me if I fall?’

‘No, but I’ll wave at you on your way down.’

‘Ever the gentleman.’ Wren pressed her palms against the stone. There were subtle grooves in the paving, just enough that she could dig her calloused fingers into the crannies and drag herself up. She kept her body flush against the tower, her cloak spilling out behind her until the clasp pressed against her throat.

‘Focus now, my little Wren,’ echoed her grandmother’s voice in her head. ‘Once inside the palace gates, there can be no room for error.’

Wren’s breath made filmy clouds in the air, her drawstring pouch tapping softly against her hip, as if to remind her it was there. Soon, sweat dripped down her face and pooled under the collar of her shirt. Her fingers began to ache, the muscles in her legs screaming as she scrabbled up the tower like a beetle. Hand over hand, foot over foot.

Behind her, Shen moved like a shadow in the dark.

The tower window edged into view. It peered out over the Silvertongue River like a glassy eye. The latch was open, an inch cracked to welcome a slip of cool air, and tonight, the bandits who came with it.

Wren lunged for the clasp. The window swung wide in a keening creak! as she hauled herself on to the narrow ledge. She fought the urge to smirk over her shoulder at Shen as she slipped quietly into the room. Gravity, be damned.

Moonlight crept in after her, fracturing across the bedroom in pearly shards.

Wren freed the dagger from her boot and kept one hand on her drawstring pouch, readying herself for the palace guard she suspected was stationed in the stairwell outside. When the silence swelled, she let herself relax. The bedroom was grander than she expected. Fringed tapestries hung on ivory walls and gilded wardrobes loomed like spectres in the dimness. The carpet swallowed her footsteps as she snooped around.

She caught sight of her own ghostly reflection in a mirror and nearly jumped out of her skin. Her braid was coming undone, the runaway strands frizzing around her face, where stubborn smudges of dirt and sand had accumulated over the last two days. She looked as if she had been dragged through the desert backwards, then dipped inside a swamp.

A vase of fresh roses perfumed the room with a sickly sweetness. Wren wrinkled her nose. Ugh. The cloying scent was a far cry from the wild heather of Ortha and the familiar tang of seaweed rolling off the ocean. She would have to get used to it.

The sudden rustle of silk drew her to the four-poster bed in the middle of the room. The canopy shifted like mist in the breeze, revealing the crown princess of Eana.

Princess Rose Valhart was as pretty as a painting, and as still and gentle as a cat in slumber.

‘Danger is a faraway thought to Rose,’ said Wren’s grandmother’s voice in her head. ‘She will never see you coming.’

Wren peered over the sleeping princess, ignoring the furious thudding in her chest. The pull towards her was even stronger now, like a fist closing around her heart. ‘Hello, sister,’ she whispered. ‘At last we meet.’

Rose was smiling in her sleep. Her chestnut-brown hair spilled out around her in a halo. In the moonlight, her pale skin was glowing, the apples of her cheeks absent of freckles. Though their faces were identical, it was clear that Rose had never glimpsed the searing desert sun nor known the icy whip of a sea wind.

Lucky for some.

A shadow fell across the bed.

‘You’re blocking my light, Shen,’ Wren whispered.

‘I’m trying not to disturb you.’ Shen was crouched on the window ledge. ‘In case you wanted to, you know, have –’ he cleared his throat – ‘an emotion.’

Wren bristled. ‘I am not having an emotion.’

‘Calm down. I won’t tell your grandmother.’ He swung his legs around and slipped soundlessly into the room. ‘You can be yourself with me.’

In the climb, strands of his black hair had escaped from his leather tie and had come to rest along his forehead. Other than that, he looked immaculate.

Wren looked him over. ‘Did you even break a sweat?’

‘Of course not.’

She kept her voice low. ‘Well. What do you think?’

‘She’s certainly a prettier sleeper than you. You’re a hideous drooler.’

Wren punched him in the arm.

He chewed the smile from the inside of his cheek. ‘You’ve got more freckles. And her hair is darker than yours.’

Wren passed a hand over her braid, frowning.

‘I bet she’s a lot nicer.’

‘I will fling you back out of that window, Shen.’

Rose sighed as she turned over. Her eyelids flickered. Now that she was so close, Wren was seized by the sudden desire to look into her sister’s eyes. Would Rose know her? Would she scream? Would she—

‘Wren!’ hissed Shen. ‘Do the damned spell!’

Rose murmured in her sleep. ‘Celeste?’

A bolt of panic coursed through Wren. She whipped a handful of Ortha sand from her drawstring pouch and opened her palm. Enchantment gathered in her fingers. The words spilled out, fast and loose. ‘From earth to dust, in dark we creep, please put the princess back to sleep!’

Rose snapped her eyes open.

Wren’s heart stuttered as she blew the sand from her palm. It floated like gold-winged fireflies before disappearing into nothing, taking the princess’s gasp with it. Her lids drooped and she flopped against her pillow, unconscious.

Wren tightened the string on her pouch. Her fingers were trembling. She crushed them into her palm. It was foolish really, that moment of hesitation. It wasn’t like Wren didn’t know what to expect to find in the east tower. She had always known she had a twin sister. She had been raised to steal her life, after all, but seeing Rose here, so close and warm and alive, had suddenly filled her with … well, an emotion.

