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O, what a rogue and peasant slave am I!



—Shakespeare, Hamlet, Act 2, Scene 2








CHAPTER ONE




Once upon a time, there was a girl who was destined to be a queen. At least, that’s what Esme’s mother always told her. As to when this exciting destiny would occur, well, that was less clear. But as her mother also told her, good things come to those who wait. So Esme waited patiently and studied dutifully.

A tutor came every afternoon to instruct her in languages and literacy, arithmetic and alchemy, history and geography. At her mother’s knee, she learned sewing and sophistry, dancing and diplomacy. She made sweet buns with the baker’s daughter, skinned rabbits with the butcher’s son, and traded fisticuffs with all the miller’s children.

When she returned home with flour in her hair, mud on her clothes, or blood on her lip, her mother would fold her arms and say, “Really, Esmeralda, that’s not very ladylike.” Then a smile would pull at the corners of her mouth, and her voice would drop to a conspiratorial whisper. “But it is very queen-like.”

But mostly, Esme waited.

On the eve of her twenty-second birthday, Esme draped a shawl over her shoulders, laced her feet into her walking boots, and hooked her basket over her arm. She stepped outside the cottage she shared with her mother, with its blue shutters and flower gardens along the front, and headed down the path, past hens pecking in the dirt and rabbits peeking through the fence. She latched the gate behind her and headed for the village market.

Despite its name, Mairtown wasn’t large enough to be considered a town. It was a good size, and Esme had no complaints about the range of goods on offer each day, but the monthly village market drew artisans and merchants of all descriptions from neighboring hamlets and distant towns, and Esme delighted in their rare offerings. Peppercorn cheese, lavender honey, bone embroidery needles, soft woolen hats, and scarves knitted in intricate patterns.

Before her basket became too heavy to lug home again, Esme headed for the butcher’s stall. Daniel, the butcher’s son, was now a strapping man of twenty-four with dark hair that fell to his collar, skin tanned by the sun, and a workman’s physique. He added a string of plump pork sausages to her basket, followed by smoked fish, jointed chicken, two rabbits, and off-cuts of mutton that would make a great stew.

“That should keep your mother happy,” he said.

“I’ll be sure to pass on your concern for her temperament,” Esme replied with a laugh.

“Are we still meeting at the river after the market?”

Esme hoisted her basket. “Always.”

“Good.” He gave her a conspiratorial smile. “I have some news.”

Daniel wouldn’t be drawn on his news, and as his smile hinted it was good rather than bad, Esme left him to his work. She headed to the baker’s stall where she bought two loaves of bread for her basket, snagged the last pork pie for her lunch, and traded a week’s worth of gossip with Igraine, the baker’s daughter. She was short with warm brown skin, and her dark curly hair was pulled up into a colorful scarf.

After the market, they walked to the river together. Or, Esme walked and Igraine waddled. Igraine was only a few months older than Esme, but she already had two children, with another one due in a month. She’d always been one to go after what she wanted, and she’d decided at sixteen that what she wanted was Havyn Foreman. They’d been married coming up five years.

Igraine let out a groan and rubbed at her belly. “You find a spot,” she said, “while I find a spot.” She wandered away to relieve herself while Esme looked for somewhere to sit.

Most of the riverbank was shadowed by large trees, sprawling birch and drooping willow, but there was a clear spot where a handful of carefree youngsters were splashing in the water. Esme settled on the grass, smoothed her skirts out around her, and nibbled on her pie.

A shadow moved under the nearest willow, drawing Esme’s eye. The shadow appeared to be a man, leaning against the trunk, dressed all in black, a hood obscuring his face. Esme stiffened, though she tried not to let her discomfort show. No one in the village dressed all in black unless they were grieving, but from what Esme could see, this man’s clothes were more utilitarian than mournful.

He’d most likely come with one of the merchants. Hired muscle to guard their stock from bandits roaming the royal road. Though, if his appearance was anything to go by, he would willingly become one of the bandits, if the price was right. If he was working for one of the merchants, Esme wondered, then what was he doing here, by the river, away from the market?

Esme’s gaze drifted to the frolicking children. Surely they weren’t in danger from this loitering rogue.

The tiny hairs on the back of Esme’s neck stood to attention. She was certain the man was watching her, though she couldn’t make out his features. The feeling of discomfort settled deeper into her bones.

She wanted to tell the children to run home to their families.

She wanted to tell the man to return to the market.

She wanted to take some sort of action.

She did nothing. She waited to see if the man would make a move to confirm her suspicions.

“There you are,” Daniel said, flopping down onto the grass beside her.

“Oh!” Esme started and dropped her pie onto her skirts, where the jellied filling left a greasy splodge on the fabric. By the time she’d wiped up the mess and glanced back at the tree, the rogue was gone. The children were still happily playing. There was no point telling Daniel what she’d seen. There was nothing to be done now.

Daniel laughed good-naturedly at Esme’s clumsiness, before catching her hand and drawing the pie to his mouth to take a bite. Esme thumped his shoulder, but that just made him laugh harder and spit flecks of pastry.

Igraine arrived and slowly lowered herself to the ground, letting out a sound like a door hinge in need of some oil. “So, Mister Butcher,” she said, “what news do you have for us?”

Daniel wiped his hands on his trousers as he chewed desperately at his mouthful, which seemed to have turned into an indigestible lump. Finally, he swallowed hard and brushed his hair out of his eyes as his gaze shifted between her and Igraine. “I’m moving to Daggerton.”

“What?” Esme did not, in all actuality, need him to repeat his words.

