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  Prologue


  Once upon a time, when wishing still worked, a princess whose beauty dazzled the sun lost her golden ball down the well of her father’s castle. Peering down the smelly dank shaft, she wept for the loss of her favourite toy.


  But she had a hundred favourite toys and this one might have soon been forgotten if a frog had not heard her distress and retrieved the ball for her.


  He held it between clammy webbed toes and regarded her with eyes as golden as the ball, resting on the edge of the well. The ball had sunk straight to the bottom and he had dived a long way through silty water to reach it, and strained hard to carry the heavy thing back to the princess.


  The princess did not heed his gasping. She held her hands out for the ball.


  ‘I will give it back to you,’ said the frog. ‘If you grant me three wishes.’


  The princess was neither surprised at the frog’s human tongue nor alarmed by his request. She took the ball from him and ran back to the castle, and thought no more of it.


  That night, a great thumping came against the solid castle doors. ‘Let me in,’ called the frog, in his reedy voice. ‘The princess owes me three wishes.’


  ‘Is this so, daughter?’ the king demanded.


  The princess hung her head, and the frog was allowed in.


  ‘She must feed me from a golden plate,’ he said.


  The princess demurred, but the king well knew the two-edged sword of obligation. He insisted. His daughter, his youngest and most precious, laid delicacies of chicken liver and white asparagus upon the tongue of the frog while he lolled upon a gold-threaded satin cushion. She finally had to smile at his contented greediness. The king circumspectly sent back a certain titbit, a delicacy made to a recipe recently come from France, so as not to upset their unexpected guest’s appetite.


  The frog, sated, said, ‘I will sleep upon her golden pillow.’


  Now the princess truly did protest. ‘I cannot, Father, I cannot. This slimy ugly cold creature!’


  ‘Frogs aren’t slimy,’ said the frog placidly.


  Even the king glanced askance at the guest. But she had promised, and so she would obey.


  ‘He may sleep upon my pillow,’ she said. ‘But he did not say I also had to sleep there.’


  The princess was determined and smug in her trickery, but a glimmering sadness in the frog’s eyes touched her heart. She laid her head upon the golden pillow and did not flinch, not even when the frog snuggled into her hair.


  She slept soundly and dreamt only of sweet and beautiful things. In the morning, the frog whispered into her ear. ‘Now she must touch her lips to mine.’


  The thought of kissing the frog repulsed her but she had learnt her lesson. She placed her soft lips to his and was surprised by their warmth. The warmth grew and grew and suddenly there before her stood a tall and handsome prince.


  ‘A witch cursed me,’ he said, taking her hand as she stared up at him. ‘And you have freed me, beautiful princess.’


  The princess could do no other than profess her undying love. As is so often the case, they lived happily ever after.


  And had children…


  




  Part 1: Seeking
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  Chapter 1


  It began the year the king remarried and Anura turned sixteen, when the roses came out and failed to rival the beauty of the princess. She had spent the whole of spring catching light and flower-scent in her golden hair, and the castle held its breath and waited for her prince to come. But he did not, and he did not, and he did not.


  When spring turned to summer and the geese came back to hunt frogs in the pond, Rana, cousin to the princess, resorted to a borrowed copy of the Book and read through the histories for mention of an obstinately late prince.


  Rana was more avoiding her cousin than expecting a real solution from the Book—the sighing and moping and fairy tale beauty were enough to test anyone’s patience, let alone Rana’s famous dearth of it. She had to bite her tongue to keep herself from pointing out that someday Anura’s prince would come but it didn’t have to be that particular day.


  Anura caught her out, finding her in the sun-greyed gazebo by the pond, its latticed sides open to the breeze. Rana was curled up on old cushions with a jug of mead and the sharp white cheese from the south.


  ‘Rana, if you would let me near a spindle, or an apple, or even my own stepmother, you would not have to go back through those stupid old stories trying to work out why my prince hasn’t come.’


  Rana put the leatherbound volume aside. Anura was right. Their answer was within the castle, not the Book. Her name was Amaryths, and she had married the king a month ago.


  But all she said, tartly, was, ‘I’d rather not be ensorcelled into one hundred years of sleep just so you can have a wake-up kiss.’


  Anura smiled to Rana’s sharp tongue in her pretty way, and sat absently picking at the seam of a faded red cushion. The smile withered and Rana waited.


  ‘There’s a very pretty scullery maid working in the kitchen,’ the princess admitted, having picked open the seam and released feathers to float in the air about her.


  She often had delicate things floating around her now, feathers, rose petals, a sweep of leaves, strands of moonlight like the fabled white-gold pearls of Joyri. That, and the scent of her, and the way her golden hair fell, and her pale brow, were all reasons why a scullery maid, even a very pretty one, should not have worried her. Except—she was at the very zenith of her fairy tale potential, and her prince had not yet come.


  Rana made herself raise a scornful eyebrow to that worry. ‘Oh, please,’ she scoffed. ‘It’s your turn, Anura.’