‘Did you see her eyes?’ she whispered.

‘As green as emeralds.’ Shen’s gaze shone too brightly in the moonlight. He was watching her in that way of his, as though he were reading the movements of her soul. ‘Are you all right?’

‘I’m fine.’ Wren smiled, thinly. ‘We need to hurry. Give me the rope.’ She set about unravelling it. ‘I’ll anchor you.’

‘Great,’ said Shen, drawing the canopy back. ‘I’ll go ahead and kidnap your sister.’

Wren tied the rope to the nearest bedpost, then tossed it outside the window. When she turned around, Shen was standing in the middle of the room, the princess slung over his shoulder. With remarkable stealth, he climbed back out on to the window ledge. The rope went taut as he lowered himself down the white tower, Rose’s dark hair spilling out like seaweed across his back.

‘Wait!’ hissed Wren. She unhooked her cloak and tossed it out of the window. ‘That nightgown won’t do her much good in the desert.’

Shen caught it by the clasp, without so much as wobbling. ‘And I thought you’d be the evil twin.’

Wren stuck her tongue out. ‘I hope she gives you hell.’

‘Good luck, Wren. I’ll see you on the throne.’ Shen winked as he dropped into darkness, leaving only the echo of his words behind.

Wren jolted into action, then, gathering the rope and burying it under a stack of linens in the bedside table. She slipped out of her climbing clothes, balled up her muddy trousers and loose shirt, and stuffed them under the bed. She stowed her dagger underneath her pillow.

She found a blue nightgown in a chest of drawers and shrugged it on, revelling in the slip of silk against her skin. It was a little big around her middle and the straps were loose on her narrow shoulders, but it was clean and luxuriously soft.

Wren smirked. By the time the moon was full again in a month’s time, she would have her fill of luxury. All she had to do was make it, undetected, to her eighteenth birthday – the day of Rose’s long-awaited coronation. And then she would be Queen; the sole ruler of the island nation of Eana. Free to tear it down, and rebuild it exactly as she liked.

Exactly as it once was.

When she became Queen, Wren would finally be able to take revenge on the Kingsbreath, the man whose frenzied devotion to the Protector had led to the murder of her own parents eighteen years ago. Even just the sight of Willem Rathborne in the rose garden earlier had made Wren’s fingers itch. But she had learned to be patient. First, she would get the crown and then she would have her revenge.

She settled herself at Rose’s dressing table, riffling through endless jars of scented oils and pots of pungent creams. So many perfumes for one princess! Wren unravelled her braid in the mirror, her eyes shining like emeralds in the dark. Her lips were chapped, her skin speckled with desert-borne freckles, and her hair was a bird’s nest on top of her head.

‘Hmm,’ she murmured. ‘Not quite a princess.’

She retrieved a pinch of sand from her drawstring pouch, closed her eyes and conjured an image of Rose in the centre of her mind. She raised her arm and offered her spell into the silence, ‘From earth to dust, with poise and grace, please help me wear my sister’s face.’

The sand disappeared before it touched the crown of her head. Wren revelled in the feather-light touch of her magic, the gentle prickling underneath her skin. She watched her cheeks glow, her suntanned skin shedding its freckles for a light rosy blush. Her hair thickened, the darkening locks growing long and luscious until they reached her waist.

She smirked at the mirror. ‘Hello, Princess.’

Wren turned her hands over, deciding to keep her rough calluses. They reminded her of the wind-battered cliffs of Ortha, and the witches perched along its spine, waiting for a new world.

The world Wren’s grandmother had promised them. As if summoned by thoughts of Banba, a rogue gust of wind slipped inside and knocked a perfume bottle over. Wren yelped.

There was a sharp knock at the door, and then the gruff voice of a palace guard. ‘Everything all right in there, Princess Rose?’

Wren swore under her breath. ‘Perfectly fine, thank you,’ she called back, praying her voice sounded like her sister’s. ‘That pesky wind! I was just getting some fresh air.’

She rushed to slam the window shut, her eyes pinned to the door handle across the room. Silence, then. And with it came the slow trickle of relief. Wren sagged against the glass.

‘I can do this,’ she reminded herself. ‘I was born to do this.’

Wren had spent her whole life preparing for the switch. Under the watchful guidance of her grandmother, she had honed her magic on the beaches of Ortha, until she could fire off quick-tongued enchantments like arrows. She had wiled away long hours with Shen practising stealth and self-defence, sensing when to strike and when to be silent. Thea, Banba’s wife, had instructed Wren in royal etiquette. Wren was no princess, but she had learned how to act like one. How to hold her tongue and trap her swear words, smile demurely and skip gaily, as though she hadn’t a care in the world.

After all, how hard could it be, to play a girl who has never known life outside these palace walls?

Wren flung herself on to the four-poster bed, landing face down like a starfish. She burrowed between the pillows, sinking into the warmth her sister had left behind. She might have felt strange about it if her blood wasn’t buzzing with the success of the switch. She hoped Shen had made it out safely, that the spirit of Ortha Starcrest would guide him safely home to the cliff-side haven the witches had named in her honour.