North Lynnborough was the largest of the Seven Realms geographically, and the northern-most. Everyone in the Seven Realms called it “the winterless north” as it was always warmer here than in the other kingdoms. The name suggested there was a South Lynnborough, and there had been, once, when there hadn’t been seven realms but dozens of feudal states. Like most of the others, South Lynnborough had been swallowed up generations ago.

Daggerton was the capital city of North Lynnborough and lay several days’ travel from Mairtown. Esme had never been. None of the villagers had. But travelers from the city often came through, telling tales of exotic food, exquisite fashion, and extravagant royal gossip.

Daniel had spoken obsessively about the city since he was ten summers old. Esme knew that as the oldest of the butcher’s children, he felt an obligation to help his parents care for his younger siblings and run the shop, but that never stopped him from sharing his dreams of escape.

“That’s amazing,” Igraine said, reaching out her arms. “If you want a congratulatory hug, you’ll have to come to me.”

Daniel shuffled forward to accept her embrace before settling back again.

“Keldan’s twelve now,” he said, speaking of his youngest brother. “He’s ham-fisted, but Da hasn’t threatened to gut him for over a month.”

His father wasn’t as prone to violence as Daniel made out and hadn’t made good on any of his threats to disembowel his children.

“Where will you stay?” Esme asked, worry making her voice waver. “How will you earn a living?”

Daniel stared at her, his brows creasing as though her perfectly reasonable questions weren’t perfectly reasonable at all. “I have some coins saved,” he groused. “And, if you’ve forgotten, I’m rather skilled in my trade.”

“No, of course.” Esme plastered on a smile, trying to hide her concerns behind a show of enthusiasm. “Will you look for someone willing to take on a journeyman butcher?”

He gave a lazy shrug. “For a while. But what I really want is to open my own butcher’s shop.”

“What did your parents say?” Igraine asked. “Mine would pitch a fit if I said I was leaving.”

“They’re not so keen on me moving away.” Daniel shook his head with a mixture of sadness and determination. “But I can’t stay here forever, minding my siblings. I want more out of life, and I’m not going to get it by sitting around here.”

First Igraine had pursued what she wanted. Now Daniel was making his dream happen.

“Esme …” Daniel murmured, his voice doubtful. “You’re happy for me, aren’t you?”

“Of course I am,” she said, and she was pleased to find she really meant it. It wasn’t Daniel’s fault that everyone was moving on while she was still waiting for her destiny to come to her, a destiny which she was starting to think might never come. “Daggerton will be lucky to have you.”

 




Esme was so consumed by thoughts of Daniel and how empty the village would feel once he left that she didn’t notice the carriage stationed in front of her cottage until she was almost upon it.

Most of the local farmers used rough wooden carts drawn by large, stocky horses to move their crops. Some merchants arrived at the village market in fancy covered wagons or enclosed coaches painted in rich colors. But this was something she would expect a queen to ride in.

It was painted the brightest white Esme had ever seen, as if the dust from the road refused to cling to it out of respect for its splendor. The body of the carriage was round like a pearl and suspended on an undercarriage that curled gracefully towards the wheels. Even the wheels themselves were so artfully adorned that each spoke looked like a delicate flower petal. Arched windows on either side gave a glimpse of the luxurious burgundy upholstery inside. The two white horses harnessed to the front were such perfect specimens of their breed that Esme was sure they must have been carved from marble.

A coachman stood next to the door of the carriage, dressed in a burgundy coat embroidered with gold, white knee breeches, white stockings, and polished black shoes with large gold buckles. He tipped his tricorne hat, which matched his coat, as Esme passed by, and she couldn’t help but admire the intricate needlework.

She pushed through the gate, hurried up the path in the most ladylike scurry she could manage, and let herself into the cottage.

Mother was serving tea to a woman seated at their small table.

If the carriage outside was the most beautiful object Esme had ever seen, the woman at the table was the carriage personified.

Even though the woman was seated, Esme could tell she was tall, and she sat with poise, as if a string were attached to the top of her head, pulling her up straight. Her glossy black hair was clipped back off her face and hung in waves over her shoulders. Her gown molded to her figure, and the fabric glistened in the light, showing off the rich green shade which rivaled a tree in the heat of summer. Her skin was pale, her lips bright red, and her eyes dramatically kohled.

Over by the fireplace, another woman sat in the overstuffed armchair. She was much more motherly-looking than even Esme’s own mother, with soft brown hair, round cheeks, and kind eyes. Her plain blouse and skirt, paired with the cozy woolen shawl draped over her shoulders, made her look more at home in the cottage than the woman in green. A carpet bag sat open at her feet, a thread of warm gray wool leading up to the needles in her hands, where she was knitting a pair of mittens.

How efficient, Esme noted, to knit two at once.

“Esmeralda,” Mother said. If nothing else had warned Esme the woman in green was someone she needed to impress, her mother’s use of her full name would have. “Allow me to introduce Mistress Helene. Mistress Helene, my daughter, Esmeralda.”

Esme bobbed a curtsy. “How do you do?”

“Very well, thank you.” Mistress Helene’s voice was deeply melodious, and Esme felt blessed to have heard it. The woman offered her hand, and Esme set her basket down so she could step forward and clasp the woman’s fingers delicately. She knew a woman should never shake another’s hand too vigorously, lest she reveal the extent of her strength.

“To what do we owe the pleasure of your presence?” Esme asked, taking a seat across from her. Mother filled another cup with tea for her, and Esme added honey from a tiny glass jar in the center of the table.

Mistress Helene examined her with shrewd eyes, and Esme felt like a butterfly pinned to a board. “As I was telling your mother, a vacancy has recently opened up at Finishing School, and I have come to grant you the place.”

