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Chapter One: Why Me

The door slammed. ‘This is the final straw.’

Dominic stopped writing and raised his head to find out why his wife was causing such a commotion. Aliah flopped into the seat in front of his desk in a most unladylike way, which appeared more so because the wide skirts of her formal, blue court dress did not quite fit into the narrow-armed chair. The stiff fabric rustled as she attempted to make herself more comfortable.

‘I assume you mean the straw that broke the cart wheel, and from the look on your face, I’m going to guess you’re referring to our beloved daughter and potential heir to the throne of Aria?’

Flicking her head to the side as if she were sending a plait back over her shoulder, the crown on her head wobbling precariously amid the elaborate curls holding it in place, Aliah huffed. The gesture was a sure sign of his wife’s agitation, and it was all he could do to bite back a smile.

‘That girl is in real trouble this time,’ Aliah said.

And that approach will go down well with Admina, Dominic thought but didn’t say. Used to standing between a headstrong wife and an equally stubborn daughter, his verbal response was more measured. ‘Rather than going and making Mina’s life more of a misery than she believes it already is, maybe we could discuss her most recent transgression and think of a way through this—together.’

His wife glared at him, her blue eyes stormy and full of anger. She drew herself to her feet and leaned forwards as if about to make some cutting remark. She paused before sighing deeply. Sitting down, she placed her hands in her lap and raised her eyes to meet his.

‘Mina didn’t turn up to her first class this morning. When another student went to fetch her, they found her room at Wizard Isle empty. A search of the isle and the castle turned up neither our daughter, nor her belongings.’

Aliah looked expectantly at him, and Dominic made sure he hid his smile. Years working as a spy before becoming joint ruler of Aria taught him the value of not showing his reactions.

Aliah partially rose, placed her hands on the desk, and locked eyes with him. ‘You’re pleased about this, aren’t you? You’re happy, because you told me sending her to study with the wizards on the isle would not go well if she didn’t agree to it beforehand. Now that you’ve been proven right, a part of you is celebrating.’

Wondering what small tic or change of facial expression gave him away, Dominic grinned. Mina was less likely to do something when ordered—on principle. However, what amused him was what his wife called “independent thinking” when it came to her own actions, Aliah labelled as “disobedience” when it came to their daughter’s antics.

‘Aliah, please sit down.’

She didn’t move a muscle.

‘All right, I do find this amusing, but that doesn’t mean I don’t want to sort it out. We both agreed that Mina attending the first classes aimed to licence magic users without their having to join the wizards was important, not only because it would allow her to have more options for the future, but because it would also demonstrate to the country that women with magical abilities have an alternative to becoming hedge witches and using their gifts illegally.’

Aliah sank back into the seat behind her, almost as though his words had taken some of the wind out of her sails. She fiddled with a strand of hair that worked its way loose, twisting it around her finger. Letting it go, she straightened up and placed her hands demurely in her lap. ‘I know you; there’s more you want to say. Go ahead, you may as well get it all out now.’

His wife was the very picture of a child waiting to be admonished, and Dominic had to use all his self-control not to say the first thing that popped into his head—Goodness, Aliah, could you be any more reluctant to discuss this? Instead, he said, ‘The only thing we disagreed on was whether or not Mina would appreciate the benefits of attending classes. Your approach of ordering her to go has not worked; perhaps now it is time to try my way and persuade her to agree to return.’

Aliah opened her mouth as if to say something, then closed it again. She tugged at her hair, a sure sign she was thinking things through, or plotting something. He hoped it was the former, but when she smiled, Dominic’s stomach sunk—definitely the latter.

‘Perhaps you’re right, Dominic. I failed. Maybe it’s time for the master to deal with this thorny problem. I’m sure you’ll handle it much better than me.’

‘Flattery won’t always get you what you want, Aliah, and in this instance, it definitely won’t work.’

A smile played at the corners of her mouth, and Dominic realised she baited him into a reaction. She was getting quite good at this; he would make a diplomat of her yet. ‘Of course I can talk to Mina, and she might return to the isle and resume classes, but that will only solve one problem. It won’t sort out the issues between you and your daughter. If we are to train her to be our heir, you will need to be able to discuss many, often quite sensitive, things with her. You’ll also both have to learn to listen to each other.’

‘Humph.’ The almost smile disappeared.

‘If you don’t make the effort now, she may never accept the Heir’s Ring and the responsibilities that go with it. Then all we did to fight for female children to be treated the same as their male counterparts will have been for nothing.’

He waited for her to respond. He understood how hard she fought to be more than merely someone’s potential wife when she was a princess, and this was the one thing that might actually encourage her to shift her position slightly.

‘Aliah?’

‘All right, I’ll deal with her.’ Aliah crossed her arms. ‘I’m just not sure how to go about it.’

‘Manage her as if she were one of your dukes, one you wanted to do something they wouldn’t normally agree to. You always find a way to win them around to your way of thinking.’

‘I charm them,’ Aliah answered, face deadpan.