Wren turned on to her side and slipped her hand underneath her pillow. The dagger was cool to touch; a comfort in this foreign place. With it close at hand, sleep came swiftly. She drifted into darkness, leaving all thoughts of home behind her.

In the morning, she would be Rose Valhart, heir to the throne of Eana.

Sweet and pure and dangerous.
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Rose had never heard the sound of the Restless Sands. She’d never even been outside the capital city of Eshlinn. On the rare occasions she did venture beyond the golden gates of Anadawn Palace, it was always in the company of a chaperone, with a slew of palace guards following close behind.

But the princess often dreamed of places in Eana she’d never been. ‘I am Eana; Eana is me,’ she would whisper before bed, her thoughts turning to the far-flung lands in her kingdom. At night, she imagined herself wandering along the white-sand shores of Wishbone Bay, galloping through the verdant plains of the Errinwilde or exploring the bustling marketplaces in the south, where the stalls were brimming with decadently seasoned meat and brightly coloured spices. Rose dreamed of the rolling Ganyeve Desert, too, and the sun floating like a gold coin above it, but the legendary hum of its sands had never been so clear before.

In this dream, it felt as if they were calling out to her, coaxing her awake.

She opened her eyes, expecting to see the white walls of her bedchamber. Instead, she glimpsed an amber sun rising over the Ganyeve and heard the song of its sands ringing in her ears.

All at once, she was struck by other things. Her lips were dry and her throat was parched. There was sand in her mouth, grains mottled to the sides of her face. She blinked, furiously. She must still be dreaming. How else could she explain waking up in the desert, half slumped on a horse …?

A horse?

Panic pulsed through Rose’s body in time with the horse’s hoofbeats.

She stiffened, as something else became suddenly and alarmingly clear.

She was not alone.

She was propped against a firm chest that rose and fell with a gentle rhythm. An arm was loosely wrapped around her waist, holding her in place. It took every ounce of her self-control not to react at once. She drew a steadying breath, trying to slow her racing heart.

Stay calm. If she lost control of her senses now, she was done for. She subtly flexed her fingers. Good, her hands were unbound. She glanced down at her lap. No rope there either. Her captor had clearly underestimated her. Well, they were in for a surprise. Her eyes darted, her mind whirring, frantically. The horse was galloping swiftly, but the sand would be soft and she possessed the element of surprise. Best strike now, before the fear spreading inside her took over.

Find your courage. Wield it as a weapon.

With a bellowing cry, Rose shoved her elbow down hard and leaped off the horse.

It was only when her feet hit the sand that she realized she hadn’t planned any further than the emergency dismount. Also – and crucially – she had not been expecting the desert sand to be so blisteringly hot. Or that she would be barefoot. And in her nightgown.

‘Burning stars!’ she cursed, hopping from foot to foot.

‘That was surprisingly impressive,’ came a voice from above her.

Rose whirled to face her abductor. He made a striking figure, dressed all in black, and sitting atop that magnificent horse. His face was haloed by the rising sun and, although she couldn’t make out his features, she could plainly tell he was some sort of bandit.

Stay calm, she reminded herself, even as her heartbeat thundered in her ears. In the past, whenever Rose had let herself imagine the possibility of her own kidnapping, she was always dressed in one of her most ravishing gowns. Not her second-favourite nightgown and someone else’s cloak, which was coarse and positively reeking. And she had never pictured there being quite so much sand.

Even so, she had to seize control of the situation, and fast. She was the princess, protected by the great and noble Protector. No harm would come to her. Rose told herself that as she rolled her shoulders back, fear still hammering in her chest. ‘I don’t know who you are but I demand you take me back to my palace this instant.’

The bandit simply stared at her. The horse whinnied a bit. A bead of sweat dripped down Rose’s nose. She grimaced. Princesses were not supposed to sweat. But then, princesses didn’t often hop from foot to foot like this either, caught in some sort of embarrassing peasant dance.

‘Right now! Take me back right now!’ she said, flinching as she stamped her foot on the hot sand. ‘I command you!’

‘Oh boy,’ muttered the bandit. He dropped off the horse in one smooth motion and took a step towards her.

‘Stay back! Stay back, I tell you!’ Rose picked up a handful of sand to throw at him.

The bandit sighed as he raked his hair back. Rose saw his face clearly for the first time. He had dark eyes and high cheekbones, and a jaw that looked cut from stone. His skin was a golden tan, and his hair was black, the long strands gathered away from his face with a leather strap. Now that he was closer, she realized he was younger than she’d first thought. Close to her own age.

This gave her a rush of confidence. She could handle him.

She flung the handful of sand at him. ‘I’ll give you one last chance. Drop to your knees and show me the proper respect. Then give me your horse so I can return home. If you do that, I’ll do what I can to ensure a lighter punishment for you.’

The bandit continued to stare at her. The impudence! But she welcomed the wave of anger that coursed through her. Better to be angry than frightened. She would not allow herself to think of what she was going to do if he didn’t listen to her.

She cleared her throat. ‘And also … I’ll need you to point me in the right direction.’