  Her turn in the way the Domain worked, where fathers of beautiful yet well-mannered children counted on riches or at least a comfortable retirement, and kings and queens made lists of their neighbours’ eligible children and tried to predict which fairy tale Imperative would ensnare them.


  Anura normally listened to Rana, but now she would only be appeased when they heard a splashing and she sprang to the other side of the gazebo in time to see a frog escaping into the depths. At least, she called out to Rana that it was a frog, a fine omen.


  Rana suspected it could have been a flash of a carp’s fin and Anura still would have claimed it for herself. ‘You don’t need omens. You just need to be patient.’


  The princess turned to her, smiling, possibly at the idea of Rana counselling patience, but the smile transformed to a drilling shriek. She backed away, staring wide-eyed at something over Rana’s shoulder, her hands clenched to her sun-brightened cheeks.


  Rana stood to face the vine-shaded entrance to the gazebo, heart beating hard, thinking that finally the tale had begun and the prince would come. She held her only weapon, the little age-darkened copy of the Book she had taken from the Archive earlier that morning. She half-expected the stepmother, Amaryths.


  All she saw was a slender and sleek young man, strange only in his peculiar costume, but nothing to be afraid of. He was not tall for a man, about the same height as her, and wore a long white tunic with sweeping sleeves, and loose trousers of the same light material. His feet were bare.


  The oddity of him was the paint he wore, all along his visible left side, from the very tips of his hair to the ends of his toenails; she assumed it was contiguous under his clothes. The bright red and blue and green and yellow paintwork decorated him in an intricate pattern difficult to look at and impossible to make sense of. On his right side, the unpainted side, he sported straight black hair to the nape of his neck, and clear bronze skin. His dark eyes regarded her unblinkingly. He was very quietly humming to himself.


  The garishness of one side of his face and the blandness of the other made his expression hard to read, but Rana would have sworn he was puzzled as he returned her own frowning and confused regard.


  His attention switched to the still-screaming Anura, and he lifted his hands and threw fire at her.


  It was fast. Rana, who was standing to one side and would have been untouched, threw herself over her cousin, the Book held across them both as if it were a miraculous talisman that could shield them despite its patently inadequate size.


  She could already taste the hot air and ashes in her throat. But she had time to imagine the caress of red flames searing her flesh, and so she knew she had waited too long for their reality.


  She looked up, still huddling a whimpering Anura into her arms. The boy, a wizard evidently, stood immobile in the doorway, giving his hands, one plain, one painted, the same mildly bemused look he had given her a moment ago.


  Rana understood from this that the wizard had not voluntarily chosen to turn the flame aside when he had seen that she had put herself in the way and would burn with Anura.


  She started up after the half-painted boy, not knowing what she would do if she caught him, but feeling angry enough to strangle him without blinking. He took her encroaching threat seriously enough, for he made a second smooth gesture with long-fingered hands, though different from the twitch that had birthed fire.


  Rana did flinch, but now nothing at all happened. The wizard stopped humming and started backing away—fast. His magic had decidedly failed, and Rana resolved on drowning as an apt solution to a fire-wielder.


  Her pursuit was checked when she finally noticed the thick smoke and the soft flicker of flames licking the air as they ate through dry wood. The wizard had managed at least to set the gazebo alight with his failing fire.


  Coughing, tears streaming down her face, she crept back to Anura, who still lay curled on the floor, and hauled her to her feet. The princess coughed and moaned and staggered as if her legs were too weak to hold her up, while from above came the ominous creak of roof beams beginning to give way. Ash and embers floated around her face and hair like the feathers had.


  Rana gave up trying to follow the wizard through the entrance. She turned and tossed her cousin and herself over the railing and into the pond.


  The pond was more than its name suggested, and was still swollen from the spring rains. They plummeted deeply down. Rana’s feet sunk into the mud and slime at the bottom of the pond. She felt Anura’s hands fluttering weakly at her shoulders, and she caught her arms around her cousin and kicked up until their heads broke the sun-dappled surface.


  Anura clung at her, choking and weeping and not even attempting to swim, though Rana knew very well she could. She risked drowning them both, since Rana was severely hampered by her cousin’s clutching arms and her own heavy skirts wrapping thickly about her legs.


  ‘Swim, for Frog’s sake, Anura,’ Rana said, but the girl responded only with the feeblest of kicks.


  By the time Rana dragged them both out of the water, the castle guards were racing down to meet them, Mascon with them, and she saw Anura’s father the king abandoning dignity to run with them.


  Anura, lolling on the bank in a half-swoon, looked like a water-nymph. Rana, streaming water and mud, utterly sodden and filthy with smoke and slime, had no doubt she did not.


  The king reached them and threw his arms about his daughter. Around them, some enterprising guards had produced buckets and were putting the fire out. Mascon took a single look and went back to the castle; the rest stood staring at the two soaked girls, though they looked away when they accidentally caught Rana’s eye. Possibly they were trying to work out where the threat was—had the princess’s sharp-tongued cousin lost her notorious temper and tried to drown her?


