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Chapter 1:  The Christening
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Prince Martin felt anxious, which baffled him.  Flawless christening festivities surrounded him, filling the great chamber with mirth and sparkle.  In her cradle, his daughter Princess Elise waved her hands and gurgled with glee.  Guests feasted and chattered, admiring Princess Elise and enjoying themselves.

A peal of silvery laughter rang out.  The fairy godmother Belinda raised her golden goblet in a toast.

The fairy godmothers especially enjoyed themselves.

Good, Martin thought, and sipped his wine.  Fairies did not look after their goddaughters' goodness of heart, as a godmother should—or do anything else for their goddaughters that took more work than waving a wand—but they could be conciliated by no other way than choosing them as godmothers.  No one had showed any of their surprise when Seraphina, who had softened the curse on Princess Isabelle, had given Princess Elise the power to hide a castle from wayfarers.

Martin's gaze skipped to the high table and did not move away.  He and his wife Princess Catherine had done everything they could think of to protect Princess Elise.  They were not the first to do so.  His brother King Oliver was much older than he was, but before Isabelle's birth, Oliver and his queen, Drusilla, had only had a little white in their hair, from age and their anxiety over not having a child.  Now, though they had thought that they had invited all the fairies to be godmothers, both of them had hair as white as frost.

Queen Drusilla looked faintly sour at the festivities.  She often did when propriety forced her to leave her poor, beautiful little cursed baby.  But King Oliver—

King Oliver always seemed proudly complacent since his destruction of spinning wheels and drop spindles for seven leagues about his castle.  Now, he leaned forward, his expression both sour and expectant, his gaze steady on the door.  Martin glanced at the clock, and his breath caught.  This was the hour when the last fairy had appeared at the last christening.  Esmeralda had arrived uninvited.

Martin forced himself to breathe.  Esmeralda had no grounds for complaint, not this time.  She had been invited to be Princess Elise's godmother, as she had not been for Princess Isabelle.  In that much, a fairy could be relied on:  to not pretend an offense.  He forced himself to sit back, and felt like a fool.  Were there some other danger, it would strike in its own hour, and not ape Esmeralda.

He drank from his wine cup and glanced at his wife, who smiled radiantly at all.  Princess Catherine at least did not seem to have noticed King Oliver's attention, or his own.

A hush fell outside the great chamber, in the great hall, where the lesser nobility gathered and celebrated.  Prince Martin felt a cold weight in his stomach and lowered his cup.  Princess Catherine hesitated in eating a pastry.  All about, silence fell in the great chamber.

Esmeralda swept into the doorway.  Her poison-green gown trailed behind her, and her black hair fell over it like a cape.  Her sharp, salt-white face had a narrow smile on it.

We invited you, Martin thought, despairing.  We did not insult you.

Esmeralda glided in, the guests drawing back from her path and leaving it open behind her.  Many curtsied or bowed as if she were royalty, but Esmeralda still watched with narrowed eyes and a pursed mouth, as she had at Isabelle's christening.

Even the fairy godmothers only stared.  Martin swallowed.  They had, all of them, given their gifts.  Even Seraphina, who had mitigated Esmeralda's curse on Isabelle.  Isabelle, cursed to die, would only sleep a hundred years, but if Esmeralda cursed Elise with death, Elise would die.

Catherine clutched his hand.  Hers was like ice.  Heaven help our daughter, Martin thought.

Elise gurgled.

Esmeralda's mouth narrowed still farther.  She bent over the cradle.  Her golden wand glittered, and Elise reached for it.  Esmeralda straightened, pulling it from reach, as her face twisted.  Elise pouted, and Martin prayed she would not wail.

"My present to you, goddaughter, is roses."  Esmeralda's clipped voice rang from the rafters.  Despite everything, people murmured their surprise.  Her wand lowered, closer to the baby.  "You will be the mistress of roses."

One or two of the company managed to speak, their voices filled with bewilderment.

Mistress of roses, Martin repeated, feeling stunned.  Esmeralda could not mean Elise well, this could not be a good thing, but he could not make out what it did mean.

Esmeralda waved her wand.  Light fell from it in sparkles that dissolved into air and spread over the cradle, swathing every inch in shades of ruby red and white, gold and rosy pink.  Elise tried to grab the light and, when her hand passed through it, made an indignant squeal at her failure.

Esmeralda's lip curled.  "Enough of these goddaughters.  I will not come again.  Invite me no more."  She swept out.

A faint noise beside Martin made him turn.  Color drained from Catherine's face.  He barely had time to grab her before she fainted.

She lay like dead weight in his arms.  Babble filled the chamber as loudly as when Esmeralda had cursed Isabelle.  People ran wildly about—and uselessly.

King Oliver and Queen Drusilla sat without motion.  Their faces were as white as bone, but bore impassive expressions.

Martin shouted for servants to take his wife and did not look to see whether they came.  The fairy godmothers surged forward.  They chattered like sparrows about how improper Esmeralda was, and whether it was a curse, and whether they could send for yet another fairy godmother, as they surrounded the cradle.  Their wands filled the air about Elise with glittering color more brilliant than a regal jewelry box.  Elise shifted between glee at the lights and annoyance at their intangibility.  Martin swallowed; if she wailed at these godmothers, they might take offense.