The bandit had the audacity to laugh, which made Rose even more furious. She was Princess Rose Valhart, and in one moon’s time she would be crowned Queen of Eana. She was not someone to laugh at.

And yet, the bandit kept laughing.

She glared at him. ‘You must have a death wish.’

‘Princess,’ he said, indulgently. ‘I’ll kneel if it will make you feel better. But you are not taking my horse. Storm is like me: desert-born and wild.’ His smirk revealed a dimple in his right cheek. ‘You wouldn’t be able to handle her.’

A flush that had nothing to do with the desert heat stole up Rose’s cheeks. ‘How dare you! You’ll find I am an excellent horsewoman.’

‘Well, you certainly nailed that dismount.’

Rose contemplated flinging another fistful of sand at him but thought better of it. It didn’t seem to be having much effect. Which was a shame, as she had precisely zero other weapons. ‘I swear by the Great Protector, every minute you tarry, your punishment grows worse.’ She tossed her hair, arcing her voice to hide the tremor in it. ‘And I demand to know who you are.’

The bandit stroked his chin, and Rose could tell he was only pretending to consider her order. ‘Returning you to the palace would completely defeat the purpose of taking you from the palace in the first place, so I’ll offer you a compromise. My name.’ He dropped into a sweeping bow, so low that his forehead almost kissed the sand. ‘I am Shen Lo.’

Rose looked down at him. ‘Why have you kidnapped me, Shen Lo? Do you want gold? I can give you gold.’ She knew she was worth more than any other person in the land. Much more. She was Eana’s future, after all. That was why she was so closely protected, kept under constant watchful guard. Though clearly not watchful enough, she thought sourly. Now she was all alone in the desert, with only the Protector to watch over her.

If she had to buy her freedom, then she would do so here, and swiftly. Before they journeyed any further into the blistering Ganyeve.

‘Well, kidnapper?’ she demanded of the bandit who called himself Shen Lo. ‘Name your price.’

He sighed as he straightened. ‘I don’t want your money, Princess. And I don’t like the term kidnapper. I’m really more of an accomplice. Shen, the middle man. I’m just in charge of getting you from point A to point B.’

Rose tried not to panic at the stark realization that she could not buy her way home. That she had nothing to trade for her freedom. Don’t let him see your fear. ‘And where, pray tell, is point B?’

‘I’ll tell you when we get there,’ he said, unhelpfully.

‘Who are you working for?’ pressed Rose.

‘We’ve got a long way to go and we need to cross as much ground as we can before noon,’ he went on, as if he hadn’t heard her. ‘We don’t want to be out in the desert when the sun is high. It’s too hot even for me, then.’ His brow furrowed as he appraised her. ‘And you’re already wilting.’

‘I am not wilting,’ Rose rasped.

‘All the same, we’ve got to reach the Golden Caves by midday.’

‘If you don’t take me back, the Kingsbreath will find me,’ she threatened. ‘I have an entire army dedicated to keeping me safe.’

‘Well, they’re not doing a very good job,’ said Shen, pointedly. ‘Honestly, I was hoping for more of a challenge.’

‘When they find me – and they will find me – they’ll kill you on sight,’ Rose went on. ‘Much better for you if you return me yourself. The Kingsbreath may show you mercy, then.’

Shen spat on the sand. ‘That filthy rat can keep his mercy. There will be none for him.’

Rose gasped. ‘You watch your dirty mouth! That is your Kingsbreath! If he heard you speak that way, he’d cut out your tongue. And since he is also the closest thing I have to a father, he’d cut off your head first, for even daring to kidnap me.’

‘He looks more like a captor from where I’m standing. Doesn’t he control your every move?’ Shen snorted. ‘You should thank me for taking you from that tower, Princess.’

Rose’s fear burned up in another flare of anger. ‘You don’t know what you’re talking about, bandit.’ A bead of sweat slid down her temple. It was becoming increasingly difficult to maintain her composure in this forsaken heat. ‘And you clearly know nothing of the suffering you will bring upon yourself if you do not return me to the palace right now.’

Shen’s eyes flashed. ‘I’m surprised you even know that word: suffering.’ They glared at each other a moment. Then he sighed. ‘As entertaining as it is arguing with you out here, I meant what I said about the high-noon sun. Storm is fast, but not that fast. Now get back on the horse.’

Rose took a step away from him. ‘No.’

He raised his head to the sky. ‘She’ll be asleep the whole time, they said. How convenient that when the princess wakes a whole day early, there is nobody but me to deal with her.’ He turned back to Rose. ‘Don’t make me chase you. It won’t be fun for either of us.’

‘My guards are coming for me,’ she said, standing her ground. ‘I’m not going one step further.’

‘Nobody is coming for you. That, I can guarantee.’

Rose was struck by the sureness in his dark eyes. For the first time since she’d woken up on the horse, true dread slithered into her heart. ‘You’re lying.’

Shen advanced towards her. ‘Get back on the horse, Princess.’

‘Look there!’ She pointed over his shoulder. ‘There’s my Captain of the Guard now.’ She started to wave.

Shen looked backwards, cursing when he found nothing there. ‘I can’t believe I fell for that.’

