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For Aurelia,
 my golden ray of sunshine





‘Some day you will be old enough to start reading fairy tales again.’

C. S. Lewis
The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe
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Part One

THE CASTLE WALLS hummed with magic. The King’s hounds ran whimpering to their kennels and the milk in the kitchens soured. The gulls nesting in the turrets soared and dived through the sky in sudden eddies; the flowers in the gardens wilted and drooped. The magic stretched to the very edges of the small island, where waves rolled and sucked at the rocks; even the sea drew back from the pulse that rang through the air.

The servants of the castle cast quick glances at their foreign guests. They prayed that it would be over soon – for the Queen’s sake, of course, but mostly for their own. It was late summer and the King should have moved to his hunting lodge in the north, but he had delayed the royal household’s departure so that his child could be born at Mont Isle. At first, the servants had thought it an honour to welcome the long-awaited firstborn, but they had not anticipated the Queen’s strange guests, travelling from her homeland to bless the child.

They had not known there would be so much magic.

The fishermen, who lived in the stone cottages that clung to the cliffs of the mainland, tutted over such customs. All this pomp and ceremony was not the Bavaughian way. The King’s mother – may she rest with the Great Creator – had been caught unawares by the early birth of her son. He had been delivered without fuss by a maid in the Queen’s chambers at Mont Isle. The next day, trumpets had sounded from the battlements and the proud King had paraded the tiny Prince through the streets of the small fishing town of Guil. That was that.

It would not be so bad if the whole thing were not taking so long. The Queen had been confined to her chambers for almost three days and her guests had started arriving the moment she yelped and clutched her stomach with the first contraction. Her homeland was at least a whole moon’s travel away, and no one wanted to ask how the guests had managed to arrive so punctually. Before news that the baby was coming had even reached the mainland, cloaked figures had appeared in Guil. They slipped through the cobbled streets, then passed across the causeway to the tidal island, the air ringing behind them.

In his chambers, the King paced back and forth. He had been locked in these rooms for almost three days, only emerging when forced and eating sparingly. The Kingdom of Bavaugh had waited many years for an heir and he longed to announce the arrival of his firstborn. Surely it would be a son. Sometimes he thought he heard a scream echoing through the stone walls of the castle, but when he held his breath and listened, he could hear only the crackling of the logs on the fire. With teeth clenched, the King continued to pace, praying and waiting.

On the other side of the castle, in the Queen’s bedchamber, the fire burnt low and the milky light of dawn seeped through the windows unnoticed. All eyes were focused on the writhing figure in the four-poster bed. Sheets wet with sweat were twisted around her legs and her dark hair stuck in slick coils to her cheeks. She gasped and groaned as the birthing maids and Ladies-in-Waiting urged her to push. They had stood vigilantly by her side these past three days, tense and fussing, but finally it was clear that the baby was coming and their relief was palpable.

‘Almost there, Your Majesty,’ they promised. ‘Almost there.’

The Queen tried to shake her head. She was exhausted and burning with agony, but there was something else. She longed to call for one of her guests and ask if they could feel it too. But she had heard her Ladies-in-Waiting whispering about the strange, cloaked figures in the castle and she knew such a request would upset them. Besides, she did not have the energy to speak as pain ripped through her body. All she could do was push with everything she had left, praying that her worries were for nothing.

‘The head is crowning!’ One of the birthmaids gasped. ‘Just a few more pushes, Your Majesty.’

The Queen clenched her fingers into fists and screamed. A moment later, there was a coo of awe from her attendants, then a sharp cry split the air.

‘A girl, Your Majesty,’ said the Chief Lady-in-Waiting. ‘A Princess.’

Fresh towels and linens were brought in, the baby was bathed and the gowns for the Blessing were readied.

‘Tell the King!’ someone called, and there was the sound of scampering feet, the slosh of warm water on the royal infant and the excited murmurings of a relieved room.

‘We are to begin the Blessing right away, Your Majesty,’ said the Chief Lady-in-Waiting. ‘Just as you ordered it.’

The Queen lay panting, her body trembling with the ordeal. Somehow she managed to nod. Exhausted though she was, she would not allow herself to rest. Her long-awaited child had been born and now she suspected they were all in great danger.




Sel
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Guil, West Bavaugh

SEL STOOD ON the shore of the mainland, looking at the island surrounded by sea. Pale light peeked over the distant horizon, trimming the waves and rocky edges of Mont Isle in gold. A castle rose from the island’s centre, twisting turrets of tanned stone and criss-crossing battlements soaring higher and higher towards the watery sky.

Sel pushed her hood back from her face and cursed under her breath. She was late. The royal baby would be born any moment, then the Blessing would begin. She needed to be on that island. If she missed the Blessing, the whole journey would have been for nothing.

She scanned the shoreline, looking for something or someone who might be able to help, and further down the coast she spotted a wooden jetty stretching out into the sea. Breaking into an ungainly sprint, she hurried towards it, her black boots scattering pebbles and the waves roaring in her ears. As she drew closer, she saw three men climbing into fishing boats. One of them caught sight of her and he must have said something because they all turned to watch her approach, their weathered faces pulled into scowls.

‘Excuse me,’ she panted in Bavaughian, the words feeling round and unfamiliar in her mouth. ‘Can I pay for passage to the island?’

She stepped on to the jetty and the men flinched. One of them said, ‘When the tide goes out again you can cross the causeway.’

‘But I need to be there now.’

Silence.

‘Are you about to go out to sea?’ she persisted. ‘I can pay you handsomely.’

She was desperate and she could see that she had tempted one of them enough to step out of his boat.

‘How much?’ he asked.

‘Two flecks of gold.’

By the expression on his face, this was more than he had expected. She wished she had offered one.

‘Get in,’ he said, and the men behind him shook their heads.

Sel clambered into the rowing boat, pulling her cloak tightly around her; the faint drizzle that hung in the air had turned the thick material soft and heavy, so that the clasp almost choked her throat. Taking two flecks of gold from the pouch tied at her waist, she handed them to the fisherman. He watched her with an expression that was half suspicious, half curious as he took up the oars.