Dominic snorted. When Aliah’s eyes twinkled with amusement, he relaxed; he had won the battle.

Chewing on her lip for a minute, she nodded and said quietly as if to herself, ‘Yes, that might work. Now if I could only find her.’

‘You know exactly where she’s hiding. She’s where she always is when she doesn’t want to face the consequences of her actions.’

Aliah stared at him blankly, then grinned. ‘Of course. I’ll go speak with her now.’

‘Um, are you sure?’ Dominic asked, a laugh tinging his words as he imagined his wife climbing an apple tree in her current attire.

Looking down at her dress, Aliah chuckled. ‘Well, perhaps I might change first.’
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A WORN BROWN-LEATHER pack leaning up against one of the oldest apple trees in the palace gardens was the only indication Aliah correctly guessed her daughter’s whereabouts. Rounding the tree, she found the foothold carved into the trunk by a much younger version of herself. She had spent many an afternoon hiding amongst the leaves, escaping from the demands made on a princess of the realm, feeling sorry for herself.

Climbing into the broad branches was more difficult nowadays, but she managed it—just—thanks to her regular training with a weapons master. Not too far up, she found her eldest child, legs on either side of a stout branch, her back against the trunk. She followed Mina’s gaze. A guard platoon was running through their drills in the practice yard, and they had her daughter’s complete attention.

Once she had taken a place on the opposite branch, Aliah waited for her daughter to speak first. In their peaceful, leafy cocoon, the sound of metal crashing against metal wafted up, interspersed with birdsong and the buzz of bees. She closed her eyes, making the most of this moment of respite from the court life she sometimes found stifling, thinking to herself she should do this more often.

‘Aren’t you going to yell at me, Mother?’

Aliah sighed and opened her eyes, her break from the pressures of being co-regent and parent all too short. ‘Would it achieve anything if I did?’

Mina didn’t answer immediately, and Aliah marvelled at how changing her normal instinct to go on the defensive when attacked altered the dynamics between them. She grimaced; how she loathed it when Dominic was right.

‘No... I guess not,’ Mina admitted. ‘I’m not going back though, so you may as well allow me to train as a guard and let me do my service to the country my way.’

Aliah clenched her fists and took some calming breaths, willing herself not to respond by telling her daughter her disobedience would not be rewarded by giving her what she wanted. Closing her eyes, she imagined herself talking to Duke Damon, her closest ally and leader of the Southern Duchy. Although they were friends, the duke had his own mind and often had to be persuaded to act in the interests of Aria as a whole. 

‘Mum, aren’t you going to say anything?’ Mina sat forward and stared at her mother.

Her daughter’s eagerness for her parent to agree with her might play to Aliah’s advantage. Focused on her end goal, she might not notice a more subtle approach, and in the meantime, she could teach Mina to build a better argument—one not based on “I want”.

‘Yes, Mina, I have plenty to say on this matter....’

Mina took a deep breath, as if preparing herself for another long lecture. In response, Aliah closed her eyes and relaxed against the tree, enjoying the warmth of the day and planning the best way to approach her argument. While she was thinking, Mina’s impatience prodded her like tiny needles pricking her consciousness.

‘Mum?’

‘Maybe we can start by me admitting it was wrong to force you to attend school on Wizard Isle.’ Aliah opened her eyes long enough to catch the startled expression on her daughter’s face before it returned to its usual, sullen mask. ‘I didn’t do you the courtesy of treating you like an adult, and you responded by running away, just as a child would... so I shouldn’t be surprised.’ Voicing her apology caused some of Aliah’s own anger to dissipate.

‘I am not a child!’ Mina spat, and an image of a cat arching its back ready to fight popped into Aliah’s mind. Instead of telling her daughter if she wanted to be treated like a grown-up, she should start behaving like one, she said, ‘Your father’s and my reasons for sending you to school on the isle were not only aimed at benefitting Aria. It’s true we wanted you to become a role model for others by becoming the first female licenced magic practitioner in the land—’

Mina snorted. Aliah ignored her.

‘We believed learning how to use and control your magic would open more choices for you in the future.’ Holding up her hand, she forestalled Mina’s usual comments at this stage of the argument. ‘When we discuss this, you always say, “I don’t want to use my magic. I want to be a guard and serve my country in a troop somewhere in Aria”.’

‘Yes.’ Mina’s tone was weary, as if she did not quite trust this reasoned approach from her mother.

‘You’d follow that up with something like “You’re turning me into a slave to the nation, trampling on my free will,” and other such things. Have I summarised correctly?’

‘I guess... mostly.’

‘What did I miss?’ Aliah raised an eyebrow.

‘I am not sure I want to be heir to the crown, or ever rule Aria, so all this is moot.’

Mina’s sulky tone set Aliah on edge, and she imagined giving in to her initial reaction to shake her daughter until her teeth rattled. Unfortunately, that would not do anyone any good. Aliah closed her eyes again and prayed to the goddess for patience before answering. ‘You’re a moon-turn away from your seventeenth birthday, when you are required to begin your year’s service to the crown. Let’s sort the next twelve moon-turns out and worry about the future later.’