When he turned back, Rose was already scampering down the sand dune in her nightgown. She didn’t have a plan, of course. But her guards must be close now. They couldn’t be that far into the desert, could they? And no matter what the bandit said, the palace would come for her. Her soldiers would scour every inch of Eana with tracking hounds if they had to. All she had to do was distract the bandit long enough for them to arrive.

‘Rose! Stop!’ Shen was chasing after her on foot, his horse watching bemusedly from atop the dune.

Rose kept running, her feet sinking with every step. She was gaining momentum – much more than she meant to – and as the sands sloped sharply, she lost her balance.

She landed face down in the sand.

An unladylike groan seeped out of her.

‘Stand up!’ Shen shouted. ‘Quick!’

With as much dignity as she could muster, Rose lifted her head and spat a clump of sand from her mouth.

‘Get up!’ Shen’s voice reached a fever pitch as he raced down the dune.

Rose ignored him. She was not going to take orders from some thieving, kidnapping desert bandit. She would move at the pace she wanted. She stood up as slowly and gracefully as she could but her legs were covered in sand, and they were trembling. Badly.

As she tried to steady herself, she realized with dawning horror that her knees were not the problem. The dune itself was shaking.

Her heart leaped into her throat. ‘The sands are shifting!’

‘That isn’t the sand! It’s a blood beetle!’

Rose screamed as the dune began to churn around her. Sharp ebony pincers pierced through the sand, flinging it everywhere, and then the rest of the creature emerged in a skittering mass of darkness. It was enormous, with a hard leathered shell and a dozen spindly legs dwarfed beneath those terrible shining pinchers.

Rose stumbled away.

Behind her, the bandit moved like a shadow – faster than anyone she had ever seen before. He flew through the air, grabbing a dagger from his boot and angling it skywards as he leaped over her and landed right in front of the insect. ‘I told you to get up!’ he said, over his shoulder. ‘Blood beetles can hear your heartbeat. They smell your sweat and—’

The beetle struck. Shen dodged the pincer with a backflip. Rose gasped as he landed on the creature’s head, and in one clean swipe, thrust his dagger into the fleshy part between its eyes. The beetle’s screech split the desert air in two. Rose covered her ears as it thrashed in anger, jabbing its pincers at Shen.

‘Watch out!’ she cried, but it was too late. A pincer sliced across his leg. He winced as blood began to gush out, but he kept his dagger steady, twisting it deeper into the beetle’s head until, finally, the wretched beast collapsed in a heap on the sand.

Rose’s head swam dangerously, and she thought for a second she might pass out. ‘It’s dead,’ she breathed. ‘You killed it.’

Shen slid off the beetle. His golden chain had slipped from his shirt in the fight. Rose noted the ring dangling on the end as he tucked it hastily back into his shirt. He stood for a long moment, breathing heavily, then he wiped the dagger on his shirt and slid it back into his boot. He looked up at Rose. Are you all right?’

‘I’m f-fine.’ Though this time, she failed to keep the tremor from her voice. She had thought blood beetles were myths from storybooks, not terrifyingly real creatures that could kill her. What other abominations were hiding out here in the desert? ‘And you … are you all right?’

‘Fine,’ he said, curtly.

Her gaze dropped to the gaping wound in his leg.

‘It’s fine,’ he insisted. ‘We need to get away from here. Other blood beetles may be coming, and things that like to eat blood beetles will smell this dead one.’ He hardened his jaw. ‘And trust me, Princess, we do not want to fight anything that eats a blood beetle.’

Rose swallowed. ‘That thing would have killed me.’

‘Easily.’

‘You saved my life.’

A hoarse laugh escaped Shen. ‘Don’t give me too much credit. I’d be in a lot of trouble if I lost you to a blood beetle. Or anything else for that matter.’ He lifted his fingers to his lips and whistled so loudly Rose flinched.

Storm came galloping down the dune.

‘Listen, Princess, even if the palace was sending someone for you, no Eshlinn-born horse can go as fast as Storm. They’ll never catch up with us. In case you haven’t noticed, we’re in the middle of the desert.’

Rose looked around, straining for shapes on the horizon. ‘That’s impossible. Nobody goes through the desert.’

The Ganyeve Desert lay like a coiled snake in the middle of the island of Eana, as deadly and dangerous as a viper’s bite. The only way to cross it – at least in one piece – was to take the dusty Kerrcal Road that curved around its edges, connecting the small desert towns that led on to the fishing villages by the coast. No sane Eanan would ever dream of cutting a pathway through the heart of the desert. It was the surest road to madness, or death. Often both.

And yet … there was nothing and no one as far as her eyes could see. Where was the mighty clock tower of Gallanth, the sunrise village to the east? Or the famed redwalled town of Dearg? She couldn’t even see the shadow of the Mishnick Mountains from here. All these places she’d never been to but had etched into her memory as she’d studied the maps of her country. Places that belonged to her. Places that she promised herself she’d one day visit. When she was Queen.

Now, there was only sun and sky and sand.

And Shen Lo.

He smirked. ‘I was born in this desert and have ridden through it many times, Princess. I know it like the back of my hand.’