The little boat lurched into motion and Sel fixed her eyes on the island ahead. Magic radiated from it in tendrils that curled through the wind and chafed her cheeks. It had been a while since Sel had felt so much gathered power and her fingers itched to take it and shape it, but she knew she must wait. As much as she would have liked to mutter a charm to dry her wet cloak and clean her grimy clothes, she needed to save everything for the Blessing. She had not travelled all this way to fail now. A whole moon of bumpy cart rides, stomach-churning sea travel and bland food, trudging down muddy roads and remaining ever watchful for thieves and predators lay behind her. It was in stark contrast to how she had spent the seasons of her adult life, poring over dusty books in dark, warm rooms.

It will be worth it, she told herself. It has to be worth it.

She slipped her hand beneath her cloak and touched the worn edge of folded parchment tucked into the lining, a gesture she had repeated on the road, reassuring herself of the journey’s purpose. It was an invitation for her late Master, Florentina Samara the Wise. It called Florentina to pay respects to the firstborn child of the former Princess Violanna, fourth daughter of King Lepon of the Diaspass Kingdom, now Queen of Bavaugh. The invitation was written on thick, creamy parchment and the royal seal of Bavaugh was stamped in red wax at its corner. At the bottom, scrawled in the Queen’s own, nervous hand, was a message: Please, Florentina, I beg, you must come.

‘There’re steps over there.’

The fisherman’s mutter made Sel jump and she turned to see the island’s stone pier looming beside them.

‘Oh, good. Thank you … for your service,’ she replied.

When it became clear that the fisherman was not going to offer her a hand, Sel wobbled to her feet then leapt at the nearby steps, heaving herself on to the pier. Before she had even straightened her cloak, the fisherman was rowing away. With a sigh, Sel smoothed back her dark, wet hair and hurried towards the gatehouse.

Liveried guards watched her approach and Sel stopped before the nearest one, pulling out her invitation.

‘“Florentina Samara the Wise”,’ read the castle guard, his eyes flicking from the invitation in his hands to the young woman in front of him.

‘That’s me.’

The guard frowned and Sel forced a smile.

‘You’re younger than the others,’ he grunted, peering under the hood of her cloak.

‘I’m older than I look.’

His frown deepened. ‘You’re late.’

‘And I think I might be later if I wait here much longer.’

When there was no reply, she added with as much haughtiness as she could manage, ‘I’m the Queen’s royal guest and I must pass through now.’

‘All right, all right.’ He thrust her invitation back at her and signalled to the other guards on duty.

Ignoring their glares, Sel held her head high and passed through the gatehouse. Behind the castle walls, the courtyards and corridors were deserted and all was wrapped in the expectant hush before a momentous occasion. There were no guards or attendants to direct her, so Sel hurried blindly through archways and up flights of stairs, hoping the ceremony had not started. She could feel magic emanating from inside the stone walls above, like the beckoning warmth of a fire, and she hastened towards it, crossing quads and rushing down passages. Finally, at the end of one corridor, she spotted a cluster of jittery servants. They were waiting before a set of thick, carved doors and they drew back against the walls as she approached.

‘It’s about to begin!’ cried a sentry. ‘You’re very late.’

Behind the doors, Sel could hear the hum of many low, babbling voices. Excitement and nerves simmered through her stomach as she handed over her invitation and stood back to let the guards haul open the doors.

‘Florentina Samara the Wise,’ called out the Sergeant-at-Arms.

Sel took a deep breath and raised her chin, mimicking the posture of her old Master. Then she pulled back her shoulders and walked into the Great Hall.




Meredyth
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The Queen’s Chambers, Mont Isle

MEREDYTH DABBED POWDER across the Queen’s slick brow. She tried to appear calm and untroubled, but she felt neither. Something was wrong. After the birth of the Princess, the Queen had refused even a quick bath, insisting that they must all get ready for the Blessing – that strange, magical custom from her homeland – without delay. But standing in the dressing room, the Queen listed from side to side, her face waxen and strained, her eyes sunken and her gaze distracted. The edges of her petticoat quivered as if at any moment she might crumple.

The maids pulled the Queen’s damp, oily hair into decorative plaits and strapped her still-swollen waist into the royal gown, exchanging glances. The little Princess had been taken to an adjoining room with her wet nurse for a feed before her public debut, and every few moments the Queen’s gaze would flit to the open doorway. Meredyth could almost attribute such behaviour to the apprehension of a new mother, but there was an unsettling look in the Queen’s eyes that she did not understand.

‘I can manage the rest,’ said Meredyth sharply, catching one of the maids blanching at the sight of dried blood crusted on the Queen’s elbow. ‘Out now.’

The maids gladly ceased their fussing and scurried from the room, chattering about squeezing into the servants’ gallery of the Great Hall to watch the ceremony.

Meredyth shut the door of the chamber behind them and rubbed her brow with the back of her hand. She had been at the Queen’s side throughout the birth, catching only snatches of sleep, and she felt faint and weary. Her nose was still clogged with the scent of sweat and blood and her gown was creased from hours of fretful attending.

‘Your Majesty,’ she said, ‘can I not encourage you to take a moment? Let me send for some tea and a meal to revive you.’

The Queen shook her head, her brown eyes downcast, her chest heavy with laboured breaths. ‘No,’ she managed. ‘Not now.’

Meredyth stepped behind her and straightened a pearl droplet at the Queen’s neck. ‘Please, Your Majesty,’ she tried again after a pause. She thought she noticed the Queen’s expression soften. ‘You do not seem well.’

‘I am only a little tired.’

Meredyth knew this was not true.

‘You have suffered a difficult birth, Your Majesty,’ she whispered. ‘No one would begrudge you some rest.’

‘I do not need it.’

Pursing her lips, Meredyth turned away and dipped a cloth in a water basin. She was not used to the Queen ignoring her counsel. She had been Chief Lady-in-Waiting since the Queen had arrived in Bavaugh: a shy, lonely bride, a long time ago. The two women had always been close, but they had grown closer still throughout the Queen’s seasons of barrenness.

‘Perhaps you would like a moment alone with your little one before the ceremony, Your Majesty?’ Meredyth suggested, trying a different approach. She wrung out the cloth and dabbed away the bloodstain on the Queen’s elbow. ‘I know I craved some time alone with each of my newborns—’

‘No.’