  Anura dispelled the mystery by clinging to her father and moaning, ‘Oh, the dragon, Father, the dragon.’ Her gold-green eyes were clenched tightly shut.


  Rana was beginning to shake even in the warm light of the late morning. The soft breeze seemed colder than it should have. And she was evidently either mishearing Anura or had gone a little mad. She thought that she might swoon away too if she were allowed that luxury.


  Mascon trotted back down as fast as his bad knee would let him and handed her a blanket. He tucked the other around Anura as she huddled against her father. This seemed to awaken the king to the practicalities of the situation, and he lifted his daughter in his arms and carried her back to the castle. Mascon and the other guards flocked with them.


  Rana held the woollen blanket about her shoulders and followed, looking back at the charred remains of the gazebo that she, Anura and Mascon had spent their childhoods playing in and about.


  Once, she had dared Mascon to jump from its roof and into the pond, the Frog’s pond. The Frog had repaid her impiety by breaking Mascon’s leg for him, it being high summer and the depth not as they had found it today. He still walked with a limp; Captain Rokan would not allow him into the prestigious horse-guard because of it; Mascon did not blame Rana, or had forgiven her. It was not a subject casually mentioned between them.


  That had all been before Rana had learnt how to behave, but after she had already attracted the reputation she still carried—difficult. Not spirited or wilful, as she was not a princess and not pretty enough regardless. Just difficult. She tried very hard these days to be not difficult, but her infamy was well-established.


  She came through the postern gate in the castle walls that led out to the gardens where they had been idling away their day. There were outer walls too, beyond the pond, but they were no longer maintained, war being rare in the Domain, where conflicts were generally resolved with fairy tales.


  Some legends suggested that these conveniently timed fairy tale Imperatives were in the sure hands of a guardian of the Domain, mysterious and wise. Rana discounted such stories; she did not hold the same credence in saviours that her cousin did.


  Inside the main walls, the inner yards were full of people about their various castle errands: guards sparring, the blacksmith shoeing a horse, a few maids chattering to the seamstress, the hunter calling his dogs across, a clerk hurrying past. If the castle could not meet its own needs from its people and its fields beyond the walls, it traded with the scattered villages nearby. But it was a small household, without the nobility and hangers-on normally associated with a king, and so was relatively self-contained.


  Rana slipped across the yard and through the side door into a room off the great hall. The ice had not left her bones despite the slow walk in the sunshine, and the natural cold from the stone walls and floor chilled her again. Anura had already been whisked away by a scuttle of servants, with only a few dampened patches on the rush-strewn floor left behind.


  She crossed the hall, passing the display of precious Bufonida relics without a glance, and went up the stairs to her own room. She had no dedicated maid sleeping in a niche by her door and tending to her every need like Anura did, and like the new queen did. But her room was tidied every day, her sheets changed and her bed made, her fire tended and her pitcher re-filled with fresh water. Sometimes the servants would leave flowers in a vase by the window.


  Rana stripped off the ruined dress, leaving it a sodden mess on the bare flagstones by the fireplace, with the single slipper that had made it out of the pond. She poured the cold water from her pitcher into her washbasin and cleaned off her face and hair and hands. A full bath would have to wait till she could ask for hot water, though the drying mud made her itchy. She dressed again in a warm wool robe and curled herself before her fire.


  She had only just made herself stop shaking when the summons to the king arrived. So she rose, slipped on one of her better dresses, plaited her hair back into its maiden-braid, and went down to the great hall, now aglow with the early-afternoon light streaming through the high glazed windows.


  Anura was already there, looking well-washed and cozened. Her cheeks shone with warmth and she was helping herself to a plate of sliced red meat, fresh crusty bread, hard cheese and bright fruit. She looked absurdly pleased and happy for a girl who had been screaming for her life not very long ago—but then, she had been attacked. Her prince must be coming now, to rescue her. How would the prince defeat the fire-wielding wizard? He just would. That was the way it worked.


  The princess was in the full flight of storytelling when Rana took her place at the table. The king and his new wife sat opposite. Amaryths’s strawberry blond hair was elaborately tied back, though as a married woman she might have left it to hang loose. At the end of the table leant Captain Rokan, a grey-bearded man with ice-blue eyes and a colder presence, who wore his armour and sword even here. Around the walls, a new addition to the meal, a double complement of guards.


  ‘And then the dragon blasted fire at us!’ Anura was saying, to her white-eyed father and her stepmother. She relished a bite of meat and bread.


  ‘There was no dragon,’ Rana said.


  Attention swivelled to her. Before Anura could swallow her food and protest, she insisted. ‘It was a half-painted man, a wizard. He attacked us with fire. There was no dragon.’


  Anura got her mouthful down. ‘No, it was a dragon. It was half-painted, like you say, all over its left side, but it was a dragon. Why else would I scream like that?’


  Rana said, quietly, ‘There was no dragon.’


  She saw King Kalophryn and Rokan exchange a fast look. Then Amaryths, the stepmother, spoke.