Rose appraised the bandit with new eyes. She had always been taught it was impossible to cross the desert, and yet here stood this insufferable boy – barely older than her – claiming he’d done it. Several times. And more impossible still – that he was doing it now. With her.

Her surprise gave way to wariness. ‘What do you want with me, Shen Lo?’

Shen locked eyes with her, staring at her brazenly in a way that nobody had ever dared to before. ‘Nothing.’

Rose frowned. ‘I don’t understand …’

‘Understand this,’ he said. ‘I promise I won’t hurt you. Can you try to trust me?’

She swallowed thickly, cursing her still-trembling limbs. If she didn’t go with him now, she would die in this desert. She had to stay alive until she could escape. ‘Very well. But only for now.’

‘Now is enough.’ Shen knelt in the sand and offered his leg as a step.

She sashayed past him. ‘Oh, please. I know how to get on a horse,’ she said, as she vaulted herself on to the horse’s back. She landed neatly, leaning forward and stroking Storm between the ears.

Shen leaped up behind her. ‘Isn’t it easier when we get along?’

His breath tickled the back of her neck. Rose’s spine stiffened. In that moment, she made a vow to herself. She would survive this kidnapping, and when she was back on her throne, when she had the power again, she would make the bandit pay for this.

Shen wrapped an arm around her waist. ‘Hold on, Princess,’ he said, as they took off across the Restless Sands.
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Long after sunrise, Wren woke to the sound of knocking. She bolted upright in bed and wiped the drool from her chin. Usually, the dawn gulls would be wailing through her creaking walls by now, the children of Ortha knocking on her door, seeking her nose for adventure. But the skies above Anadawn were silent, and somehow she had overslept. Rotting carp!

Sunlight flooded the room with syrupy warmth as she leaped out of bed. Wren stole a glance at herself in the mirror to make sure her enchantment from last night had held, just as a round-faced woman with a frizz of grey hair swept inside rump first. She was cradling a large copper jug. ‘Morning, Princess Rose,’ she said, blue eyes twinkling. ‘Not like you to sleep so late. Must have been a pleasant dream?’

Showtime.

Wren tossed her hair back and cleared her throat. ‘Oh, the most pleasant,’ she crowed. ‘I dreamed I was galloping on a wild black horse across the Restless Sands!’

The old woman blinked at her, and Wren’s heartbeat slowed in her chest. An age seemed to pass, her fate balancing on the edge of a knife, and then the maidservant threw her head back and released a wheezy laugh.

‘Oh, mercy! Sounds like a nightmare to me. That sun would bake me alive!’ She chuckled to herself as she bustled across the bedroom and disappeared through a narrow archway, into an adjacent bathing chamber. ‘I’ll have your bath ready in two ticks, love.’

Triumph flooded Wren, and she giggled like a carefree princess. ‘How wonderful. Thank you—’ She froze mid-speak. Her name. What was her bloody name? She had it parcelled away, but her mind was still foggy from sleep. Think! She had learned all of them by heart before coming here – the names and descriptions of Rose’s inner circle, the people she would have to fool to get to her coronation – reciting them to her grandmother five times a night. Sometimes more. Celeste?No. Cam? That’s the cook. Oh! It’s … AGNES!’

Agnes ducked her head around the archway. ‘What’s happened, Princess? Is it another river spider?’ She scanned the floor, frantically. ‘A woodroach? I’ll call down to Emory.’

Wren cleared her throat. ‘I … oh, no. No, everything is fine. I was just saying thank you.’

And I hardly need a man to rescue me from a harmless critter.

Agnes’s face said differently. She sighed with relief, before returning to drawing Wren’s bath. Wren seized the moment to stash her dagger from where it was peeking out from beneath her pillow.

Her grandmother scowled at Wren in her head. A careless witch is a dead witch.

When Wren was a little girl in Ortha, she would swim every day with another young witch called Lia. She was an enchanter, too. Lia loved the sea so much, Wren had to drag her back to shore in time for lunch most days. But one morning, when Wren was still asleep, Lia used a spell to carve gills into her neck and turn herself into a merrow. She swam deep into the belly of the ocean and got so caught up in the thrill of swimming like a fish that she forgot to return to the surface and renew her spell. When her bloated body finally washed up on the shore, Banba left it there to bake for three days and three nights as a warning to the other young witches.

A careless witch is a dead witch.

Wren would never forget that.

‘Your bath’s a-bubbling, Princess!’ Agnes grinned at her around the door frame. ‘I’ll fetch your breakfast while you bathe. Any special requests this morning?’

‘Oh … just the usual!’

Wren waited for Agnes to leave before flinging her nightgown off and sinking into the tub. She groaned in pleasure. The water was soft and soapy and deliciously warm – a far cry from the salty bite of the ocean. If this was what it took to be Princess Rose every morning, then Wren could certainly get used to it. After she had popped every bubble and soaked until her fingers crinkled, she donned a silk robe and emerged to find a feast waiting for her in her bedroom. She chuckled to herself.

This was Rose’s usual?

Her sister certainly had taste.

Not to mention an appetite.