Catherine's maids, as pale as their mistress, appeared beside him.  He started, and let them take her from his arms as he collected his wits for a moment.

"Send for the doctor."  Martin looked at Catherine's face.  He ought to go with her, listen to the doctor—but his gaze went to the fairy godmothers, and the maids bore Catherine off without him.  His hands clenched into fists.  He forced himself to smooth them out.  They formed fists again, and he did not try again.

He could bring Catherine news from the fairy godmothers, he told himself, and walked toward the cradle.

King Oliver and Queen Drusilla looked balefully at him, and he realized that they thought it was not a curse.  He walked on.  It was not his fault that he was nearly a score of years younger than his brother, nor that he and his wife had had a daughter soon after their marriage, nor that Catherine had not needed to go and bathe in a forest pool to have her daughter, nor that his daughter was not cursed—if indeed she was not.

Elise wailed.  The fairy godmothers drew back.  One or two gave the baby disdainful glances, though they all chattered on.

"Nell, come here and take your charge," Martin shouted.

Elise's nursemaid scurried over and scooped the baby up.  After a moment on her shoulder, Elise subsided to crying.

"Quiet her," said the fairy Clothilde, her voice cool, "or take her outside."

Nell scurried off without a glance back.

A man in a dark robe appeared at Martin's shoulder.  Martin noticed him and dismissed him from his thoughts, and the man edged in front of him.  His expression was grave and determined.

Martin recognized the robe, blinked, and looked more closely.  The doctor who attended Catherine.  His shoulders slumped.  He would report though the fairy godmothers stood before them.

The doctor did have the wits to pitch his voice low.  "Her Royal Highness is resting comfortably.  She has regained her wits—but she has suffered a bad shock, and I advised her against rising."

A bad shock, Martin thought.  He supposed it was, among many other things.  The fairies still chattered.  As bad as Esmeralda, he thought.  Now they could not even tell him what spell Esmeralda had cast on Elise.  What good was all their magic?  To give Elise trifling, pointless gifts? 

"What did she do to my daughter?"

The fairies' chatter stopped.  So did every other voice in the room.  Martin's heart seemed to stop as well, and then to drum in his chest.  He had never dreamed of speaking so harshly to the fairies before.  No doubt his tutors and governesses would die of shame to hear he had spoken so at all—and to the fairies, of all people.

But they did not move to strike him down.

Finally, Belinda said, "As far as we can tell, she has given your daughter—powers over roses."

Martin could only blink.

"She's too young for them now," said Oriana, her voice gracious.  "We can show her in due course."

Clothilde tapped her finger to her lips.  "It might, indeed, prove useful."

Martin scowled.  The fairies glanced at each other and giggled.

"What does it mean?" said Martin, as calmly as he could.

"Oh, it's no harm at all to your daughter," said Belinda.

"No harm at all," they chorused.  Most nodded.  Some gestured with their wands, punctuating their comments of "Utterly harmless!" with glittery flourishes of gold or silver or green.  They withdrew toward the door, murmuring among themselves as they went, and left before he could gather his wits and demand more.

Not that he could demand much of them.  Martin's eyes closed.

It took him a minute to realize that the fairies were far from the only guests who had departed, and he wondered whether they had edged away since Esmeralda had first appeared—the fortunate souls who could.

He told himself that he should attend to his wife.

"Dear brother," said King Oliver.

Martin turned.  Only a half-smile hovered on Oliver's face, but it was so smug that Martin barely heard Oliver's speech on how Martin would want to attend his wife and child, and so he would remove himself. . . .

Martin managed a courteous answer and bowed deeply.  He did not doubt that his brother would soon remember that while Elise's gift was baffling, it was not a curse, and that would end the smiles.
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Sunshine shimmered over the garden.  The warm air, utterly still, held the scent of roses and the buzzing of bees as they meandered, but the women hunted frantically.

"I put her down just here," wailed Nell.

Her heart hammering, Catherine cast about the garden.  Lilies nodded at her passage, and the spicy-smelling boxwood hedges blocked her path as if they had been meant as a maze.  The pleasures of the garden were one thing, but Elise could hardly know them at her age.  She would benefit as much from having the windows cast open in her bedchamber as from having her cradle lugged out here, and now, Nell could not remember where she had put the princess!

Elise could not have crawled off, not at her age.

Catherine stopped by a rosebush laden with blood-red roses and tried to steady her breath.  Wouldn't King Oliver be pleased to have the inconveniently uncursed princess vanish, so that Isabelle would have no rival for attention?  She glared about.  A thought started to form—that King Oliver's envy might be greater than she had dreamed, that he had gotten some witch to enchant Elise away—but one rosebush startled those thoughts away.  It bloomed with flowers like the dawn, in pink and peach, but it held such an odd shape.  No gardener would dare prune it into such an unnatural and ugly form.

Catherine walked slowly toward it.  If, indeed, pruning it could give it that shape, with all the blooms leaning to one side, over something—

Giggles sprang from beneath the pink and peach blooms.  Catherine froze for a moment and then lunged forward.  She barely
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