Esme fought to keep the surprise off her face. Mistress Helene spoke as if she expected Esme to know what Finishing School was. As Esme was far too old for school, she supposed this wasn’t a normal school for peasant girls. She couldn’t look to Mother for help, as she’d taken a cup of tea over to the woman by the fireplace. “I’m honored,” she murmured.

“You should be,” Mistress Helene said. “Only a select few are chosen for Finishing School, and every single one of them succeeds in becoming royalty.”

Esme gave her a polite smile. It was strange to hear someone else speak of her destiny to be a queen.

Mother must have arranged it, of course, though why she’d never mentioned it remained a mystery. Though, the way Mistress Helene spoke of a vacancy opening up suggested Mother had been unsure of when—or if—the opportunity would arise.

Mother returned to the table and poured her own tea. Her pale hair was twisted into a tidy bun, and she wore her best dress, but next to Mistress Helene she looked like something plucked from the mending pile. Esme felt much the same and wished she’d had a chance to brush out her hair, which she’d simply knotted on top of her head this morning.

She gave her mother a curious look but couldn’t voice her questions in front of their visitor.

Mistress Helene looked down her nose at Esme. “Rest assured, you will not be my first failure.”

Esme bristled but gave Mistress Helene a tepid smile and kept her tone mild. “I wouldn’t dare make a black mark upon your reputation.”

Mistress Helene’s nostrils twitched, and Esme was sure she heard a tiny “Hrm” of approval. “The carriage must leave within the hour if you are to reach the first waypoint before midnight.”

This time, Esme couldn’t prevent a small gasp from escaping her lips before she recovered her composure. “We leave today?”

Mistress Helene gave her a satisfied smile. “Indeed.”

“Will I have time to say goodbye to my friends?”

“You do have a deadline, my dear.”

Esme swallowed hard. She couldn’t imagine leaving without telling Daniel and Igraine she was going. “Surely we can spare—”

“A queen is required to make tough decisions.” Mistress Helene’s eyebrows rose. “What are you willing to sacrifice to achieve your destiny?”

If this was what she needed to do, she would have to settle for writing her friends a goodbye note.

“And where, pray tell, is Finishing School located?” Maybe she would be able to come back and visit.

“I’m sure your mother told you all about our various locations,” Mistress Helene said, in a way that meant she knew Mother had done no such thing. Esme’s mention of Finishing School, as if it had only one location, had given the game away. “You’ll be attending our lyceum in Caveline.”

A whirlpool opened up inside Esme’s chest, threatening to drown her in its murky depths. The realm of Caveline might as well have been half a world away. It lay south, of course, and to the east. Esme had never left the village, let alone the realm of North Lynnborough.

But she was her mother’s daughter, and she was destined to be a queen. She sat up straighter, looked Mistress Helene in the eye and said, “Wonderful. I’ve always wanted to visit the famous alder forests of Caveline.”

“I assume an hour will be plenty of time to prepare,” Mistress Helene fired back. “You don’t appear to have much to pack.”

Esme hadn’t had much practice trading barbs with someone of Mistress Helene’s caliber, and she doubted she could resort to socking her in the nose, as she often had with Tiffney, the miller’s daughter, so she tried to appear shamefaced as she said, “Alas, this attire is the best our purse can buy, but there is comfort in it. A woman is often judged by her apparel, and I wouldn’t want to be found gaudy.”

Mistress Helene’s eyebrow twitched as Esme’s veiled insult hit home. She set her teacup down and rose from the table. “Madam Mariel will accompany you on your journey.” She inclined her head to the woman seated by the fireplace. “I shall see you when you arrive.”

“Are you not joining us on our travels?” Esme asked, rising along with her.

“No, I have other business to attend to.” Mistress Helene gave a sharp nod to Esme’s mother. “Mistress Teresina. Miss Esmeralda, I will take great pleasure in forging you into royalty.”

Esme gave another small curtsy. “I look forward to turning out stronger and sharper.”

Mother escorted Mistress Helene out the door, and Esme made quick work of emptying her basket. Now that the woman was gone, tears pricked at Esme’s eyes. She didn’t want to leave the village. She didn’t want to spend her days being tutored by that woman, where every conversation would feel like an evaluation of her worth and failure might balance on every word. But if this was what was required of her to reach her destiny, she would do as she must.

When Mother returned, Esme gave her a searching look, but with Madam Mariel still seated by the fireplace, they couldn’t talk freely.

“I didn’t expect Finishing School to take me so far from home,” Esme said carefully.

“Nor did I,” Mother said, her eyes full of remorse. “And though we’ve been waiting so long for an opening, I thought it would not come so abruptly.”

So, Mother had meant to explain, but either Mistress Helene had arrived unexpectedly or their departure had been scheduled earlier than Mother had expected.

Mother grasped Esme’s hand. “Go, pack your things. A grand adventure awaits you, and soon, you will claim your rightful place.”

Her words should have been reassuring, but after all this time, Esme wasn’t sure she wanted a grand adventure.

Esme slipped the wedge of peppercorn cheese into the pocket of her skirts and climbed up to the loft where she slept. Her bed sat low to the ground, tucked under the rafters, and under the bed was a nest of straw, and buried in the straw lived a family of field mice.

Esme sank to her knees and took the cheese out of her pocket. She broke off a chunk, laid it on her palm, and slid her hand to the edge of the bed. The mother mouse scurried forward to sniff at the offering, her whiskers twitching.

“Don’t fret,” Esme said softly. “It’s all for you.”