‘All right, if it will make this go more quickly.’

The concession was given grudgingly, but Aliah was happy to take the small win. Gritting her teeth, she attempted to build momentum. ‘So now that we are agreed the focus will be on your service to the crown, let’s look at this problem a little more closely. Why do members of the royal family offer themselves to Aria for a year?’

Again, a dramatic sigh preceded Mina’s answer. Clearly, discussing this with her mother was almost too much for her to bear. ‘We’ve been over this a thousand times.’

‘We have, but please indulge me.’

‘You always tell us “We grow up with many privileges, and it is our way of paying Aria back before we set out on our chosen paths as adults”, but you never did it, did you?’ Mina blurted out.

Goddess! Aliah couldn’t decide what to do. Should she allow herself to be side-tracked, or should she carry on as planned? It would be easier to ignore the outburst, but she was aware if she didn’t respond, Mina would continue to use this as an excuse to back out of anything they agreed to. ‘When I was younger than you, I was forced to leave for a faraway land to wed a foreign king I’d never met—’

‘But you didn’t marry him.’

‘No, I didn’t, thank the goddess. However, the barons and the council thought risking my life to save Aria from the Carsten invasion more than counted as my service to the crown.’

‘Of course, how could we forget... you’re The Great Warrior, saviour of Aria.’

Bitterness laced Mina’s words. Ordinarily, this would cause Aliah a mass of guilt, followed by her either giving in or getting angry—because she was mindful of how having ballads sung about your mother’s bravery could not be easy on a child. This time though, she pushed her own negative emotions aside and struggled on. ‘Mina, I am talking to you as a mother and your queen, not as The Warrior. Being Aria’s saviour is my past—and I’m happy for it to remain history. Besides, it has no bearing on what we’re discussing now. You grew up a princess in this palace, well educated and well cared for. In return for all you’ve received, we ask you to give something back to the people of this country.’

‘But—’

Aliah pressed on. ‘In the past, for princesses, this meant cementing Aria’s ties either internally or externally through marriage.’

Mina groaned under her breath. Aliah continued as if she hadn’t heard. ‘Your father and I convinced the king’s council to change the laws and allow for female royal children to do something for Aria, just like their brothers would.’

‘I have no problem with that, and I appreciate not being forced to marry some power-obsessed male who only sees me for my title. I just don’t understand why my year can’t be spent in the guard.’

‘Because so far, the only benefit your father and I can identify is you want to do it, which totally misses the point of giving service being about what Aria needs... not what you want.’

Aliah realised she had pushed too hard too fast when she saw the stubborn set of her daughter’s face.

Mina folded her arms and leaned back against the trunk. ‘Perhaps you should marry me off then, if this is all too difficult for you.’

Opening and closing her fists to release the building tension, Aliah fought the urge to lash out in the same way her daughter had. Only her experience from their previous encounters held her back. Reacting to the taunt would not get them anywhere. Stretching, she said, ‘Perhaps I have been remiss in passing on some of our family history. Maybe you would not be so quick to become a bride if you had experienced what it feels like to be treated as chattel.’

‘I don’t believe you could tell me anything that would make marriage less appealing than spending a year on Wizard Isle.’

‘Challenge accepted, although I think the branches of a tree are not the best place for storytelling. While you take your belongings back to your room, I’ll organise some food and join you. Then I can tell you about the first Natari princess to come to Aria.’ In the following silence, Aliah wondered if Mina had taken the bait.

‘Okay, see you soon.’ Mina swung down to the ground and threw her pack over her shoulder. As she ran towards the palace, a mass of dark, unruly hair escaped its bindings and caught in the straps of her bag.

Taking a more measured approach, Aliah climbed down and stretched her limbs before walking back through the castle.
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AFTER THE CALM OF THE apple tree, the kitchens were a mass of frantic activity. Aliah stopped a serving boy to ask for food to be taken to her daughter’s room, before heading upstairs via the servants’ passages to the first floor, where most of the work managing the realm took place.

She ducked her head into Dominic’s office to find him finishing up with a messenger. He waved for her to wait. ‘You might be interested in these,’ he said as the man closed the door behind himself. ‘They’re the latest updates from Duke Hubert.’

Aliah picked up the documents and perched on the edge of a chair as she read. As Duke of the Western Realm, Dominic’s brother was a strong supporter of the crown, as well as caring diligently for his subjects. Of late, his dispatches had been increasingly full of details of unrest on the borders to the Unknown Lands, and today’s were no different.

‘He still doesn’t want us to do anything?’ Aliah glanced up in time to catch Dominic shake his head. ‘He’s being ridiculous. This is the third attack on a patrol since his initial reports of people settling in the Ariel Mountains.’ She dropped the papers on Dominic’s desk. ‘We should send a guard troop regardless of what Hubert advises.’