There were ornate bowls of blueberries and raspberries, grapes still on the vine, and pomegranates bursting with so much flavour Wren devoured them by the fistful. Next, a plate of thickly sliced rye bread, warmed and slathered with butter, and accompanied by fresh marmalade and honey to drizzle. There was freshly squeezed orange juice and a thimble of dark coffee so strong Wren could feel it racing through her bloodstream.

After breakfast, when she was feeling fit to burst, Wren flung the window open, welcoming the morning breeze. It was late spring and the flowers were in full bloom in the capital city of Eshlinn, where the white palace of Anadawn stood. The trees beyond the palace walls swaying lazily in the morning sun. Outside in the courtyard, upon an emerald-green flag, a golden hawk spread its wings in flight. The Eana crest was rippling, valiantly.

Centuries ago, long before Wren was born and the kingdom had been stolen from the witches, there had been a woman riding that hawk. But the crest, like so much else in Eana, had been changed by the Protector. It was a place that still worshipped him, the first in a long line of mortal Valhart rulers, whose mission to rid the land of witches had recently been reinvigorated by the scheming Kingsbreath, Willem Rathborne, Rose’s guardian and mentor. A man whose days were numbered.

But first, Wren had bigger things to worry about.

She sat at the vanity to renew her enchantment. Another pinch of Ortha sand and some carefully chosen words would assure Rose’s appearance for the rest of the day. Of the five branches of witchcraft, enchanters alone needed earth to trade for their spells. It was a tricky craft, so Wren used rhymes to guide her enchantments. But she knew with enough practise, one day she wouldn’t need words any more. Just her thoughts.

Healers, like Thea, used their own energy for their craft. Warriors, like Shen, were born light-footed and charged by the sun. Tempests, like Banba, weaved their storms from a strand of wind, and cast infernos from a single spark of lightning, and Seers turned to the night sky for their visions – an open space to watch the starcrest birds cast patterns of the future among the stars – though that craft was so rare, Wren had never even met a seer in person.

Wren was a gifted enchanter, but she had spent much of her childhood longing to be a tempest like Banba. Over time, she had learned to do the best she could with her craft. To accept it, not just as who she was, but where she had come from.

After all, Wren’s mother had been an enchanter. Wren had grown up hearing stories of Lillith Greenrock, a lowly palace gardener, who had wandered into the king’s rose garden one day, and soon after that, his heart. And though her mother had died for who she was in this cold and hostile place, Wren was glad to have the same gift inside her. To have any magic at all.

Princess Rose, on the other hand, was no witch. She had inherited nothing from Lillith but her green eyes and her meek temperament. Or at least that was how Wren had always imagined her sister to be. How could she be anything other when she had grown up coddled in her precious tower? With servants to bathe her and footmen to dispose of her spiders! There was certainly nothing meek about Wren. She was a storm brewed by Banba, and when the crown of Eana sat upon her head, she would cast out the memory of the wretched Protector and all those who worshipped him.

Mindful of the time, Wren crossed the room and flung open her sister’s wardrobe. Living along the Whisperwind Cliffs made dresses an impracticality at best and a death trap at worst, but now … rifling through some of the finest gowns in all of Eana, she was seized by the giddy exhilaration of a child playing dress-up.

She chose a dress of cornflower-blue silk, the bodice delicately embroidered with white flowers – just in time for Agnes’s return. The old woman nattered away as she helped Wren get dressed, and though Wren was surprised to find her sister had fostered such friendliness with her maidservant, she couldn’t concentrate on a single word of their conversation. Just the desperate wheeze of her breath as the laces cinched her waist tighter and tighter. Did her sister put herself through this fresh hell every single day? When she was Queen, Wren would have to introduce the long-suffering noblewomen of Eana to the simple wonder of trousers.

The second Agnes left, Wren tucked her dagger into her corset – just in case – and then set about draping herself in jewellery. Rose had enough bracelets to launch a fleet of ships to the southern continent, and purchase another orchard with the leftovers. It was absurd! If Wren ever dared wear any of it in Ortha, a magpie would come and carry her away.

When she spied a majestic gold crown, Wren let out a gasp of delight. It sat on its own plinth in a glass case at the very top of Rose’s armoire and took her four attempts and a stool to lift it down from its perch. It was a beast of a thing, heavy and shining and inlaid, with an intricate row of emeralds. Green and gold – the colours of Eana.

Wren tried the crown on, grinning at herself in the mirror. Every part of her was sparkling, as though she were lit from within by a star. ‘I truly am the jewel of my kingdom,’ she crooned.

She swished her skirts back and forth.

Swish, swish.

‘The beating heart of Eana.’

Swish, swish.

‘And I may wear whatever I please.’

Swish, swish.

‘For that is what pretty little princesses do.’

‘Good grief, Princess Rose! What in the name of the great and noble Protector are you doing?’

Wren froze mid swish. Her stomach lurched as Rathborne’s face flashed through her mind. But … no. It wasn’t him. In the mirror, she could see a short, scowling man standing behind her. He wore a burgundy frock coat that dwarfed his slight frame, his generous swoop of dark hair perfectly matching his finely groomed moustache. He was clutching a parchment scroll to his chest and staring at her with an expression of such abject horror, he looked like an oil painting.