  ‘I saw,’ she said, in a soft halting voice. ‘From my window. I heard screaming, and I looked out, and I saw a dragon attacking Anura, and I saw its fire wink out as if it had hit a sheet of water, and I saw Rana run at it and drive it away.’ She glanced down at her hands, seeming uncertain under all the pairs of eyes suddenly trained on her. She looked straight at Rana. ‘But I do not believe it was really a dragon. The way it moved, the speed of it. Sometimes it reflected the light wrongly. It was an illusion.’


  She had vindicated Rana, and still Rana did not acknowledge her with glance or word. She could act as shy and meek as she liked, but she was still the stepmother to a fairy tale princess who was only slightly more beautiful than her, and wasn’t rivalry the main motive for a stepmother?


  She was physically similar to Anura, willowy more than petite, with the long smooth glossy hair, red-blond instead of white-blond. But even watching her from the protective distance she had made Anura keep between them, Rana had discerned a sharpness, an awareness, behind her timid façade that was lacking in Anura. Her hands, spread on the table as she spoke, were more worn, with old calluses on her palms and short-bitten nails. And did she not recognise illusion when she saw it, and so taint herself with witchery? A fine kind of stepmother to bring under the same roof as a fairy tale princess.


  ‘So it was a wizard, then,’ said Kalophryn, and his voice sank down into his chest.


  Rana understood then that, unlike Anura and all her pretty maids, he did not expect the prince. ‘What is it, uncle?’


  She kept her voice as quiet and meek as Amaryths across the table, and still won a sharp look from Kalophryn. He answered her reluctantly.


  ‘My sister, Calli. A wizard came in just such a manner, a week after she turned sixteen, after we had waited and waited for the Imperative to notice her.’


  Rana sucked in a breath. She had not known the king had a sister, and if Anura had known, she would have surely told her. Kalophryn, a third son, had rescued Anura’s mother and brought her back to the Bufonida castle, and he could not have done such a thing if he’d had a sister—rather, she would have won a third prince in need of a kingdom, and kept the famed and Frog-blessed castle as her own.


  She had not. There was a simple conclusion to be drawn from this, but Rana could not believe it.


  ‘But her prince came, of course,’ said Anura instead.


  ‘No.’ The king took his daughter’s hand across the table.


  Grim-faced Rokan finished for him. ‘The first attack succeeded, that time.’


  Rokan was old enough to have been here when it happened. Perhaps he’d witnessed it, along with the dead girl’s brother, Anura’s father. Perhaps they’d been watching Anura all her life, wondering.


  Anura went white. She sat like a statue while the king stroked her hand. ‘But the Book!’ she managed to say. ‘The Book never—’


  ‘The Book holds the happy endings,’ Kalophryn said.


  ‘It’s not a fairy tale if it doesn’t have a happy ending.’ Rana’s voice echoed hollowly to her own ears.


  The king ignored her and went on speaking to his daughter. ‘It has happened before, at least a half-dozen times in the two hundred years since the Frog.’ He squeezed her hand and chafed at it as if he could bring colour back to her cheeks that way.


  Rana disliked the way Amaryths listened, silently and without reaction. But why should the queen care for Anura, her rival, her inevitable downfall?


  Perhaps Rana’s tone was not as meek as it should have been when she again addressed the king. ‘And you did not warn us?’


  ‘Rana,’ he said, in a forbidding and familiar voice that meant she was about to be chastened for her unruly tongue.


  So she had already earned herself a scolding, and what did it hurt to say what was truly on her mind? ‘You did not plan to warn your only child at all?’


  ‘You forget yourself,’ the king said in his coldest manner.


  Forget that she was not truly a Bufonida and was here on his sufferance, because of a rash promise he had made to his dying first wife about her already-dead sister’s bastard child? She felt her hand go of its own accord to the locket around her neck. She never forgot herself.


  His face swollen red, the king said, ‘Tell me what good would have come from it? We did not know for sure she would be one of the Frog’s daughters so cursed, so why doom her to anguish? And now that we know that she is cursed, what can we do?’


  Keep her from spindles, from red apples, from mirrors; keep her from cats, from the fields they knew not, from smiling men; keep her from bells, from bridges, from doors and thresholds. Keep her sound and keep her safe: no matter, the curse will out.


  Anura lowered her head to where her and her father’s hands were linked. She wept upon her father’s fingers, and, quite incidentally, distracted him from Rana.


  ‘But my prince,’ she said between her tears. ‘Why is there no prince to lift the curse?’


  ‘I do not know,’ said the king. He stroked her hair, pathetic in his helplessness. ‘I do not know.’


  Finally, the queen sitting like a statue spoke, perhaps even moved by her husband’s distress. ‘But you did protect her, didn’t you? For I saw its fire fail. So you cast protection spells about her?’


  Kalophryn merely looked irritated. Again, it was Rokan who answered. ‘We did not know how. Not until you came. All we could do was increase the guard about the castle walls, and you see that did not work.’