‘Is that wise? I mean, our barons don’t look kindly on the crown throwing its might around, and Hubert is no different, even if he is my brother.’

Aliah reached for her plait and tugged it gently. ‘The safety of the realm and the people of Aria must come first,’ she insisted.

Dominic frowned. He was close to his twin brother and always felt conflicted when, as his king, he had to go against him. ‘I think we should wait before acting. I’d like to hear how his delegation is received and consider the settler’s response to it.’

‘Won’t waiting put our border settlements more at risk?’ Aliah asked.

‘I don’t believe so. Also, I would like to find out more about what’s going on in the Unknown Lands, what’s making people flee for their lives, before we go stomping in with hobnail boots.’

Aliah’s thoughts finally caught up with her husband’s. ‘Ah, so you’re thinking about the news Seamus sent in his latest reports from Sanctuary. Do you think these two problems might be linked?’

Dominic smiled at her. ‘I do indeed. The edge of Sanctuary’s holdings is not far from the Unknown Lands, and I’m worried there’s something going on there that is causing people to flee for their lives.’

‘I always thought it stupid to call somewhere the Unknown Lands,’ Aliah commented. ‘They have always discouraged visitors, even traders, and they’ve never attempted to make contact with any of their neighbours. Their isolationist approach means when something like this happens, the surrounding countries become suspicious. The lack of official channels for communication means we have gone straight to border skirmishes rather than discussing the issues and agreeing on a solution.’

‘The inhabitants of Sanctuary originated from the area, as did most of the population on Hand, so we’re not totally in the dark about the people fleeing over the mountains,’ Dominic reminded her. ‘Even I’ve read a little of their history. In fact, I believe records in Sanctuary name the region as Talagria.’

‘You’ve been speaking with Seamus,’ Aliah accused, unsure why she was annoyed her husband had kept their conversation from her. Sure, she and Seamus had joined forces to save Aria as The Wizard and The Warrior. And yes, he was like a brother to her, but he was also Dominic’s friend.

‘A couple of times. Between us, we have enough strength to mind speak for short periods. I asked him to find out what he could from records in the Sanctuary archives. You’re not angry, are you?’ Dominic’s voice sounded uncertain, which it only did when he thought Aliah was winding up into one of her rants.

As a young girl, she had allowed her passions to rule her better judgement, especially when she believed others didn’t respect her opinion. As an adult, she tried to control her outbursts. Now, they mostly only happened with her husband, and only in periods of intense stress. Instead of flying off the handle, Aliah reached forward and took her husband’s hand. ‘No, I’m not. Although I am a little taken by surprise,’ she said. ‘Normally, we’d talk these things through together, but thank you for taking this off my plate.’

Dominic gently squeezed her fingers. ‘You were so preoccupied with the trade representatives from Carsten, not to mention our daughter’s headstrong behaviour, so I thought I would handle this myself—check out what was happening before I brought it to your attention.’

‘And now you believe there’s something more here; otherwise, you wouldn’t be speaking to me about it now.’

A grimace passed over her husband’s face, quickly replaced by a wry smile. ‘Unfortunately, I do. I need a longer conversation with Seamus to confirm my suspicions—’

‘And you can’t mind speak for long without me,’ Aliah finished for him.

‘Now that I have a more complete picture of activity in the borderlands, I want to talk with Seamus to clarify some details, and the sooner the better.’

Aliah closed her eyes, picturing the rest of her day: afternoon tea with Mina, before changing for dinner with the Carstenites. She would be weary after attending the state function, but if the dinner finished early, she might be able to squeeze it in later this evening. ‘After the meal tonight?’ she offered.

‘You won’t be too tired? These formal things can be so wearying.’ Dominic’s concern was heart-warming.

‘Yes, they are, but perhaps we can arrange for a messenger to interrupt us during dessert—one able to act suitably worried. Then we’ll have an excuse to leave a little early to attend to an urgent matter.’

‘I do love the way your mind works.’ Dominic’s eyes sparkled.

‘Now, if I am to have any time free tonight, I must go and spend a few candle marks with our wayward daughter.’ Aliah rose.

‘How’s it going, dare I ask?’

‘Mmm...,’ Aliah said as she opened the door. ‘Let’s say it is a work in progress. I must hurry. I need to find something in our rooms before I meet with her.’
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TIGHTLY GRIPPING THE slim volume, Aliah pushed open the door to her daughter’s room. At least Mina had changed into a gown, albeit a plain one. She leaned forward in her chair, stuffing honey cakes into her mouth. Fortunately, good manners, or perhaps years of training, forced her to sit up and attempt to hide her gluttony as her mother sat opposite.

‘I see you started without me,’ Aliah said as she placed the book on the table before pouring tea for them.

‘I didn’t get breakfast or lunch today,’ Mina said, reaching for another honey cake.

Aliah glared at her daughter with a stare perfected during sixteen years of motherhood.

‘All right, missing meals was my own fault, and hunger is no excuse for bad manners.’ Mina placed the cake on a plate and added a couple of small sandwiches before proceeding to eat her meal with a little more decorum.