The mouse cocked her head as if she was listening to Esme’s words then turned and chittered to her family. The mouselings crept forward more warily than their mother, laid their tiny feet on Esme’s fingers, and nibbled at the cheese. Esme stroked the soft brown fur on the back of the littlest one.

“I have to leave for a wee while,” she said.

The mother mouse pushed up onto her large back feet, exposing her pale gray belly, and stared up at Esme with huge black eyes.

“I’m unsure how long I’ll be gone”—or if she would ever come home again—“but please be good to Mother. Don’t steal too much from the larder, and try to stay out of sight so as not to scare her. The last thing we need is her getting a cat.”

The mouse bobbed her head as if she agreed.

“I’ll miss you all.”

The mouselings smooched her fingers as if they would miss her too.

She set the wedge of cheese on the floorboards under the bed, gave each mouseling one last pat goodbye, and started to pack her meager possessions.

 




The coachman loaded Esme’s bag into the trunk at the back of the carriage as Madam Mariel stepped inside and settled herself on the burgundy bench seat.

Esme turned back to her mother. She didn’t know what to say. “Goodbye” seemed too final, “farewell” too flippant, and “I’ll miss you” too sentimental. In the end, she said, “Please remember to give my letters to Daniel and Igraine.”

“Of course.” Mother took her hands. “Be brave,” she said. “Be bold. Your destiny is within your grasp. Don’t let it slip through your fingers.”

Esme nodded as Mother pressed a rough piece of parchment into her hand. “I won’t let you down,” she said. “When you next see me, I’ll be a queen.”

“I have a small token for you,” Mother said, slipping her hand into the pocket of her skirts, “so you will remember where you came from.” She drew forth a long chain, on which hung a silver ring. She slipped the chain around Esme’s neck. The ring sat cold and heavy against her breastbone.

Mother pulled her into a hug, and Esme squeezed her tight. She didn’t want to let go, there were so many things she still wanted to ask, but her mother had spent twenty years preparing her for this moment, so she stood up tall and walked to the carriage without letting any tears fall.

As she settled herself on the seat opposite Madam Mariel—it was remarkably soft and she sank into it in a most satisfying manner—Esme discreetly glanced at the note in her hand. Her mother must have written it in a hurry, as her usual carefully crafted letters tumbled over each other as they ran along.

Finishing School may not be what you expect, but it’s the best opportunity to achieve your destiny. Don’t let it pass you by.

Esme wasn’t sure what she expected Finishing School to be, and now Mother was warning her it wouldn’t meet her expectations. If that was the case, why would Mother arrange for her to go? She had to trust it would bring her closer to her destiny, and now she was forewarned and forearmed to seize the opportunity, no matter what form it came in.

Next, she examined the ring dangling around her neck. It was a signet ring, with a design carved into the flat top: a shield in the center, adorned with a tree emblem, a two-headed eagle on one side, a panther on the other, and a crown large enough to cover them all. She slid it onto her finger, but it was much too large. If she tried to wear it, it would slip off and she would lose it, which must be why Mother had strung it on the chain.

But Esme had never seen it before, nor did she recognize the crest, and she couldn’t fathom why Mother had chosen it as a token of remembrance.

Unless …

Esme slid the ring onto her finger again and thought about the hand the ring would fit.

Not her mother’s, whose fingers were the same size as Esme’s. No, it was more likely the ring belonged to a man. But who? Esme didn’t know her father; her mother had raised her alone.

It wasn’t unusual to grow up with only one parent, but it was unusual not to know who the missing parent was. She didn’t have grandparents, aunts and uncles, or cousins, like most of the other village children. Her mother had moved to Mairtown after Esme had been born, but she’d never spoken about where she’d come from or where her family lived.

Esme had known better than to ask.

Maybe her mother had finally given her a clue.

 




Madam Mariel was a quiet companion on the road apart from the relentless clicking and clacking of her knitting needles. Esme had her embroidery to keep her hands busy, but it didn’t absorb her mind. Her gaze kept drifting out the small window. She couldn’t see much, other than the trees along the roadside.

Days of travel lay ahead of her, days of wondering what Finishing School would be like, days to prepare herself for more fraught conversations with Mistress Helene.

Would she have to share a dormitory or would she have her own room?

Would every meal be a test of her table manners?

Would they debate military strategy or the best diplomatic solutions to theoretical political conundrums?

The possibilities churned in Esme’s head like butter.

They didn’t stop for supper, but Madam Mariel produced some hard cheese, dried meat, and chewy bread from her carpet bag as they pushed on at a steady pace towards the waypoint, which Esme assumed would be an inn of some description.

As darkness settled over the windows like curtains, soft spots of light shone from the ceiling. The darker it became outside, the more spots burst to life, until it seemed as if a hundred glowworms nestled up there.

As Esme reached up to touch one of the spots, the carriage jolted to a halt. She lurched forward, almost sliding off her seat, and Madam Mariel let out a hearty “Eeep!”

The horses whinnied, and a thud sounded outside.

“What’s going on out there?” Esme asked, more to say something than because she expected Madam Mariel to have any better idea than she did. Esme pressed her face to the glass of the window but could see nothing directly to the side, and the angle was too awkward to see anything ahead, apart from the lantern that hung from the front corner of the carriage, casting a small pool of yellow light onto the ground.

There might be something on the road—a fallen tree, perhaps—that made the coachman stop. The racing of Esme’s heart suggested she did not believe that. There was another explanation. A carriage this ostentatious would surely attract bandits intent on robbing the rich nobles within.

Well, they were doomed to be disappointed when they found only a poor peasant and a serving woman.

The door on the other side of the carriage opened, and Esme spun around to look.