  Not until you came. Was that why Kalophryn had so foolishly brought in a witch—and Rana was admittedly surprised that her unreasonable suspicion had turned out right—as his daughter’s stepmother? Did he think he was protecting her? Or did he hope to provoke a story Imperative that was not, after all, a wizard who could not be turned aside? Or had it been, as Rana still thought, simple desire to bed a girl not much older than his own daughter?


  Amaryths tapped the table once, quickly. ‘I am incapable of it.’ Again, she spoke directly to Rana. ‘You must understand, I am not powerful enough to hold against a wizard. Not powerful enough even to change the colour of a rose.’


  Rana could only surmise that that was a very simple spell.


  The king stood. ‘Rana, take Amaryths to the gazebo and show her exactly what happened. She will try to determine what protected Anura. I will ask the Archivist again for what he can find in our records. Anura, go not beyond the walls, and go nowhere without your guards.’


  He squeezed his daughter’s hand once more and swept away with efficient Bufonida grace still apparent beneath his girth, followed by Rokan, clanking and clinking. Amaryths looked at Rana, in her shy and beseeching way, and Rana looked at the waxed surface of the table.


  It was Anura who lifted her head and ended the impasse by standing. ‘Let’s get it over with, then.’


  Rana led the way back from the great hall, across the yards, out the postern gate and across the sward, past the famous well under its linden tree where the golden ball had fallen and summoned the Frog, and down to the reed-bordered pond where the charred remains of the gazebo lay, soaked by the enthusiasm of the guards who had put the fire out.


  The day was still lovely. Guards awaited them, guards followed them, guards surrounded them at every step, almost every guard the castle possessed, and what would they do, Rana wondered, if the dragon-wizard formed himself before them once again? She exchanged a quick nod with Mascon, who had joined the guards forming a respectfully wide semi-circle about them.


  Anura and Amaryths conferred about timings and positions, and then Amaryths opened the leather satchel she carried with her—so the king had planned this even before Rana’s insistence about the dragon, she realised—and took out crystals, some as small as a fingernail, others sizeable chunks of red-blessed quartz, and candles, salt and neat vials and packets and sachets of herbs and pastes and foul-smelling powders. And last, a set of knitting needles, cast on with red woollen yarn.


  The red-haired queen knelt comfortably on the muddy duck-smeared grass in her pretty green skirts, and organised the crystals by size, shape and colour into a pattern that made no sense to Rana, but at least did not shift under her eyes like the complicated swirls painted onto the wizard’s bronze skin.


  Amaryths, head bowed, made minute adjustments to the placing of her arrangement. Finally, she took her bag of salt and began to spread it in a circle about herself. Anura watched all this with no little fascination, the threat to her life temporarily forgotten, but Rana was not so complacent.


  ‘Stop!’ she said, standing in the way of the circle. ‘What are you doing, that we need the protection of salt?’


  Amaryths’s fingers tightened around the neck of the sack. ‘I’m just—I need to find what protected Anura. So I need to isolate this area, do you see?’


  Rana didn’t, not really. She didn’t move.


  ‘Rana,’ the queen said, pleading. ‘Do you really think Anura’s father would risk his daughter by marrying a real witch?’


  ‘I have to think it, since he did.’


  ‘He understands how weak I am. I know the crystal magic, but it is nothing, it is harmless. All I can do is what you see here. Please.’


  Rana was unconvinced. What she could see bespoke practice and study and it was actually more than she had, in her heart, anticipated. But a sighing call of her name from Anura made her step aside. She began to pace across the grass, from one guard’s station to another.


  The guards studied their toes rather than look at her. Some of the younger ones had been a touch too eager in their teasing of her as an orphaned, bastard girl, and no doubt they feared that she would use her friendship with Anura and have them dismissed, or, more maliciously, volunteered into ogre-hunting parties or other dangerous tasks.


  She ignored their discomfit. If she had been the petty sort, she would have let the axe fall by now.


  Mascon nudged Rana as she paced past him and jerked his chin at the two girls. She stopped to watch. Amaryths had finished the salt circle and picked up her needles. The queen unravelled the yarn she had already knit and cast back on six stitches. She knit her rows very fast and with fierce concentration, and then suddenly cast off and tossed the scrap to the ground. The crystals, until then reflecting only teardrops and rainbows of light and water, now suffused with a golden warmth of their own.


  ‘My knitting never did that,’ Anura said. The princess was kneeling by Amaryths and watching intently.


  ‘That’s just something repetitive to help me concentrate and focus,’ said Amaryths. ‘You could use woodcarving, or singing, or kneading dough, or scrubbing floors. It just helps you focus enough to gather power.’


  Rana went quickly to join them. She should never have let Amaryths cast a spell with her stepdaughter right beside her.


  Amaryths did not seem to notice her. She put a hand out to her crystals. ‘But this is not right.’


  The crystals had been glowing gold, and now were dark and dead. Amaryths shook her head. ‘When they lit up, they showed remnants of the wizard’s firespell. I was looking for a tinge of deep cold blue, a shieldspell. But they should never go dark like this—the ambient magic in the very air and soil of the Domain should light them even if no other magic is present.’