Meredyth wiped her hands on her rumpled skirts, not caring that it left a faint stain. There were blotches of lilac underneath the Queen’s eyes and a pale crust of white skin over her lips.

‘Your Majesty,’ she began, stepping closer to her friend. ‘Please listen to me—’

Meredyth gasped in surprise as the Queen grabbed hold of her wrist and pinched it tightly.

‘You must stay by our side until the end of the ceremony,’ she hissed, locking her dark gaze on Meredyth. ‘You must stay with me and the Princess.’

‘Your Majesty, is … is something troubling you?’

‘Promise!’

‘Of course, I promise.’

The Queen abruptly turned away, releasing her, and peered once again into the adjoining chamber at the wet nurse and the Princess. ‘We are ready and must delay no longer,’ she said.

‘But—’

‘I said we must delay no longer!’

Meredyth nodded and curtsied, chastened. Turning, she called to the guards to escort them to the Great Hall and instructed the nursemaid to bring forth the Princess.

Meredyth smiled at the warm bundle of lace pressed into her arms. She adored newborns and had given birth to six of her own, though only four had survived. There was nothing quite like the milky, sweet scent of an infant; she knew this precious time would pass all too quickly. She looked up at the hunched figure of the Queen in front of her and her chest tightened. She just hoped that the Blessing would be over soon, then she could rush the Queen and the Princess back to bed.

Their party left the Queen’s quarters and made slow, limping progress to the Great Hall. As they shuffled down a passageway, a door at the opposite end opened. A flock of guards poured out, followed by the King. Meredyth had expected to see King Felipe sooner, but she had heard from an attendant that he was toasting the arrival of his first child with his advisors. She had wished she was surprised.

‘Ah, my Queen!’ cried the King, striding towards them. The rubies studding the crown on his dark-blond head flickered in the lamplight, and the royal sceptre, encrusted with jewels, glinted in the crook of his elbow. ‘Everyone is ready and waiting for the ceremony to begin …’ He trailed off as he approached and saw his wife’s uneven gait and pallor.

The Queen attempted a shaky curtsey, whispering, ‘Greetings, my King.’

‘Is all well?’ he asked. The lines around his blue-grey eyes were creased and a red rim of wine stained his lips.

‘It is time for the Blessing,’ the Queen replied. ‘Let us be on our way.’

The King glanced at Meredyth. Then his gaze fell on the infant and he smiled. ‘Is that the Princess? Is she … healthy?’

When the Queen did not reply, Meredyth nodded with a curtsey. ‘Long live King Felipe of Bavaugh,’ she said. ‘Your Majesty, the Queen has delivered a perfect little girl.’

‘I heard. It is not a Prince, but it is good news.’ The King cupped his hand around the Queen’s cheek and kissed her forehead, not noticing her wince of pain. ‘We have waited so long and the Great Creator has blessed us.’

Still the Queen did not respond, so Meredyth added, ‘I believe she has your eyes, Your Majesty.’

‘Really? Maybe she takes after my mother.’

‘She looks as though she may also be fair like Queen Aruelle,’ said Meredyth. ‘Perhaps Your Majesty would like to hold the Princess—’

‘No,’ said the Queen. ‘We must not delay the ceremony.’

‘But—’

‘No.’

Meredyth cleared her throat. ‘Maybe after the Blessing, you would like to retire to the Queen’s chambers with your new family, Your Majesty?’ she said, filling the silence. ‘You should all rest after such an ordeal.’

The King nodded, though his brow remained creased. ‘That seems wise. Thank you, Lady Lansin.’ He offered the Queen his arm. ‘Let us go to the Blessing, then.’

The Queen took his elbow and continued her shuffling gait.

As they made their way slowly down the corridor, Meredyth could see King Felipe muttering to his wife and patting her hand, but the Queen did not respond. Instead, she stared straight ahead, beads of sweat rolling down her neck like raindrops.




Sel
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The Great Hall, Mont Isle

SEL LEANT TO one side and craned her neck to peer down the line of black-cloaked figures ahead of her. Most of the Diaspass Masterhood were in attendance, despite this kingdom’s distance from their homeland, and the queue stretched from the front of the dais to the end of the Great Hall, a dark ripple cutting through the grand, bright room. Sel was last in the line, which was a relief. She had not yet attended a royal Diaspass Blessing and she wanted to watch the other Masters give their gifts to see how it was done.

Trumpets sounded and, at the head of the Great Hall, the royal party appeared on the dais. The noblemen and women around the edges of the room clapped and the servants in the gallery above cheered as the King and Queen took their seats on their thrones, decked in finery. Between them stood an ornate cradle decorated with gold filigree and strung with ribbons and rosettes. An important-looking brown-haired woman carrying a wriggling bundle stepped forward and lowered the newborn Princess ceremoniously into her bed, which produced a coo of delight from the crowd.

While everyone else watched the cradle rock gently from side to side, Sel squinted curiously at the Queen – the fourth Princess of the Diaspass Kingdom, who had become the Queen of another kingdom, albeit a rather small and bleak one. The Queen seemed fidgety and nervous, pulling at her blue-black hair and scratching at her neck.

A horn sounded and the King rose to his feet. He stepped forward and cleared his throat. ‘We welcome you, our … esteemed guests, to Bavaugh and thank you for travelling the long journey to bless our firstborn.’ His booming voice bounced across the Great Hall, but his gaze skittered reluctantly down the line of black-cloaked figures. ‘It is an honour to have you in our midst and we humbly thank you for your gifts …’

While the King continued his halting speech, Sel peered around, noticing with a suppressed smile the voluminous-skirted gowns the noblewomen wore, which even she knew were seasons behind the latest fashions in her homeland. This kingdom really was at the very edge of the realm. Attached to the Wildlands in its south-eastern corner and otherwise surrounded by the Dark Sea, Bavaugh’s nearest neighbouring kingdoms were the Fringe Islands – Tolbi, Wescove, the Karkels and more. They were all small and insignificant in the eyes of the Central Realm.

‘… and now, the Queen and I would again like to thank you in advance for the great honour you bestow on us with these gifts,’ the King carried on, casting a questioning glance at his wife. ‘We … welcome you to approach the Princess.’