A man stood outside. He was dressed all in black: boots, trousers, a vest which left his arms exposed, a pair of bracers on his wrists, and a hood pulled up to shadow his face. Esme couldn’t be certain, but his size and posture reminded her of the dark figure she’d seen under the willow tree by the river.

He pushed his hood back and gave them a cocky smile. He was younger than she expected. His hair was short and dark—maybe black, although, again, Esme couldn’t be certain in the dim light—and the barest hint of stubble coated his jaw. He didn’t look like a hardened bandit, but rather one who’d barely started on a life of thievery.

“Ladies, if you wouldn’t mind.” He invited them out into the night with a sweep of his arm and an accent Esme couldn’t place.

Madam Mariel pushed up from her seat. She was short enough to stand upright in the cramped confines of the carriage. Esme wanted to step in front of the older woman, to protect her from this rogue, but before she could make a move, Madam Mariel plucked a long knitting needle from her carpet bag and let out a warbling war cry.

The rogue danced backward as Madam Mariel bounded out the door and down the steps. The clash of metal on metal rang out—Madam Mariel’s knitting needle against a thin blade the rogue had drawn from the sheath on his belt.

Esme marveled at Madam Mariel’s footwork as the two parried back and forth before disappearing from view. Esme glanced desperately around. Why hadn’t she thought to bring a weapon of some sort? The embroidery needles in her small satchel were of no use. Madam Mariel had a tiny cheese knife in her bag, but it wouldn’t hold its own against the rogue’s blade. She’d left home in such a rush, only concerned about what she would find when she arrived at Finishing School, that she hadn’t thought to make preparations for the journey itself. It was a very unqueenlike slip.

“Ha!” came a cry from outside, followed by another thud, then the rogue stepped back into view, panting from the exertion of the fight.

“Well, she was rather boisterous,” he said, slipping his blade back into its sheath as if he expected no such shenanigans from Esme. He offered her his hand and said, “If you please.”

Esme did not please.

She did not please at all.

She may not have a weapon, but that didn’t mean she wouldn’t put up a fight.

She stood up, remaining slightly hunched so as not to bump her head on the ceiling, and took a tentative step forward. “I don’t require assistance,” she murmured, keeping her voice soft and her expression pleasant.

“As you say.” The rogue dropped his hand.

Esme remembered her training as she grasped the sides of the doorway, planted her left foot, and kicked out with her right, striking the rogue square in the chest.

His eyes registered shock as the impact drove the air from his lungs and sent him stumbling backward.

Mother had taught Esme that making a quick decision in a crisis was more important than spending too long debating the right one. She had a simple choice: stay in the carriage or go outside.

Outside, it was dark, there could be more bandits she hadn’t yet seen, she didn’t know exactly where she was, but there was plenty of room to run.

Inside, she was trapped, but positioning herself in the doorway meant there would be limited room for fisticuffs, if it came to that, which could be to her advantage if there were more bandits, as they would only be able to attack her one at a time.

Decision made, she stood her ground.

The rogue, having recovered his balance and his breath, stalked toward her with pain—or irritation—carved into his face.

“Stay where you are,” Esme said, trying to make her voice commanding. “If it’s coins or jewelry you’re after, I’m sorry to inform you I have neither, so you may as well be on your way.”

To her surprise, he did stop. “I have no need of jewels.”

If it wasn’t jewels he wanted, perhaps it was the carriage itself. It certainly was a fine piece of craftsmanship.

“If you want the carriage, I’ll gladly step aside.”

Though Mistress Helene would surely be vexed at the loss of the carriage, Esme hoped she would care more about the people inside. If the rogue left with the carriage, Esme would be able to check on Madam Mariel and the coachman.

The rogue took another step closer. “I have no need of a carriage.”

Esme eased back. She was loathe to give up her position in the doorway, but his creeping approach made her feel like a rabbit being stalked by a fox.

“But why don’t you come out,” he continued. “It would make things easier.”

If he wanted her outside then Esme was sure staying inside was the better decision.

“I have no intention of making anything easier for you,” she said.

“Do you want me to drag you out of there?” he asked.

The words should have come across as a threat, but his tone suggested he was genuinely asking. Not seeing a good answer, she ignored the question, saying instead, “If you don’t want coins or the carriage, what do you want?”

He frowned before he rearranged his expression back to the cocky smile, set his shoulders, and said, “I’m here for you, my lady.”

Esme was no lady. She might be destined to become a queen, but currently, she was merely a peasant.

“In that case, you’ve picked the wrong carriage,” she said.

He let out a grunt of frustration. “Fine,” he snapped. “If that’s how you want to play it, that’s how we’ll play it.” He strode forward, and the anger emanating from him sent Esme skittering backward. “If you won’t come out, you can stay in there.” He took hold of the door, swung it shut, and Esme heard a latch click into place.

She darted forward again and pushed on the door, but it wouldn’t budge. Cursing herself for making the wrong decision and letting him trap her inside, she stared out the window but could see nothing in the darkness.

She hammered on the glass. “Let me out!”

“Now you want to get out?” he called. “You should have thought about that earlier.” He paused, and when he spoke again, he had switched from Lynnbrovian to the common language of the Seven Realms, as if he were speaking not to her but to someone outside with him, though his voice was no less full of irritation. “She made me.” He paused again. The other person must have said something, but they were too quiet for Esme to hear. “I’ll deal with that at midnight. She’ll be fine until then.” Another pause. “I’m more scared of Godmother than I am of that noble, no matter how hard she kicks.”

Esme felt a tiny flutter of satisfaction that her kick had left an impression—hopefully physically as well as mentally.