  ‘Then your spell is not working?’


  Amaryths bit her lip. ‘It was working,’ she said, her voice faltering. ‘I don’t know why it stopped, but it was working. And I saw no azure shading the gold. Did you?’


  ‘No,’ Rana said, and ‘No,’ said Anura.


  Amaryths pushed loose strands of hair back from her face and rubbed at her hazel eyes. She suddenly looked pale and tired as she scattered her crystals and brushed aside the salt circle. ‘Then it was not a shieldspell that stopped the wizard’s fire.’


  ‘Then, what?’


  ‘Perhaps Anura’s story Imperative protected her.’


  ‘The Imperative doesn’t interfere directly,’ Rana said. Amaryths had been born within the Domain, but obviously not to one of the great families, those descended from the Frog, the Puss-in-Boots, the Snow White, the Sleeping Beauty, the Rapunzel. She did not yet understand the way it worked. ‘It sets others on the path to interfere. What else?’


  Amaryths gnawed at her lip again. ‘Could he have used up so much magic reaching Anura that he did not have enough left for the firespell?’ Before Rana could remind her that she could not answer such a question, the queen went on. ‘But no, for he escaped again, so instantly that he must have magically jumped away. And his illusion held.’


  ‘No, it didn’t,’ Rana protested. ‘I saw him.’


  ‘But we saw the dragon,’ said Amaryths, staring into space. She looked for a moment like a posed painting of herself, her chin lifted, her gaze a thousand miles away, looking past the mountains that framed the skyline of the Domain and made all their horizons small. ‘And surely, surely, he knows the limits of his power. Could he be a witch? But no.’


  Rana understood this last, and seized on it. ‘So the boy I saw was another layer of illusion, and it’s really a witch?’


  That made more sense. The princess and the witch Imperative was far more common than the princess and the wizard, particularly one who would rather incinerate her than imprison her.


  Amaryths in her abstraction frowned. She slowly blinked and then her brow cleared as she finally understood the assumption behind what was obviously a stupid question.


  ‘Oh, no, no, Rana, a wizard isn’t a wizard because he’s a man, a witch isn’t a witch because she’s a woman. The titles refer to the source of power. Though they have taken on gendered overtones because of the way men have monopolised…’ She broke off as Rana glared. ‘The point is, a wizard’s power is innate. A witch must gather power from other sources.’


  ‘Like the knitting?’ asked Anura.


  ‘No.’ She looked down at the empty needles discarded beside her. ‘The knitting helps me focus, but the power for the spell actually came from the crystals. It’s very limited.’ This with a quick peek at Rana. ‘Real witches draw power from growing things, or the wind and weather, or fire, or the kinetics of the earth. But it can only be used for a single and immediate spell. They can’t do more than one spell at one time, and they can’t gather power and hold it to use later.’


  ‘So why can’t this wizard actually be a witch?’


  The queen took a breath and put her hands on her knees. ‘I am sorry, I do not explain well. Witches just aren’t that powerful, Rana.’


  ‘But neither is he,’ Rana insisted.


  ‘He spell-jumped here, held a very convincing illusion in place, raised a veritable firestorm, and then jumped out again. He’s powerful. He’s a wizard.’


  ‘His fire failed.’


  ‘But he was still able to raise it. That’s what really doesn’t make sense. His spell worked, the spell worked, but then it petered out like he ran out of power.’ She sat back on her heels, frowning again. ‘I suppose he could have been distracted, or angry, or just unskilful.’


  ‘What does that mean?’


  ‘It means he’s an idiot,’ she said, in that same frowning, unsure way.


  ‘That’s good, isn’t it?’ Anura asked.


  ‘You should never assume your enemy is an idiot.’


  And where did a girl like Amaryths learn something like that? Anura’s stepmother began to pack away her rocks and herbs and yarn. Rana recognised the finality of her movements. She had assisted them, and now she expected them to retreat to the distance Rana had firmly kept between them, because she was a stepmother and a witch, and so very dangerous to Anura.


  There were many in the castle who thought Rana was an impossibly stubborn creature who had nothing better to do than be obdurate and hold grudges. Possibly Amaryths could already be counted among that horde. But she was young and alone and uniquely friendless in the castle, and did Rana not know almost what that felt like, safeguarded only by Anura and Mascon?


  She might very well be Anura’s stepmother, and a witch after all, but Rana could still feel just a tiny bit sorry for her.


  Before she could think better of it, she said, ‘We practise quarterstaff, tomorrow morning. Will you join us?’


  Amaryths sparked, a mere shadow of the light that illuminated Anura, but enough to remind Rana that she too had once been the heart of an Imperative, before the king had sent someone to rescue her, and brought her here to a cold and grey castle.


  ‘I would love to,’ she said firmly, without a hint of hesitation.


  ‘It’s rough,’ Rana warned her. ‘You’ll come out with bruises.’