Looking through the open window at the distant mountains, Aliah wished she were anywhere but here. It was a perfect day for a ride through the forests, or perhaps some hand-to-hand combat would work out some of her frustrations. Swallowing her sigh lest her daughter take it the wrong way, Aliah sipped her tea and studied Mina over the rim of the cup.

Her bright blue eyes and jet-black hair marked her as her father’s daughter, but her features and her stubbornness were all from Aliah. If only the potential heir to the throne had inherited her father’s diplomatic skills and less volatile nature, this situation would be so much easier.

‘Why are you looking at me like that?’ Mina paused with a sandwich halfway to her mouth.

‘No reason. I was just thinking how grown up you are. I can’t believe it is time for you to give your year to the crown already. When your father and I first came up with the idea, your seventeenth birthday seemed so far away.’

Mina shrugged. ‘I always thought it was more about saving your sister from a horrible marriage, rather than anything to do with me specifically.’

‘It was... sort of. Cece was a lot younger than me, and you were only a month or so old when the council proposed a suitable marriage for her. Given their last foray into the field of forging diplomatic alliances using royal children saw my father betrothing me to the king of Carsten as a way to prevent them from invading—’

‘This isn’t news,’ Mina interrupted. ‘You escaped when you found out they were going to invade anyway, and you and Uncle Seamus saved Aria not only from the Carstenites, but also from a god taking over our world. Every child in the land is forced to read The Wizard and The Warrior Chronicles in class.’

Aliah clenched a hand and tried to release the anger building inside. When she and Seamus fought against the Carsten army headed by a god, it had been so much more than the story written in the chronicles, but this was not the time for that discussion. Her lesson today was far more important than her own ego. ‘I used my experiences and the repercussions to convince my father to agree Cece could decide whether or not to marry to further the interests of the crown. He spoke before the council and talked them into writing into law that princesses were not bound to give their lives, instead—’

‘I remember this bit. Father came up with the idea of tithing one year in service to Aria like the boys.’ Mina looked at her mother, blue eyes glittering like sapphires. ‘Cece chose the marriage option, and come to think of it, I would rather marry a complete stranger than spend my time on Wizard Isle with its supercilious inhabitants.’

‘You’re only saying that because your father and I would not force such a situation on you.’

‘No, I’m not.’

‘I don’t think you appreciate what a change this was for Aria, allowing a woman to have some say in her own future. Perhaps learning what some of your ancestors gave up for Aria might help you understand why this seemingly small concession was so important, and why your tithe year, the first female one to be given in service in Aria, must really mean something.’ Aliah’s voice sounded stilted and harsh to her own ears. Her helplessness at being sold off to the highest bidder for the benefit of Aria had changed her, and she thanked the goddess every day she had not been forced to go through with the marriage. ‘How about I tell you something of the first Natari princess to set foot in Aria?’ She attempted to lighten her tone to encourage Mina to open her mind and listen to her.

‘If you must,’ Mina responded, her gaze staring through the open window. ‘Is this going to be a long story?’

Aliah knew she only had a short time before her active daughter grew impatient. She hoped the parts she had marked in the book would hold Mina’s interest and inspire her to learn more. Still, she didn’t want to appear desperate, so she refilled their cups before answering.

‘The story is short, but my hope is, however forlorn, you will think on what you hear long enough to allow her experiences to inform your decision.’

Picking up the book from the table, she flicked to the first entry she had marked. The pages were well worn, as many before her had found comfort in the words between the covers.

‘What’s that?’ Mina’s voice was even, but the way she leaned forward as she spoke showed her rising interest.

‘One of your ancestors’ diaries.’

Mina slumped back in the chair. ‘I’m not sure some angst-ridden ramblings of a teenage girl will convince me to change my mind.’

‘I don’t expect you to think differently after this. I only want you to consider what she says.’ Aliah hopefully hid her irritation at her daughter’s pig-headedness. ‘And don’t worry, I’m not going to read the whole book. I’ve selected a few little snippets to give you an idea of her life.’ Picking up her cup, she leaned back in the chair and began reading from the story her mother first told her when she was old enough to understand what her future was likely to be. The queen had intended the writings to prepare Aliah. She, on the other hand, read them to her own child to illustrate what she had saved her from.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Two: Prophecy


A NEW LIFE
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The blustering wind-filled sails cause the ship to lurch to the side. Josina and Edmund shiver. I can’t tell whether from fear or because of the cold air piercing their clothes.

The journey has been an arduous one. The farther south we travel, the greater the distance from our homeland, the colder the weather becomes, almost as though it mirrors the chill in my heart.

I stiffen my resolve and stand tall, unwilling to let the others see my fear. As a princess, it is up to me to show them how much I am looking forward to our new life. I can’t let them know how nervous I am, journeying across the sea to marry a complete stranger to seal the alliance between two powerful nations.