She pressed her ear to the door but heard nothing more. Then the carriage lurched forward, and Esme stumbled to the back, collapsing onto the plush seat in a graceless lump.

He was taking the carriage, with her inside.

He wasn’t a bandit. He was a kidnapper.








CHAPTER TWO




Once upon a time, there was a boy who was destined to be a king. At least, that’s what everybody always told him. As to when his destiny would occur, well, that required his father to die, so he wasn’t in any particular rush. While he waited, he studied languages and literacy, arithmetic and alchemy, history and geography, all with a distinct lack of enthusiasm. He was fed sweet buns whenever he demanded them, hunted rabbits whenever he could escape his duties, and practiced swordplay with the only people in the castle who dared risk injuring him: his cousins. He grew vain and self-absorbed as everyone (except his cousins) fawned over him, and no one ever told him that fate could change on a whim. Even if they had, he never would have imagined that instead of kingship, he was destined for a life of kidnapping.

Rory—that wasn’t his real name; it was what his father had called him when he was alive, and what everybody called him now if they bothered to call him anything at all—sat on the coachman’s seat of the carriage, cursing every rut in the road. The royal hopeful inside the carriage had landed a kick squarely between his ribs, and every jostle sent a stab of pain through his chest.

No one else he’d kidnapped had made such a fuss. No one else had refused to come out of the carriage. It was a stroke of luck—or, more likely, foresight—that there was a latch on the door to lock her in, because he’d been sure, with her contradictory attitude, as soon as he’d told her to stay, she would want out. The way she’d pounded on the door and yelled, “Let me out!” had proven him right.

The next few days, and possibly months, were bound to be among the worst of his life.

His hand drifted to his stomach. Not the worst. No, nothing could ever be worse than that particular day.

The carriage horses moved at a steady clip, but taking the carriage meant, for the next few hours at least, they were bound to the wide, hard-packed royal road, and couldn’t take the narrower roads that led more directly to the haven. He would have to make up time. If he was late arriving with the girl, there would be consequences.

Godmother had precious little tolerance for errors.

“I like this one,” his father said from beside him, his voice as clear as a bird’s call in Rory’s ear. “She has pep, don’t you think?”

Rory’s father was named Gregory, though none but a select few had ever dared call him that when he was alive, and now he was dead, no one could see his ghost except Rory, who had always just called him Father.

When he’d first died, Gregory had appeared solid but drained of color. He’d faded over the years until Rory could see barely more than a silvery blur if he looked directly at him. He could make out more details in his peripheral vision—the broad shoulders, the bushy beard, the disapproving set of his eyebrows. But no matter how indistinct his appearance became, Gregory’s voice remained as crisp as ever.

“Of course you would like her,” Rory muttered, hating his insolent tone but unable to rein it in. Irritation had badgered him ever since the girl had spotted him under the willow tree.

Upon arriving at her village, he’d expected his target to be the daughter of a lord or visiting merchant, not a girl in a peasant dress who walked to the market without a chaperon and chatted with the butcher.

He’d followed her to the river and was double-checking the picture Godmother had sent him when he’d looked up and found her staring directly at him. No one ever looked at him when he was dressed like this, or if they did, they looked away again quickly enough. And no one ever saw him.

But she had.

Her gaze had moved to the children, as if she feared he posed a threat to them. That was when he should have known this job wouldn’t be like any of the others. No one he’d previously kidnapped ever cared for anyone except themselves.

She did have one hell of a kick. She’d caught him off guard, of course. An unacceptable lapse on his part. She never would have landed it had he been prepared. But landed it she had, and he had to admire her for that.

“Could you check on her, please, Father?” he asked, his voice back to its diplomatic best. “I don’t want her to find some way to open that door and fling herself onto the roadside.”

Because that was exactly the type of thing he could imagine this girl doing. If she pretended to have no idea why he was there and refused to make things easy for him, there was no reason to think she would settle down now.

Gregory’s silvery glow popped out of view and returned moments later. “She’s embroidering.”

“Embroidering?”

“You’ll see.”

There was a smile in Gregory’s voice which put Rory ill at ease. He would have to be careful with this one. He couldn’t let her catch him off guard again.

 




Rory drew the horses to a stop when creaking and groaning from the carriage indicated midnight was fast approaching. He climbed down from the coachman’s seat and headed for the back. As he passed the window, he spotted a handkerchief hanging against the glass, embroidered with the words, Help! Kidnapped!

She was certainly committed to the part.

In addition to the horses drawing the carriage, another was tied to the back. She was Rory’s own mount, a beautiful mahogany mare named Aldermane—though, like his own name, he’d been careful not to use it in public these last few years. Rory released her then opened the trunk to retrieve the girl’s belongings. There was only one bag, which was surprising but made things easier. He strapped it carefully behind Aldermane’s saddle then approached the door.

The carriage let out another groan. Even in the dark, he could tell the beautiful white paint was already turning gray.

Time was short.

“What’s your strategy this time?” Gregory asked from Rory’s side.

“Same as last time,” Rory said, trying to project a confidence he didn’t feel at that particular moment. “I’ll play the charming bandit.”

Gregory guffawed. “Yes, that worked so well the first time.”

“What should I do instead? Bargain with her?”

“She’s taking this kidnapping rather seriously, don’t you think?” Gregory said, in the oh-so-casual manner he always used when attempting to bring Rory to a predetermined conclusion.

“You think I should threaten her, like a violent thug?” Rory glanced at his father then away again. He wasn’t very good at being intimidating. The charming bandit always worked.

Usually worked.

“I think she’s playing her role, and you should play yours.”

Rory hated that idea. Even more, he hated that his father was right. She hadn’t been charmed by his act. Maybe she could be cowed.