He returned to his throne and as he sat, a black-cloaked figure walked to the dais.

The Master threw back their hood and Sel recognized Lalious Grele the Mighty, a middle-aged, grey-haired woman with angular features.

Anticipation thickened the air as the Bavaughians watched this strange foreigner bow to the King and Queen, then turn to the cradle.

‘I am Lalious Grele the Mighty and I come from the Diaspass Kingdom as a guest of the Queen of Bavaugh to bestow my gift on the newborn Princess,’ said Lalious, in a high, clear voice. ‘And my gift to her is grace. May the Princess move with infinite elegance, full of poise and charm.’

Lalious raised her thin hands and muttered the language of magic. For a moment, the air fizzed and sparked, pleating itself around the edges of the cradle, then all was still. Lalious stepped back, bowed again and pulled her hood over her head.

The Great Hall was silent and the Bavaughians all exchanged glances. Someone clapped, then dropped their hands to their sides when no one else joined in.

‘Thank you,’ said the King hurriedly. ‘What an honour.’ He looked over at his wife, but the Queen was sitting tense and rigid, her eyes staring off into the distance as if she had not heard a word. ‘We both thank you,’ he added.

Sel watched with a thrill as Lalious turned away and walked down the line of cloaked figures to the back of the Great Hall. The Master brushed past her, sending a waft of magic that made Sel’s teeth ache and her fingers tingle.

When the Blessing is over, I will go to her first, thought Sel. I’ll ask her – no, beg her – to take me as her apprentice.

Lalious was one of the High Masters and was forever travelling the realm. Sel would likely never get an opportunity like this again to talk to her directly. Which was exactly why she had come.

At the front of the Great Hall, the next cloaked figure approached the dais and announced themselves as Rossure Coltheseus the Cunning. He was a small, stout man who bequeathed the Princess the gift of exceptional beauty – eyes as blue as the summer sky, lips like a red rose in full bloom and hair as bright as the dawn light.

Sel resisted the urge to roll her eyes and watched as the air around the cradle folded and snapped with the gush of the spell. Florentina had once told her that royal Blessing gifts were like this – dainty, frilly trinket glamours meant to charm and delight – but she still thought it rather silly. She had a more useful gift planned.

The King thanked Rossure, who bowed in return, then walked to the back of the hall.

The next Master stepped up to the dais, then the next and the next, each bestowing their magical gifts on the Princess: a voice as sweet as birdsong, a gentle manner, a laugh like the peal of silver bells, a kinship with animals, a spirit as wild as the wind, a clear sense of justice – so it went on, Master after Master approaching the dais and the line of black-cloaked figures shuffling forwards. The air growing heavier with each spell.

Sel was getting closer to the front and beginning to feel a little nervous. She had practised her gift during the long journey to Bavaugh, but she had never conjured in front of an audience before and she needed to make a good impression. She was glad, at least, that the several fires in the hall and the many bodies packed inside it had dried out her cloak and clothes so that she did not look as dishevelled as she felt. When she finally reached the front, she took a deep breath and pushed her hood away from her face. She wondered if the Masters at the back of the Great Hall were looking at her dark hair in confusion, expecting to see Florentina’s long white locks.

The King dragged his gaze to Sel. He was pale and rubbing at his forehead, his expression a grimace.

It must be the magic, Sel thought.

Around the Great Hall, she had noticed the brows of the watching Bavaughians start to pucker, plagued by headaches from the rising pressure. The weight of magic in the room was making her own ears ring, so she could only imagine how much it was affecting these people who shunned even simple charms and spells.

Everyone on the dais – noblemen and guards alike – looked nauseous, but no one more so than the Queen. Sel almost gasped at the sight of her up close: eyes flickering, body shivering and sweat seeping through her gown, leaving dark, grey patches. The rest of the royal household seemed too wrapped up in the fog of their own sickness to notice.

Sel bowed. ‘I am … here on behalf of Florentina Samara the Wise,’ she called, her voice quivering slightly.

She saw the Queen raise her head.

‘I come from the Diaspass Kingdom as a guest of the Queen of Bavaugh,’ Sel continued. She could feel the Queen’s frowning gaze on her, clearly wondering who she was, but Sel pushed on. ‘I am here to bestow my gift on the newborn Princess.’

This is it, she thought, her heart thudding in her chest and her hands twitching by her sides.

‘My gift to her is—’

But before she could finish, the Great Hall was filled with an almighty roar that split the air.

Sel spun around in bewilderment as the fires were extinguished with a snap and the stained-glass windows shattered.

The Masters were knocked to the edges of the room and a biting wind rushed through the hall, pushing Sel to the floor.

‘No!’ howled the Queen, but her cry was lost in the screaming of the crowd.




Meredyth
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The Great Hall, Mont Isle

MEREDYTH TRIED TO pull herself up, but her arms would not move. She lay slumped against the wall of the Great Hall where she had fallen. Her scrambled mind attempted to piece together what had just happened: a roar of noise that had sent spikes of pain through her temples, followed by a great gust of wind that had knocked her off her feet, then unsettling silence.

Guards and noblemen lay prone on the ground nearby. From the contorted, bewildered expressions on their faces, Meredyth guessed that they too were trying to move but had found that their limbs were frozen. Ignoring her throbbing head, she peered through the sudden darkness that had filled the room, confusion and fear churning together in her stomach. Despite the shattered windows, the Great Hall was gloomy, as if all the morning light had been sucked away. As Meredyth’s eyes adjusted to the shadows, she could see the Queen, slumped in her throne, enlarged stomach heaving.

Then a voice cut through the silence. ‘Hello, Violanna.’

A woman was standing in the middle of the Great Hall, where the air crackled and spat. She had black hair and dark eyes, and she was wrapped in a cloak like the Masters.

A wave of alarm rushed through Meredyth.

‘It has been a long time, Violanna,’ said the woman. Her voice was not loud, yet somehow it resounded. ‘But I do not think you have forgotten me.’

Unlike everyone else, the woman moved freely. She took a few steps forward, glass crunching under her booted feet.