For as long as I can remember, I’ve been told that, as a princess of The Blood, I have one job and one job only—to marry to strengthen the state and our family’s hold over it. I’ve always known this was to be my fate, but I had hoped not to be sent so far from Nataria. Although, to be fair, I had grown up with most of the single Natarian nobles, and I would not choose to spend the rest of my life with any one of them.

At least coming to Hand is a sort of adventure. No one knows me or my past. It is a perfect opportunity to become the person I want to be. Surely that will make up for the cold weather and the aching loneliness in my heart.

This is a new start, I tell myself over and over, and it helps calm my nerves, and my stomach begins to settle. The ship lurch again, and my breakfast threatens to make a reappearance. The straight between Hand and Port Marden was rumoured to be treacherous even in the best weather, and it’s living up to its reputation.

Gripping the rail, once again, I straighten my spine and force myself to stand proud. When I arrive, I want the people on the Island of Hand to see who a princess of The Blood really is.

After what feels like an age, but is probably only a few minutes, a landmass draws closer, and activity around me increases. The Captain advances over the rolling deck, feet as certain as if he walked on land.

‘Your Highness, it’s best if you return to your cabin now as I need everything clear for docking.’

I open my mouth to object, but his lips tighten in anticipation of my argument, so I paste a smile on my face. ‘Thank you, Captain. Please let us know when we may disembark.’

The Arian words sound odd coming from my mouth, but I am thankful Edmund has been helping me brush up on my pronunciation during the journey.

Below deck, the motion of the ship is magnified, and as I enter my cabin, I groan in frustration. My future husband’s first glimpse of me will be of a woman laid low by sea sickness. I want him to see me as the strong, independent person I am, not someone who needs to be coddled and cared for.

I lie on my bed and close my eyes, imagining myself back on the balcony of my room at home with the sun warming my skin, and the time passes more quickly. I sit up at the sound of a knock on the door. It’s the ship’s boy.

‘Captain says you can come back up now.’ He turns to leave, but my maid Josina reaches up from her seat on the bunk and touches his arm.

‘We can leave the ship?’ she asks him, forming the words slowly in the unfamiliar tongue.

‘No, ma’am. The Harbour Master must check the paperwork before we can begin unloading. After that, you can leave. Captain says he will send a man for your things, but you can wait on deck.’

As we make our way into the fresh air, the ship shudders one final time as it nudges the wharf below, and I get my first sight of the place I am to call home. The houses sprawl from the flat land behind the docks, up the sloping edges towards a palace that sits atop one of the hills surrounding the harbour. The dwellings closest are mostly grey stone, but the ones higher up are whitewashed, and some are painted in blues and yellows and reds, lending a little colour to the otherwise dull day.

While the ropes are thrown down to secure the ship, I survey the people who are to become my new subjects. Their clothing is sombre, but their faces are warm and friendly as they move back and forward while they work.

The docking process is swift, and I soon find myself leading our group down the gangplank and to a plain black carriage with a gold insignia on the side, which I take to be the coat of arms of my betrothed’s family—the insignia of the ruling family of Hand. The door is opened by a liveried official, and I am surprised there is no one inside.

‘The duke sends his apologies, Your Highness. Something came up that required his immediate attention. He extends an invitation for you to join him in the family quarters for a meal this evening.’ He bows and ushers us inside.

‘Well, I—’ Josina starts, but I hold up a hand to silence her. Even though her words are Natarian, that is no guarantee they will not be understood.

‘Thank you,’ I say to the man and take my seat with as much dignity as I can muster, having not yet regained my land-legs. Once I am seated, the door closes, and we are on our way to our new home.

‘This is not a good sign,’ Josina says as the carriage starts to move and no one can overhear us.

‘The duke may be dealing with an unavoidable situation,’ Edmund answers. He is always the voice of reason.

I say nothing and work at keeping my face impassive. I do not want anyone, not even Josina and Edmund, to know how bereft I am, entering my new home alone rather than on the arm of the duke. I am very aware I am a symbol of the people who conquered Hand, a duchess forced on them as part of the peace treaty at the end of a long, bloody invasion. Their acceptance of me relies totally on my new husband’s support.

Before I left home, father assured me the duke was a fair and caring man—a man who promised to treat me with respect. He trusted this foreigner’s word, and that trust bolstered my resolve to travel to Hand and to do my duty. As the carriage made its way through the streets to the castle, I hoped my father’s trust had not been misplaced.

Through the window, I watched as the houses grew more ornate and realised we must be close to our final destination. I schooled my face into a polite smile as we passed through a gate in the defensive wall around the palace precinct. The carriage sweeps in a wide circle and pulls up.

The footman jumps down and opens the door, and I glimpse marble steps leading up to the main entrance. A carpet in the blue of the Natarian royal family has been rolled out, and a tall, gaunt man with tufting grey hair moves forward and bows stiffly before offering his arm.

‘Your Highness, I am Bertram. I offer the sincere and heartfelt apologies of my duke. Please be assured that only a matter of the gravest importance would prevent him from being with you today.’