She knew him at once – Chapman. Willem Rathborne’s scurrying assistant; his eyes and ears in the palace.

Wren turned on the heel of her shoe, ignoring the violent flush crawling up her neck. ‘Good morning, Chapman,’ she said, brightly. ‘I was just … taking inventory of my many, many jewels.’

Chapman waved his hands in a panic. ‘Put that away! The royal coronation crown of Eana is not a dress-up toy.’

Wren froze. Oh no. She was wearing the hissing coronation crown! In front of Rathborne’s favourite spy! If Banba could see her now, she’d blast her out to sea in a hurricane.

She ripped the crown off so fast she took a clump of hair with it. ‘I was just making sure it fits,’ she said, as she set it on the dresser. ‘Happily, it does!’

Chapman’s moustache twitched in disapproval. ‘That’s what you said last time.’

Wren was careful not to look surprised. Her stomach twisted at the thought of her sister standing in this very spot doing the very same thing. Somehow, it made Rose feel much more real, and Wren didn’t like to think of her sister that way – as a person, rather than an obstacle on her way to the throne.

She pushed the image away before it gave rise to stirrings of guilt, and fixed her hair in the mirror. ‘Yes, well, it’s just best to be sure, isn’t it, Chapman?’

‘It’s far better to have your priorities in order,’ he huffed. ‘You’re late for your afternoon date!’

Wren blinked. ‘My … what?’

‘By the Protector, don’t tell me you forgot!’ cried Chapman. ‘You know very well how important good timekeeping is to the Kingsbreath. It’s already past noon!’

‘I ‘m late,’ said Wren, slowly. ‘For a date. My date. Yes. Of course.’ She turned from the mirror, keeping her face the perfect picture of calm. A date was an unexpected development, certainly, but it was nothing she couldn’t handle. ‘Goodness. Where has the time gone?’

‘Perhaps you offended it in another life,’ sighed Chapman. ‘You do always seem to be two steps behind it. I might add that it was you who insisted on courting the prince in the first place.’ Chapman removed a feather quill from behind his ear and jabbed it at the piece of parchment. ‘It’s all here in the schedule!’

Wren could just about read the entry he was pointing at.

Twelve’ noon – one o clock: Princess Rose and Prince Ansel have afternoon tea in the lower gardens.

Who on earth is Prince Ansel?

Chapman clucked his tongue. ‘I do wonder whether you have a sieve in that head of yours sometimes. We just went over your schedule yesterday.’ He ushered her from the room. ‘Come along. The Kingsbreath will have my head if you tarry another moment.’

Wren bit her tongue and followed Chapman down one winding stone staircase and then another, past probably the same stern-faced palace guards she and Shen had sneaked around last night.

Wren rifled through all the princes she knew of from surrounding countries, but she couldn’t seem to place Prince Ansel.

‘Now why are you frowning like that?’ said Chapman, anxiously. ‘Prince Ansel will want to see you smiling on your date.’

‘I’m just nervous,’ said Wren, quickly. ‘What if Prince Ansel doesn’t like me? What if he finds me bland? Or spoilt? Or overdressed? Or underdressed?’

Or, I don’t know, A DIFFERENT PERSON ENTIRELY?

Chapman waved his hand in dismissal. ‘Nonsense. You are the famed beauty of Eana, with no small fortune to your name. And by all accounts, your first date went rather well, didn’t it? Though I do maintain you should have let him win that game of chess. Nobody likes a show-off.’

Wren felt a smattering of respect for her sister. ‘Perhaps my brain is not such a sieve after all.’

Before them, the hallway vaulted into a marble archway that overlooked the sprawling courtyard. Chapman turned from her, murmuring something as he went, but Wren was too dumbstruck to share in his babble. She was adrift now, floating across the pale stones in a cascade of golden sunlight.

And there he was, waiting for her at the edge of the rose garden.

Prince Ansel.

Wren’s eyes widened. Hissing seaweed.

Ansel was handsome.

Being Rose was becoming more enjoyable by the minute.
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The pale gold mountain rose unexpectedly out of the desert. It looked remarkably sturdy amid the shifting sands and sparkled magnificently in the high-noon sun.

It was so bright Rose had to squint at it but the sight was a welcome one. They had been riding for hours. Miles and miles of sand, punctuated by only the undulating dunes. She had never been so exhausted. Her thighs hurt, her back ached and she was drenched in sweat. She had been so focused on not falling off the horse as it raced through the desert, she hadn’t let herself think about how frightened she was of what lay before them.

Or how frantic everyone back at Anadawn must be. She could imagine all too well how fiercely Willem would be interrogating the guards and the punishments he would be doling out. Whenever the Kingsbreath was in a fury, all of Anadawn quaked. And someone always paid for it.

And then there was Celeste. She was certainly in a panic! She would chase down Rose herself if given half the chance, and likely do a far better job of finding her, too … But Rose couldn’t think about her best friend right now. Or Anadawn. She couldn’t afford to let herself fall apart. She had to stay focused and alert.

Storm carried them to the base of the mountain, where four arched openings tunnelled into the rock. Shen hopped off the horse and offered his hand to Rose.

‘I’m
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