  She did not intend to dissuade her, but she hadn’t expected the fragile-looking girl to give such ready acquiescence either.


  But the queen merely repeated it. ‘I’d love to.’


  




  Chapter 2


  Indeed, Amaryths was waiting for them the next day. The heat of summer threatened, but the morning was lifted by the lightest of breezes from the hills. They made the set, then, the maiden princess, the wife not yet a mother, and Rana. Rana knew what that made her.


  Anura had withdrawn to her own room all the previous afternoon and evening, which Rana put down to shock and the thickening pall cast by the notion that her prince was not coming. She had expected to have to harry her down to the yard for her practice in the morning, but the princess rose willingly and chatted cheerfully as they took a bite of plums, oats soaked in milk and sugar, and bread, ignoring her ever-present guards.


  Rana did not want to ask her. She understood how her cousin had regained her usual placid demeanour—the wizard had been thwarted, he would not come back, or, my prince will come, my prince is coming, my prince will be here soon. Rana did not want to hear her say it, and then have to reply, your father does not think so. Your father thinks you are under a curse that cannot be lifted or dispelled or averted.


  Your father and all else in the know are avoiding you so they won’t be incinerated too. Sometimes Rana’s thoughts were unworthy, but these days she almost always stopped them from dancing onto her tongue.


  Amaryths, waiting patiently at the door to the practice yard, wore a skin-tight leather jerkin and leggings, and shamed Rana and even Anura in their cast-off boys’ tunics. The guards, Rana noticed, were furtively captivated by this sudden transformation of their queen, and she couldn’t help but think of enchantress-queens, with their young men hopelessly in thrall to them.


  Those guards, at least, waited outside the high-walled yard, but Mascon waited inside, and he went into a very deep bow over his queen’s hand, which made her flush, just slightly.


  ‘Oh, hello again,’ she said, taking her hand back. ‘Mascon, wasn’t it?’


  She said this in such a way that Rana thought she knew very well what his name was.


  ‘You’ve met?’ she asked.


  ‘Didn’t you know?’ Mascon asked innocently. ‘The king sent me to bring the queen here.’


  Rana hadn’t known, which meant Anura hadn’t known, which meant not many castle folk knew. Mascon was handsome in a sandy-haired kind of way, and had perfected a look from forest-green eyes that could turn a girl’s head. Rana sometimes wondered if he had a drop of bastard Bufonida blood from a grandfather or two.


  And the king had sent him to do the rescuing of his new queen.


  She must have looked aghast, because Mascon took her arm and said very softly, ‘Don’t worry. I’m not a prince, I know my place. Besides, I hardly ever see her.’


  The king had probably chosen him because he was such a good and stalwart friend to her and Anura, and he was crippled to boot. He must have seemed a safe choice, compared to any of the other high-blooded guards Rana had caught giving Amaryths besotted looks.


  The king should have gone himself. Poor Mascon had not, it seemed, come away untouched. But he was being sensible, and would recover.


  He took Amaryths over to the wall with its rack of weapons and selected a light staff for her, suitable for a beginner. He set Anura to show her the simple pattern of steps that brought a staff-fighter on guard.


  Then he came back to Rana, already shaking his head and trying to renege on his promise.


  Rana cut across him. ‘You said if I could lift it, you would teach me.’


  Mascon knew, like all of them, the dangers of going back on a pledge, even a casual one, even one given only in the expectation of never being called to fulfil it. Especially such a promise, the most dangerous kind.


  He tried, though. ‘I said it before I knew you’d take it as personal affront and cart water around like a kitchen maid to prove me wrong.’


  ‘You should have known.’ With both hands and hidden effort, Rana pulled his broadsword from the sheath at his waist and showed it to him. She had lifted and carried full buckets of water for several months to gain the muscle for this moment.


  But he was still shaking his head. ‘So you can lift it. How will you wield it?’


  ‘You promised.’


  ‘I wish I bloody hadn’t,’ he said. ‘You’re better off with the staff. You’re very good with the staff, Rana.’


  She was bored with the staff, and only slightly less so with Mascon’s methods of fending off an assailant when unarmed. ‘You promised.’


  ‘You could beat a man with a quarterstaff.’ He spoke only truth—Rana had beaten him over the winter, and not only because his knee made him clumsy. She was fast, and strong, and determined. ‘You’ll never match a man with a sword.’


  ‘Too weak?’ Again swallowing the protest of her arms, she lifted the sword until the tip of it rested under his chin.


  Mascon, laughing, slipped back. She knew his expression, had known it all her life. He was trying to decide between annoyance and amusement. The latter won.


  ‘Never.’


  ‘Then teach me.’


  Mascon gently pushed the blade down until its tip was in the dirt. She allowed it, glad to rest. He took hold of her shoulders. ‘Rana, it would be bad enough if you ever had to actually fight with the staff. For you to take up a sword instead, the situation would be desperate. A few tricks wouldn’t save you.’


  ‘I’d die well.’


  ‘No one dies well, dear heart.’