“Why can’t she just enjoy the kidnapping, like a normal person?” he groused.

He stepped forward to stand beside the door, pressed his back against the carriage, and flicked the latch open. He swung the door away from himself, keeping well out of firing range. When no projectiles came flying out, he eased away from the side of the carriage, gave himself plenty of room, and stepped into view. He forwent the cocky smile, let his natural irritation show through instead, and said, “Time’s up, my lady.”

The girl stood in the center of the carriage, hunched slightly to fit under the ceiling. She possessed no weapons, as far as he could tell, unless she had something hidden in the small satchel slung across her body. Her face was set, and the only clue that she was at all perturbed by what was happening around her was the way her eyes darted side to side.

Already the beautiful burgundy upholstery had turned a deep orange. The lacy curtains beside the windows had twisted into long stringy fibers.

“What’s happening?” she asked.

“It’s almost midnight,” Rory said. “Your carriage is about to turn back into a pumpkin.”

“A what?” the girl gasped.

“Pumpkin,” he repeated. “You can stay in there if that’s what you desire, but it’s about to get rather cozy.”

She took a step. Backward. Deeper into the carriage.

Rory stifled a groan. The carriage let out a long creak and shrank by a foot on all sides. The girl let out a surprised squeak.

Rory had no idea what would happen if she was still inside when the magic reversed the pumpkin’s transformation, but he doubted it would be good. He strode forward, placed one foot on the bottom step, and held out his hand. “You cannot stay in there, my lady.”

“Stop calling me that.”

Of course she was wont to complain about the correct title with which to be addressed right now when she was in imminent danger.

“What would you have me call you?” Rory growled, realizing too late that was not what a violent thug would say.

“My name is Esme.”

Rory barely had time to consider she hadn’t asked to be called “Your Highness” or “Princess” before he realized what she had said. His jaw sagged, and he shot a look at his father, who was as indistinct as ever.

“Coincidence, surely,” Gregory murmured.

Rory looked back at the girl, and this time, he took the time to really look.

It was there, in the color of her long auburn hair, pulled back off her face.

It was there in the line of her nose, the set of her eyes, the curve of her jaw.

And it was there, maybe, in her name.

His father was probably right. The resemblance was a coincidence, because why would some distant member of his family be living here in North Lynnborough?

Despite the fact it made no sense, he found himself asking, “Is that short for Esmeralda?”

Her eyebrows lowered. “You may not call me that.”

A sparkly glow rippled over the outside of the carriage. Now was not the time to puzzle over her identity.

“Esme, please,” Rory said, urgency making his voice waver. “Unless you want to spend the rest of your very short life as a pumpkin seed, I beg you to take my hand.”

Something in either his words or his tone must have finally convinced her, as she stepped forward and slapped her hand into his. He grasped tight as he stepped back and pulled her out with him. She leaped down the steps and landed hard, crashing into him and sending them both sprawling to the ground. Behind her, the carriage shrank at an alarming rate.

Rory spotted Madam Mariel’s carpet bag through the ever-decreasing doorway. He scrambled forward, reached in to grab the handles, and yanked the bag out as the last of the magic drained away in a flash of sparkles and the carriage became a pumpkin once more.

He sat back on his heels and let out a long breath.

Well, that had not gone spectacularly smoothly, but the girl was out and safe, and now they could move on to the second stage of their journey.

But before Rory could push to his feet, something smashed against the side of his head, and the dark night faded to black.

 




When Rory awoke, the sky was showing the first hints of dawn. He’d been out for hours. His back ached, his shoulders ached, and his head throbbed.

The girl—Esme, he remembered through the throbbing—had hit him. She’d knocked him out. He supposed he should count himself lucky she’d stopped there instead of taking her role of reluctant kidnap victim too far and finishing him off as he’d lain defenseless in the dirt.

He let out a groan as he forced his chin up off his chest. His head felt like it was weighed down with cobblestones.

He was seated against the rough bark of a tree, his arms pulled back around the trunk and, as far as he could tell, bound at the wrists. He blinked to clear his vision and glanced around. Aldermane grazed beside him. Her reins were looped around his arm and tugged whenever she reached too far for a clump of moss or a patch of grass. The scent of woodsmoke and pumpkin filled the air and clogged his nostrils. There was no sign of Gregory’s telltale glow.

“Father?” he called.

The only answer was a soft whinny from Aldermane, who turned to nuzzle his face.

“At least she didn’t steal you,” he murmured.

“I am not a thief.” Esme’s voice came from behind him, causing Rory to flinch in surprise.

He leaned far enough to the side to be able to see her around the tree trunk. She was seated beside the remnants of a small campfire, a pot resting on the embers, a small wooden bowl in her hand. His pot, his bowl, his spoon, which she lifted to her lips. All of which she must have found in Aldermane’s saddlebags. A pile of pumpkin skin teetered beside her knee.

“Also,” she added, not deigning to look his way, “I don’t know how to ride.”

“Are you cooking?” he asked. Only once, in all his—admittedly short—years kidnapping people, had any of them ever cooked, and that hadn’t happened on the first day.

Esme set the bowl and spoon down and picked up a long knife—no, a dagger. His dagger.

Rory glanced down. The sheath at this waist sat empty. He let out a curse.

Esme pushed to her feet and stepped around Aldermane. Rory dug his heels into the dirt and wrenched his arms, but she’d tied him too well and too tight. His heart thrashed in his chest, sweat beaded on his brow, and he couldn’t take his eyes off the dagger as she stepped into view. The way she was holding it suggested she had at least a passing knowledge of how to use it, and she certainly wouldn’t need to be an expert to best him whilst he was bound.