‘I see all the great Masters are here,’ she added, looking over her shoulder at the black-cloaked figures pinned to the back wall, who were thrashing their limbs as if fighting invisible bonds. ‘I always knew that I would one day be more powerful than them. And you knew it too, Violanna. That is why you did what you did.’

The Queen stared back, her gaze fixed.

‘I suppose I should address you as Your Majesty,’ continued the woman. ‘You are a Queen now. Although I am surprised you have banished yourself to this far-flung kingdom. It almost seems like you have been trying to hide.’ The woman’s eyes flicked to the King, who was sitting stiff and frozen in his throne. ‘Your husband?’ she said. When there was no reply, she stepped forward and the air around her swirled with dark, terrible shadows.

Panic seized Meredyth’s chest. She wanted to run to the cradle and snatch the Princess away. She tried to move her arms, but they stayed hanging limply at her sides. She tried to scream at the guards to attack, but her lips remained still.

No one could stop the uninvited guest as she peered into the cradle. ‘Hello, Princess,’ said the woman. ‘I have come to bestow a special Blessing gift on you too. Something far richer and much more interesting.’

Meredyth felt her panic turn to dread. She did not know who this woman was, but it was clear that the Princess was in great danger.

‘As these Masters have declared, you will be graceful, beautiful and noble,’ continued the woman. ‘The loveliest creature this kingdom has ever seen …’

The woman’s words began to echo and vibrate around the Great Hall.

A sharp wind pulled at Meredyth’s skirts and the air thickened with heat. She tried again to move, but she was pinned in place, unable to do anything but watch.

‘You will be the fairest of the realm,’ continued the woman. ‘In fact, yours will be a great and terrible beauty.’ She raised her hands, arcing them through the air in strange shapes. ‘And before seventeen winters have passed, I will return for you. On that day, the spell will end …’ The woman paused and looked at the Queen. ‘And you will die.’

The dark gloom in the Great Hall clotted the air and the woman stood tall. She opened her mouth and low, guttural sounds gushed from her lips. Writhing shadows erupted from the ground, hunched and contorted. They wound through the air, then leapt at the cradle, settling upon the Princess.

The woman smiled. ‘Violanna, I also have a gift just for you,’ she said. ‘You must never leave this island. If you do, the spell will end at once, and your daughter will die. Instead, you must stay in this remote, bleak place, dreading my return.’

She spread out her hands and flexed her fingers. More shadows cascaded through the air and swarmed around the Queen.

‘Violanna, you will never forget me,’ she added, tilting her head to one side. ‘You should never have tried.’

Then she was gone.

All at once, Meredyth felt her arms and legs release. She gasped in shock and heard others around her panting and whimpering in surprise.

Then the screaming started from all sides of the Great Hall as the crowds scrambled to their feet, panicked. Meredyth peered around her with smarting eyes; the darkness was everywhere, like smoke.

‘Your Majesty?’ she cried. ‘Queen Violanna?’

She wrenched herself to her feet, tripping over her skirts, and stumbled through the gloom. Someone tore past her yelling and almost knocked her to the floor again, but she staggered on until she nearly fell into the Queen’s throne.

‘Your Majesty!’ she said, pulling at the Queen’s limp arm. ‘Get up!’

All around them were shouts and shrieks as Bavaughians ran into and trampled each other in their haste to escape the Great Hall.

The Queen’s eyelids quivered and she clutched at her stomach, her face creasing with pain. ‘The Princess …’ she moaned. ‘My baby.’

Meredyth nodded. ‘I will get her.’

While the Queen tried to rouse herself, Meredyth scrambled through the dark, her hands stretched out in front of her. The cradle loomed in the blackness and she clutched at it, realizing with a start that there was already someone standing there. She was ready to fight them away with all the strength she could muster when she saw that it was a Master.

‘You!’ she cried, snatching a handful of black cloak. ‘We need to get the Queen and the Princess to safety. You must help me!’

The Master – was she called Something-the-Wise? Meredyth could not remember – turned with startled, wide eyes.

‘I – I—’

‘You must help me!’ Meredyth repeated, her grip tightening. ‘Now.’




Sel
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The Chapel, Mont Isle

‘I’M NOT A real Master!’ cried Sel, wringing her hands. ‘My name is Selhah. Florentina is – was – my Master. I’m not a proper Master …’

She had helped the Bavaughian noblewoman escape the Great Hall through a concealed door at the back of the dais. Together they had dragged the semi-conscious Queen with the newborn Princess down a long corridor, away from the chaos. Now they were standing in a small, dim chapel, cool and hushed.

‘I came in Florentina’s place,’ Sel continued. ‘I’m her apprentice, you see. It was not deception … exactly. I’m almost a Master. Very close.’

She was speaking to the back of the noblewoman, who was leaning over the Queen. Though she continued to babble on, Sel suspected no one was listening, but now that she had started, it was almost impossible to stop.

‘Florentina died a few moons ago. It was unexpected and terrible and it left me Masterless. She had not properly passed her robes on to me. But she was about to. Then the invitation arrived and I thought I’d come and try to find a new Master to finish my apprenticeship. I’m so close to finishing … it seemed like a good idea.’

The noblewoman turned abruptly and pressed a lacy bundle into Sel’s arms. ‘Hold the Princess,’ she said. ‘I need to attend to the Queen.’

Sel looked down at the tiny, pinkish creature now propped against her chest. She did not know what had made her run to the cradle when the sorceress disappeared from the Great Hall. After the binding spell pinning her in place had lifted, she had instinctively fought her way through the darkness to the dais, dodging shouting guards, their swords drawn, and screaming civilians, running in terror. She supposed she felt partly responsible; she had been closest to the Princess when the sorceress appeared and she should have done something. Or tried to. But she knew in her heart that even Florentina would not have been able to stand up to such powerful, dark magic.

‘You’re safe,’ she whispered to the angelic, serene face resting in the crook of her elbow. The Princess had slept through the whole ordeal – dozy with the weight of the magic cast over her – and outwardly appeared unharmed, although Sel shuddered to think of the spell and what lay in the girl’s future. Sel knew the tales of the sorceress, of course, but no one had heard anything for so long. It had almost become a Diaspass myth. Sel had thought it unusual that so many Masters had travelled so far for this royal Blessing – and High Masters, at that – but perhaps they had suspected something. She remembered again the handwritten note scrawled at the bottom of the invitation to the Queen’s old, favoured schooling Master: Please, Florentina, I beg, you must come.