I nod once, accepting his apology as custom dictated, and place my hand on his arm. Holding my head high as we walk, I hope I am hiding the hurt and worry churning my stomach from the crowd who has gathered in the courtyard to catch their first sight of the new duchess.

‘I will escort you and your companions to the guest chambers.’

As Bertram leads us up the main stairs and along the first-floor corridor, he wears the blank mask of a professional diplomat. It was from the faces of the servants we passed on the way that I draw the conclusion we are not welcome in here.

‘Your Highness,’ Bertram said as he stopped and opened a stout wooden door.

The rooms inside were sumptuous. The fire in the grate welcomed us, as did the light snack waiting on the table by the window. I could make out two doors leading from the main sitting room. I turned to Bertram to ask about the rest of our accommodation to find he had moved across the hallway and opened the door opposite. 

‘If your companions would sleep in here tonight, we can find them suitable quarters after the ceremony tomorrow when we move you into the family rooms.’

‘Thank you, Bertram. This will suit us well.’

He bowed and backed away. ‘I will leave you to settle. His Grace hopes to come and escort you to dinner himself just after sundown. I will send one of the maids to prepare a bath for you.’

‘Thank you, that will be most welcome.’

As he left, Josina took control of the servants who had followed us bearing our belongings from the ship. In an effort to keep out of her way, Edmond and I retreated to my sitting room, and we each filled a plate with food, then warmed ourselves by the fire.

After maintaining formalities for the first few days of our travels, I fast learnt we would get along much better if we dispensed with them when we were in private.

Josina had been my personal maid since we were both little, no more than children. The only person closer to me had been my older sister. Edmond had been my tutor, and I was grateful he had agreed to come to Hand as my personal advisor. Until I found my feet, these were the only two people I trusted in my new home, the only two people I could be almost myself with.

We were nearly done eating when Josina joined us, and I excuse myself, retiring to my bedroom. My bath is ready, and I intend to make the most of the hot water, adding some bath salts I brought with me before stepping in and allowing the rose-scented liquid to soothe away my tensions.

Once the water cools, I towel myself dry, and wrap a warm lounging gown around my shivering form. Not wanting to rejoin the others, I slip under the covers and curl into a ball. The next thing I know, Josina is knocking and calling through the door.

‘Your Highness, Bertram is here with some news.’

I rub the sleep from my eyes and sit up. After checking in the mirror to ensure I’m presentable, I open the door. Bertram straightens himself before bowing.

‘Thank you, Bertram, but I am sure we can dispense with these formalities unless it is a state occasion,’ I say. ‘Is there news for me?’

‘Your Highness. The duke has sent word that he will be tied up for the evening. Everything.... Things were worse than he first thought.’

‘Is it anything I can assist with?’ I ask. I do not want to become the wife who sits at home waiting for her husband, when she can aid him in his duties.

Bertram wasn’t quite quick enough to hide his shock at my offer. ‘Thank you, but I’m sure everything will be under control before the ceremony tomorrow.’

‘The men who brought our luggage from the docks said the council was meeting today. Some of the nobles vehemently objected to your wedding and threatened to expel the duke, intending to replace him with one of his cousins,’ Josina says in Natari.

‘It is not as bad as it sounds,’ Bertram blusters, confirming my suspicions that he can understand our language. ‘A few details need to be ironed out before tomorrow, that’s all.’

Although disappointed at not being able to meet my husband before our wedding day, at least I now know why he’s not with me. He’s fighting for the very peace I had come here to cement.

‘Thank you for letting me know, Bertram. We will take our supper here.’

I returned to my room and close the door before anyone can see the tears threatening to spill from my eyes.
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‘I AM TOO YOUNG FOR this.’

The thought goes through my head as I stand in the doorway to the great hall. Angrily, I push it away. This is not the time for doubts. Concentrating on putting one foot in front of the other, I move between the lines of nobles, deftly navigating the aisle they create for me. I walk the length of the throne room.

In the style of Natari, I am covered from head to foot in the palest of blue silk. As a princess of Imperial Blood, a golden diadem studded with sapphires sits on my head, holding the veil in place—a visible sign I stand above those I walk between.

Although I am fully clothed in the manner of my people, I have never felt more naked. The gazes of Hand’s nobles penetrate the royal persona I present to them. It is as though they see right through me, and their barely conceal hatred caused my hands to tremble. I lift my eyes and stare proudly ahead, and I continue walking as if I was attending court at home, where I am adored.

Standing on the platform in front of me is the man I married by proxy at my grandfather's command. The emperor decreed I, his favourite grandchild, would be bound to tall, proud King of The Old Blood to seal the peace between our two peoples.

Sean, Duke of Hand, with his dark curling hair, swarthy complexion, and almost black eyes, looks so strange and foreign. Still, his face radiates compassion, and my heart melts a little as he smiles his encouragement.