  She looked away. Mascon, kind-eyed boy, had lost two older brothers to ogres, which were now no longer such a threat in these lands.


  But he did not intend to shame her. He said, ‘I will get you a child’s sword. It’s as a dagger to my blade. And I will teach you precisely one new thing for every five hours of quarterstaff practice you do with me.’


  He only had time to practice with them one morning a week. But it was the only compromise she could expect from him, who had always been good at slipping around her resolve. She nodded to it.


  He kissed her forehead. ‘Now I am going to help the queen, for Anura is teaching her badly.’


  He limped over to the queen and adjusted her grip and stance, taking care, Rana noted, to touch her minimally, a consideration he had never bothered to, or needed to, extend to his other two students. She lifted the sword, letting her shoulders and back take the weight. She swung it through the air, trying to make it whistle like she had heard the men do when they practised.


  Mascon was right. It was too much. Her vision blackened to a pinhole, her breath caught, and she feared she might fall. She put the blade down and leant on it like a staff, vaguely knowing she should not treat good steel in such a manner.


  She thought then that she imagined the crackle of a fire, the clash of blades, the ring of a battle echoing through her head. When she opened her eyes again, she saw the others standing as if frozen, staring beyond her.


  So it was the wizard, she guessed with her head still stuffed with the sound of war, and snatching the sword back up, she pivoted like she held a quarterstaff, slinging it out hard and low. It was a move meant to take a tall man in the stomach.


  She heard the sword ring off armour and a muffled curse, and then it was wrenched sharply from her hands.


  Captain Rokan always wore his armour.


  ‘Oh,’ she said.


  Mascon limped forward. He scooped, his stiff knee forcing awkwardness onto him, and retrieved the sword, lying in the dust a good few feet from the tableau she and Rokan had formed.


  Carefully, he wiped it with a corner of his shirt. Carefully, he sheathed it. Carefully, he stood at attention and waited.


  Rokan turned from watching him and looked Rana over, once, without fondness. She knew what an unappealing vision she presented, sweating, knotted hair loosing from her maiden-braid, and even in the best of circumstances, too sharp-chinned and big-nosed for songs. She had a strong face, not made for poetry, but it was hers, and she faced his flat stare without flinching.


  He unbent from his soldier-straight posture to say, in her ear where the others could not hear him, ‘If you were mine to discipline, I would beat this kind of sluttish behaviour out of you.’


  She was an orphan; she was a bastard; she was unfavoured by the king. She was loved by his daughter.


  ‘Then I am lucky I am not yours, nor ever will be,’ she replied, and the very tilt of her head brought not only Anura, but, humblingly, Amaryths, to her side.


  The previous captain of the guard had long ago learnt what it meant to cross Anura by disparaging Rana, earning Rokan his promotion, and who knew where Amaryths’s influence began and ended?


  Rokan nodded brusquely, said to a stiff Mascon, ‘I’ll see you,’ and marched himself away, with a last, odd, look at Rana.


  ‘What did he say to you?’


  But she did not answer Anura, for at that very moment, out sang the trumpets of the watchtower—Anura and Rana inspected one another, Rana disbelieving, Anura floating with a hope that had only been briefly extinguished by her father’s news, as they sounded once, and twice, and again.


  On the crest of that impossible third, Anura turned, even then with her studied Bufonida grace, and fled for the castle, crying, ‘Delay him, Rana, delay him! I am not in a fit state to meet him.’


  Rana, of course, was always in a fit state to meet the prince, as she was not his object of interest. She saw Mascon catch the eye of the puzzled queen and leap to explain. ‘The guards of the watchtower are trained in the heraldry of every royal family with eligible sons, your Majesty. If they sound thrice, they have seen Anura’s prince approaching.’


  There were only a limited number of princes it could be, given lineages and birthdays. The Bufonida king had often voiced his desire to keep his only daughter Anura away from the Shodfelin third prince, scion of the Puss-in-Boots dynasty, with whom the Frog’s children did not quite get along. Rana imagined he’d kiss the boy’s feet today.


  ‘But,’ said Amaryths, and stopped.


  ‘But,’ Rana agreed. For the prince to be arriving already—


  ‘He must have set out days ago,’ Mascon said.


  She did feel a little alarmed at that.


  Rana undressed and washed and dressed again in more suitable clothes, and joined her uncle at the top of the great sweep of stone stairs that led down to the foreyard, the gates and portcullis, and the drawbridge across the half-arc of the empty moat. The castle had an impressively defended frontage. Behind, the grounds rambled through the lawns and lakes and gardens that made the crumbling outer walls too extensive to guard, as they had just learnt. But they had been at peace since the Frog’s time—leaving aside the occasional, unremarked, murder of innocent princesses.


  She let her curiosity overcome her, and went to look along the drawbridge. She could see a young man, handsome enough, cantering along the surprisingly empty road, his standard fluttering from the lance set upright from the socket at the stirrup. His horse was white; his armour shone; his blond hair flowed back in the breeze of his
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