Sel did not have much experience of babies and the Princess felt a little awkward in her arms. As much as Sel wanted the Princess to be safe, she also wanted to pass her back, and she looked hopefully to the noblewoman, who was crouched beside the Queen on the stone floor of the chapel.

‘Perhaps you could take …’ began Sel, but then trailed off when she caught sight of the Queen, collapsed against a pew, clawing at her stomach.

‘What is it? What is wrong, Your Majesty?’ whispered the noblewoman, grabbing hold of the Queen’s shoulders.

‘I need to push. I need to push.’

‘To push?’ said the noblewoman with a frown.

The Queen did not respond and instead she convulsed, her face squeezed with pain.

‘Is this magic?’ snapped the noblewoman, turning to Sel.

Sel shook her head.

Grey morning light filtered through the stained-glass windows of the chapel, casting shattered bursts of colour through the air.

‘Your Majesty, is something hurting you?’ said the noblewoman.

The Queen moaned and the sound echoed around the stone walls and bounced off the high ceiling.

The noblewoman pulled back the Queen’s skirts. Then she gasped.

‘What is it?’ asked Sel after a pause, leaning closer. ‘What’s wrong?’

‘I think … I think she is about to birth another baby.’




Violanna
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PAIN SWELLED, BUILDING to a surge that crashed through her body, violent and unbearable. She thought she might die from it. Her jaw ached from gritting her teeth and bile stung the back of her throat. The surge lulled for a moment and she gulped a mouthful of air. Her eyes fluttered open and she saw the painted, vaulted ceiling of the chapel above and two women close by: Meredyth and someone else – a young woman who said she had come in the place of Florentina Samara the Wise. In the young woman’s arms was a froth of lace. The Princess. Her daughter. Her poor child. If Violanna had not been in such agony, she would have wept in despair.

‘Your Majesty?’ said Meredyth, her voice loud and clear. ‘Are you giving birth?’

Yes, she wanted to reply, but suddenly another contraction took hold and she was lost in a haze of agony. She was tired. She wanted to stop. But another baby was coming. She had long suspected that there were two lives inside her, fluttering and spinning together in the tight, rounded bloom of her stomach. After her many seasons of barrenness, no one else had guessed. But another baby was coming. A second child.

As soon as one surge left, another hit like hot, burning bands tightening inside her. Unspeakable pain barrelled through Violanna’s body and she thought that she might tear in two. Her mother had died in childbirth, as had three of her aunts and countless other women whom she had once known. She was aware that to give birth was to teeter at the very edge of death, ready to tumble into the hands of the Great Creator. Even so, she had spent many winters longing for a child with a deep, visceral urge that she could not explain. Not just to fulfil her Queenly duty, but for herself. Despite the danger, she had wanted to trade the bloody agony of birth for tiny fingernails and mewling cries.

When she had first felt stirrings inside her and her moon blood was late, Violanna had been both euphoric and frightened. Frightened because she might lose the baby like she had lost others. Frightened because she might die herself. Frightened because she knew it could attract the attention of someone who wished to hurt her – someone surely lying in wait. And she had been right to be fearful, because the worst had happened. It was all her fault.

Violanna was lost in her agony and sorrow, at the mercy of her body which stretched and pushed of its own accord. Pain seared through her and she felt another wave rising and rising until it burst on top of her, blasting its way down her body and between her legs. Everything became raw, white-hot and shattered. It felt like eternity and it felt like an instant.

Then, suddenly, the baby arrived.

Violanna reached down and grasped it – her – as the baby was expelled. She held the slippery, wet life. A second daughter. White, blue and bloody, with miniature, clawing hands.

Fluid gushed from between Violanna’s legs, but she did not notice. She stared at her perfect second daughter. She looked at the sticky, uncurling limbs and the squashed, pure face, and she was filled with a wild, dangerous love. She raised her head and through dizzy, bleary eyes, she saw her other daughter in the arms of the woman standing opposite. Two Princesses.

Something stirred inside her. An idea. Her gaze fell back to the baby in her hands and she felt the idea taking shape.

Perhaps there was a way to protect her daughters – a way to save them both.




Sel
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SEL STAGGERED TO a pew and sat, bent over with her head between her legs, trying not to be sick. She laid the Princess – the first Princess – on an embroidered kneeler at her feet. She did not trust herself to hold the newborn any longer; her hands were shaking, and she thought she might pass out. Of course, she had always been vaguely aware of how babies were born, but she had not realized it was so … messy.

Taking slow, deep breaths, she tried to forget the sight and smell of blood and imagined herself at home instead; in the dark, dusty back room of Florentina’s townhouse with a stack of books beside her and a page of Novtook symbols waiting to be translated on the desk. She could almost hear the creak and whirl of carriages passing by the front of the house on their way to market, could almost smell the musty old furniture that cluttered Florentina’s house, its surfaces peppered with magic that had settled like dust. It was the place she had called home since her girlhood and it felt very far away.

A high-pitched cry broke through Sel’s thoughts. She opened her eyes and turned her head to see the Queen propped against a pew, the voluptuous skirt of her ceremonial gown pillowed around her, stained and sticky. The Bavaughian noblewoman, who Sel had heard the Queen call Meredyth, crouched at her side, and wrapped in a torn petticoat in the Queen’s arms was a baby. A second baby.

‘Is everything … well?’ Sel asked, realizing the absurdity of the question. Obviously everything was not well.

‘The baby is alive, but we need a birthing maid or a physician,’ replied Meredyth. ‘The Queen has lost a lot of blood.’

‘I can find someone,’ said Sel quickly, clambering to her feet, glad of an excuse to leave. ‘Just tell me where to go.’

But the Queen shook her head. Taking a deep, shuddering breath, she said, ‘You are not the Master I invited. Where is Florentina?’

Sel chewed at her lip. Finally, she replied, ‘Florentina is … gone.’

‘Gone?’

‘Dead.’