Nearing the end of his twenties, he is in his prime—a handsome and powerful man. As if it has a mind of its own, my body shivers in anticipation of tonight. After the celebrations, our marriage will be consummated, and I no longer find that thought distasteful. In fact, the thought crosses my mind that this barbarian might one day make a suitable consort, but only time will tell.

Ignoring the cold stares and whispers surrounding me, I keep my gaze fixed on him as I walk proudly through my enemies. They may not want me here, but I will do my duty to my emperor and family. I will bring peace to these lands.

For a moment, the duke’s gaze waivers, and his eyes sweep the room. A frown draws his brows together, but he is smiling again when he looks back at me. He holds out his hand, drawing me forwards. Both my body and soul respond.

Perversely, at the exact moment when I begin to believe I might find some personal happiness in this marriage, someone yells, ‘Die foreign whore!’

From the corner of my eye, I catch something metal flying across the room. Instinctively, I hold up my hand, stopping the weapon mid-flight a mere handspan from my face. I release it, and the knife clatters to the ground accompanied by a collective gasp.

The silence that follows my action is eerie, and it takes me a moment to realise why. They are not appalled by the fact that someone attempted to murder me. The nobles of Hand are astounded, because they just witnessed magic used in their halls for the first time—ever.

I slump as I remember Edmund’s most often repeated lesson. When their forebears arrived on the island, they decided all would live by the hand alone and banned all use of sorcery. Now, not only have I broken a generations-old prohibition in a very public arena, but I announced my magical abilities to the world.

The air around me thrums with the wrath of the nobles. It was of no matter to them I had done this to defend myself.

I look to my husband. His face is a picture of dismay as he leaves the dais and makes his way through the crowd to my side.
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MY FORMAL WEDDING CEREMONY is a blur. I repeat some words, I am given a ring, and the next thing I know, I am standing on the deck of a boat, watching the Port of Hand recede. My wedding finery is covered by my husband’s cloak, and he holds me close as he talks, almost as if he is afraid I will blow away in the wind.

'Your maid is organising your things to be packed. I will send the boat back when we dock, and she and your advisor will be with you by morning.’

I incline my head, indicating I hear his words. I still do not understand why I can’t spend my wedding night in my new home.

‘I am sorry it has to be this way.’ My husband rests his cheek on my head. ‘I spent all day yesterday soothing my nobles, reassuring them that by marrying you nothing on Hand would change. Sure, we will get a new overlord, I told them, but my marriage means he will trust us to run Southern Aria ourselves.’

The consequences of my actions hit me as he spoke, and I whispered, ‘And then I, on my first introduction to your court, break one of your oldest laws. I am so sorry. I didn’t think.’

His arm tightens around me. ‘No, it is I who should apologise. I didn’t realise the level of risk I placed you in so soon after their outburst. If I had only realised how far some people would go to stop the wedding, I would have changed the ceremony, making it more private, and had you more heavily guarded. Will you ever be able to forgive me for placing your life in danger?’

‘There is nothing to forgive,’ I say. ‘But tell me, why do we flee from these traitors? Would we not be better served to stand together and show we are not afraid of them?’

‘Normally, I would be in agreement with you, but the man who threw the knife was one of my own household staff. Until I find out how deep this treachery goes, I cannot vouch for your safety on the island.’ 

‘I am not afraid.’ I am, but my pride will not let me admit to this. ‘I can defend myself.’

He chuckles, and I can feel the rumble in his chest as he does. ‘I bet you can. Unfortunately, there is much more at stake than your physical wellbeing, and I cannot take the risk that something might happen to you. After having negotiated peace with your family, it would quickly unravel should anything happen to you. We would be back killing each other, and I fear it would be worse than before.’

‘I see.’ And I do. I am more than a person. I am a symbol—a symbol that can both bind our people or tear them apart again. ‘So where do we go now?’

‘I have a house in Port Marden. Truth be told, it is more modern and more comfortable than the palace, and I prefer it there. We can stay tonight and plan our next steps. I think though, for the foreseeable future, it will become your new home.’
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Rain drizzles from a grey sky, turning the cobblestones on the street below a darker hue of slate. How cold and dreary this inhospitable place is compared to Nataria. Yet, standing in the window overlooking the street below, I realise over the past year I have grown accustomed to Port Marden.

The port town is always bustling, and there are a number of other foreign-born women living here, and they have welcomed me into their community with open arms. Together, we managed to secure a lease on a building and hope to open an orphanage in the new year.

Although I am far from my home and my family, at least here I feel useful. In fact, I would go as far as to say I would rather be here than anywhere else.

It is market day today, so despite the inclement weather, the street is still quite busy. Many of the figures huddled against the cold cross to the other side of the road rather than walking past the house where I live; a couple actually spit on the pavement outside. These are the people who arrived on the ferry from Hand, and their behaviour does not surprise me. What does interest me is that they chose to walk down the street where the “Natari Whore” lives at all. Perhaps the cold makes them think twice about taking the more circuitous route to the main square.

In recent months, their anger towards me increased. In their eyes, not only
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