The Queen winced and the baby in her arms squawked.

‘It was a terrible sickness,’ began Sel, all the helplessness and sorrow of the last few moons bubbling up inside her. ‘There was nothing I could do—’

‘Then it must be you,’ said the Queen.

Sel glanced at Meredyth, who was frowning, a rusty streak of blood swiped across the noblewoman’s cheek and the skirts of her dress damp and ripped to wrap around the new baby.

‘Me?’ she replied faintly.

‘I needed Florentina because, of all the Masters, I thought she would know best how to protect us should something like this happen. If you are her apprentice, then it is your duty to aid us in her place.’

Sel shook her head. ‘Florentina is – was – a great Master, but even she could not have stood against that magic.’ Sel shivered, remembering lying pinned to the floor of the Great Hall, feeling the wild heat and energy of the curse whipping through the charged air, so much darker and stronger than anything she had felt before. ‘None of the High Masters back there were able to stop it,’ she added. ‘It was too deep and complicated. Too powerful.’

‘I know that now!’ snapped the Queen. Then she added quietly, ‘She has grown stronger than any of us could have guessed. She has lost herself to darkness.’

‘Who?’ interrupted Meredyth. ‘Who was that woman, Your Majesty?’

There was a pause. Sel and the Queen glanced at one another.

‘It was a sorceress,’ replied the Queen, her gaze sliding away. ‘A lone wielder of magic. A dark and dangerous being.’ The Queen turned back to Sel and said, ‘It is your duty to take Florentina’s place. You must protect us.’ Her voice was quiet, but there was a steeliness to it that made Sel nervous.

‘But what can I do? I can’t—’

‘You must take the Princess away.’

Sel stared at the Queen. She wondered if her language charm was wearing off and she had misheard, but when she opened her mouth to reply, she could feel the magic forcing her lips into the unfamiliar shapes of Bavaughian.

‘I don’t understand,’ she said.

‘You must take the Princess and hide until the time of the curse has passed. There is a second Princess now, a double. A baby that no one but us knows about – that she does not know about.’

‘But surely—’

‘The sorceress will return to finish her spell and it will be the wrong Princess – do you not see?’

Logically, Sel did understand that a spell initially bound to one individual would not transfer to another, but panic and hysteria were rising through her chest, closing her throat. She could feel herself shaking her head again, but the Queen had already turned back to Meredyth.

‘You must help me get this baby ready before we are found. No one can know what has happened.’

‘But we need a birthing maid to cut the cord and deliver the afterbirth, Your Majesty.’

‘You must do it.’

‘Your Majesty! How could I? You have lost too much blood and when the physician examines you, he will be able to tell what has happened.’

‘We will say it is the magic and he will believe it.’ Then she added, ‘Please, Meredyth. Trust me.’

Meredyth hesitated, as though she wanted to protest. Finally, she nodded and climbed to her feet. She pushed past Sel and picked up the sleeping Princess. Briskly, she untied the newborn’s gown and switched it with the torn rags from the wailing second baby.

‘I will find something to cut the cord,’ she said.

‘First, she must go,’ said the Queen, gesturing at Sel. ‘She must leave now, while the castle is still in disarray.’

Meredyth scooped up the Princess, bundled in rags, and pressed her into Sel’s unwilling arms.

‘Remove her cloak,’ instructed the Queen.

Meredyth unfastened the clasp at Sel’s throat, which roused Sel from her daze.

‘You cannot take Florentina’s cloak!’ Sel cried, as it was tugged off her shoulders. ‘You must not take a Master’s cloak!’

‘You can have it back when you return with the Princess.’

‘But … but …’

‘Do you think I want to give you my daughter?’ the Queen hissed. ‘You heard the principles of the spell – I cannot leave this island. This is what we must do until we find a way to break the curse, or until seventeen winters have passed – whichever occurs first. If you do not take my baby, she will surely die. I am entrusting her to you in Florentina’s place.’

‘I am just not sure …’ Sel began.

Then there was the sound of voices from outside the chapel. All three women turned their heads.

‘You must go now!’

Sel found her arms curling around the creature at her chest despite the fact that she was still shaking her head. ‘This is impossible,’ she said. ‘Where are we supposed to go? I have nothing.’

‘That will make you safer,’ said the Queen. ‘You must hide in the kingdom, but never leave it. Raise her like an ordinary girl in Bavaugh. I will stay on Mont Isle with the other Princess and no one will suspect anything. When the time comes to return, you will be rewarded handsomely for what you have done.’

Sel stopped shaking her head. She was Masterless, destitute and alone in the realm. She had pinned all her hopes on securing a new apprenticeship today. Now she had nothing. Surely the protector of the firstborn heir to the Bavaughian throne would be handsomely rewarded indeed – though that reward would not be for many winters yet.

‘Your Majesty,’ said Meredyth. ‘Please, there must be another way. What you are suggesting is unthinkable.’

The Queen ignored her. ‘You must raise the Princess in obscurity so that the sorceress will suspect nothing. You must keep my daughter safe until the danger is over. And there must be no magic. No trace.’

‘No magic?’ Sel squeaked. ‘But—’

‘Please!’ cried the Queen. ‘You are our only hope.’

Somewhere in the chapel, a door creaked.

Sel looked down at the infant in her arms and made up her mind.
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The Queen’s Chambers, Mont Isle

MEREDYTH STOOD AT the Queen’s bedside, swaying on her aching feet. Hunger gnawed at her stomach and her dry throat burnt. She was still dressed in the dirty, ripped gown she had been wearing earlier, and she longed to retire to the guest chambers and change, but she could not bring herself to leave.

‘Your Majesty,’ she whispered yet again. ‘Please rest.’

The Queen sat in bed with tears slipping down her cheeks, dampening the collar of her fresh white nightgown. She was staring straight ahead across the room to where the nursemaid was sitting by the fire, feeding and soothing the Princess. Despite constant questions from the Royal Guards, the physician and the King, the Queen had remained silent since they had left the chapel. A bowl of honeyed porridge congealed on a tray beside her, next to a pot of cold tea, and no amount of cajoling could encourage her to eat or drink either.

‘Your Majesty,’ Meredyth said again, touching the Queen’s clenched hand. ‘You need to sleep.’

On the other side of the canopied bed, King Felipe smacked the wall in frustration. ‘I cannot understand why she refuses to speak!’

‘She is in shock, Your Majesty.’

‘Are not we all?’ muttered the King’s Chief Advisor, Lord Rosford, from the doorway.

‘We must understand what has happened,’ said the King. His other hand rested on the hilt of his sword and had done since he had entered the room, as if in anticipation of the sorceress appearing again. ‘We have been attacked.’

‘What has happened is magic,’ said Lord Rosford. ‘It is evil.’

‘Violanna, you must speak!’ said King Felipe. He glanced at the nursemaid then leant closer to the Queen, lowering his voice. ‘Did you know this was going to happen?’ he hissed. ‘Is this something you planned?’

Relations between the King and Queen had been so much better since the announcement of the Queen’s pregnancy. Meredyth had not heard raised voices from the royal chambers in the evenings, and the King’s bastard son had disappeared from court. She did not want to see it all unravel again.

‘Violanna—’ began King Felipe, when there was no response.

‘She had no knowledge of what would happen!’ said Meredyth. ‘You saw how fearful she was in the Great Hall, Your Majesty. I was with her in the chapel before the guards found us and she was terrified. Now she is in shock.’ From the corner of her eye, Meredyth could see Lord Rosford watching her. ‘She is just a mother worried about her baby,’ she added.

The King’s shoulders slouched, and he turned his head to look at the infant. ‘Yes,’ he replied faintly. ‘The Princess.’

‘Do not fear, Your Majesty,’ said Meredyth. ‘Despite everything, the Princess is healthy and well.’

‘You said before that she has my eyes?’

‘She does, Your Majesty.’

‘You would know,’ whispered Lord Rosford from the doorway.

Meredyth glanced quickly around the room, but no one else seemed to have heard.

‘The curse,’ said King Felipe, and his fatherly expression of joyful pride melted away. ‘That creature, that … thing cursed her. What can we do?’

Meredyth thought of the blood on the chapel floor, the second baby and the bundle of rags carried away in that young Master’s arms. She shivered.

‘I do not know,’ she replied.

‘We do not have “Blessings” in Bavaugh,’ said Lord Rosford. ‘It is strange that the Queen wanted this ceremony and stranger that this should have happened.’

‘What do you mean by that, Lord Rosford?’ snapped Meredyth, but Lord Rosford was looking at the King.

‘The Blessing is a royal Diaspass custom and it is natural that Violanna should have wanted one for the Princess,’ replied King Felipe, but he did not sound wholly convinced. ‘It was supposed to be a celebration,’ he added. ‘I have waited so long.’

‘Of course,’ said Lord Rosford. ‘No one would think there was anything amiss. It is just … odd.’

His words lingered.

‘I need some air,’ said the King, walking to the open window. ‘Gather the Royal Council together, Rosford,’ he called over his shoulder. ‘We must discuss what can be done.’

Lord Rosford hesitated, then bowed and finally disappeared.

When he was gone, Meredyth joined the King at the window, welcoming the cooling salty breeze on her damp skin. The magic had left a dull ache at her temples that still throbbed with pressure, and she desperately wanted to lie down and close her eyes. She wanted to forget everything that had happened.

‘The Queen has had a difficult birth, Your Majesty,’ she said. ‘She was exhausted even before what happened in the Great Hall. She needs to rest.’

The King did not respond, but after a moment he said, ‘They are leaving.’

Meredyth followed his gaze out of the window to where the sea was drawing back from the island below, leaving a twisting, paved path of dark, gritty stones. In the distance, black-cloaked figures were fleeing to the mainland, one behind the other. Servants and courtiers followed them, tripping in their haste to get away. They must have been waiting for the tide to turn.

‘Soon the whole kingdom will know what has happened,’ hissed the King. ‘Then the rest of the Fringe Islands. It is the sign of weakness the Tolbiens have been waiting for.’

Meredyth tried to think of something soothing to say, but the King was already striding across the room to the door.

He turned back abruptly and glared at the Queen. ‘Violanna, you will rest now,’ he said. ‘And I will return once I have spoken to the Royal Council.’

He had almost disappeared out of the room when the Queen suddenly said, ‘Talia.’

Meredyth jumped and the King stopped short.

‘Your Majesty?’ said Meredyth, hurrying over to her bedside.

‘The Princess will be called Talia,’ said the Queen, her voice thin and wavering. ‘It means “dawn” in Diaspass.’

The King frowned. ‘The Princess is called Aruelle Constantinella, after my mother,’ he said. ‘It is the Bavaughian custom—’

‘Her name is Talia.’

The nursemaid averted her eyes, and Meredyth put a warning hand on the Queen’s arm.

‘Her name is Talia,’ repeated the Queen. ‘She was born into the morning light.’

There was a pause and Meredyth looked at the King. His expression had become hard and dark.

‘Name your cursed daughter as you please,’ he spat. ‘It is of no consequence to me.’




Part Two

SOME OF THE Guil townsfolk say they saw the magic bursting from the castle that day. On the mainland, they watched as it swelled out of doorways, windows and chimneys, leaking from Mont Isle like black ink pooling in the sky.

Servants from the castle, terrified of what they had witnessed in the Great Hall, fled across the causeway to the mainland as soon as the tide turned and ran to the stores and taverns to tell breathlessly of the day’s events. ‘A sorceress has cursed the Princess!’ they cried. They did not know why or how, but it was some kind of magic. It was not long until everyone in the fishing town had heard of what had happened.

As the days passed, the rest of the magic that had clotted around Mont Isle slowly dispersed. The hounds stopped howling endlessly through the night, the bread in the kitchens began to rise again, and the roses in the Queen’s Garden restored themselves for a final burst of colour before the onset of autumn. But though the magic was gone, the damage remained.

On the King’s orders, a party of Royal Guards rode out to capture and question the Masters. They searched every nook and cranny of Guil, then the surrounding towns and villages, but found no sign of the black-cloaked figures. The foreign guests had vanished as quickly as they had appeared, taking any hope of understanding or reversing the curse with them.

‘Good riddance,’ the
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