He really hoped Esme was not, in fact, a member of his family, because the last time a relative had confronted him with a dagger, it hadn’t ended well.

He closed his eyes to give himself a moment to slow his breathing, to convince himself she wouldn’t stab him, that it was all an act. When he opened them again, he had his emotions under control and she had him under surveillance.

He kept his gaze off the dagger and pretended this was all part of the game. Being charming hadn’t worked, neither had intimidation, so maybe she would respond to bargaining.

“This is quite a predicament,” he said. “And I believe you may hold the upper hand.”

The dagger she’d taken wasn’t his only weapon, and as he spoke, he worked to free another, shorter, one from the bracer on his left wrist.

Esme dropped to a crouch, taking a moment to smooth her skirts over her knees. “What did you mean when you said you were here for me?”

Rory had no idea why she was feigning ignorance, but if this was what she wanted, he would play along. “I was sent to kidnap you.”

Her eyes popped. “But you didn’t even know my name!”

“I had a picture.” He finally slid the dagger free and started to scrape at the rope around his wrists. The blade was designed for stabbing or slicing, not sawing, but it would have to do. At least his bracers would protect him from nicking himself.

“Why?” She shook her head. “Who?”

“Why” was an interesting question Rory wasn’t in a position to answer. “Who,” on the other hand … “Godmother.”

Esme’s lip curled up in confusion.

“The fairy godmother,” he clarified.

Esme dropped to the ground with a thump. She looked so lost that Rory felt a flicker of doubt.

“She’s fully invested in this role,” Gregory said.

Rory turned to glare in his direction and muttered, “Oh, now you show up.”

“Who do you keep talking to?” Esme asked, waving the dagger in a disconcerting manner.

Rory’s gaze danced around the point as he cursed himself for slipping. He knew better than to speak to his father when strangers were around. “No one.”

“Don’t lie to me.” Esme stared at him with cold fury in her eyes. “I heard you outside the carriage. You’ve been talking to someone this entire time. I waited all night, but no one appeared to rescue you. Are they hiding in the bushes?” She aimed the dagger at his chest. “Tell me.”

Rory pressed back into the tree.

“You should tell her,” Gregory said. “I’m sure it won’t be the strangest thing she’s ever heard.”

“No one is hiding in the bushes,” Rory sighed. There was no real need to keep it secret. Not from her. “I’m haunted by my father’s ghost.”

Esme’s gaze swung in Gregory’s direction. “Is that him?” she asked.

“You can see him?” Rory gasped.

“She can see me?” Gregory gasped. “Can she hear me, too?”

“Can you hear him?”

Esme shook her head. “I can barely see more than a silvery glow. I thought it was dust motes in the moonlight, only, well, it kept moving, so I suspected my eyes were playing tricks.” She frowned and turned back to Rory as if remembering their situation. “Fairy godmothers? Ghosts? What else do I need to know? Did elves make your boots?”

“I bought them from a shoemaker,” Rory said, “though I cannot guarantee no elves aided in their manufacture.”

He meant the words honestly, but Esme’s eyes narrowed and her voice hardened. “Why did the fairy godmother send you to kidnap me?”

“Very invested,” Gregory murmured.

Maybe that was what this performance was about: she wanted to know what he knew.

“My lady, if I may—” Her scowl deepened, and Rory quickly corrected himself. “Esme, if I may beg your indulgence and ask a question or two to clarify my role here?”

“Your role?” she growled. “You kidnapped me, or have you forgotten?” She gathered her skirts and staggered to her feet. “I don’t care who you are or who you work for, this kidnapping is over. And if I ever see you again, I will not hesitate to use this.” She brandished the dagger then turned on her heel, stalked around Aldermane to collect her bag, and headed towards the road.

She was leaving.

She was going to leave him tied to the tree and walk off to who-knows-where without explaining why she was behaving this way. It didn’t matter if this act was due to a misunderstanding or all part of some plan Rory wasn’t privy to, he had to get her to the haven alive and well.

“Wait!” he called in desperation.

Esme paused and glanced over her shoulder. Her expression told him he wouldn’t be able to convince her to stay, so he didn’t try.

“Take the sheath,” he said, “so you have your hands free.”

She hesitated only momentarily before striding back to crouch before him. She set the dagger down to unbuckle his sword belt.

“Wear it prominently,” he said, his words coming fast, “where it will act as a deterrent. Don’t draw it too soon lest you appear weak. But if you have to use it, don’t hesitate. Aim for the stomach, not the chest as it might deflect off the ribs. Strike hard and run.”

Her fingers made quick work of the buckle, and he winced as she tugged the belt free. “Why are you telling me this?”

“It’s my job to keep you safe until we get to Godmother’s haven.”

She stood up and strapped the belt around her own waist so it sat on her hips, before retrieving the dagger and sliding it home. “I hope we do not meet again,” she said, picking up her bag once more.

“I hope you do not stab me when we do.” Rory let her take three steps before he called out, “Do you really intend to leave me tied up? I could be eaten by wolves.”

Esme glanced back again without stopping. “Wolves don’t come this far north; they hate the warm weather. And I have no doubt you won’t be tied up for long.”

Rory gave up trying to sway her. When she was out of sight, he turned to Gregory. “Why do you think she’s so invested in playing this role?”

None of the others had taken it so seriously.

“Perhaps she is unaware you are playing a role.”

If she didn’t know the truth, an extra layer of complexity would be added to his task, and he would have to play the role of kidnapper convincingly.

“Go with her. I’ll catch up as soon as I can.”

“May Godmother grant you speed, son.”

Gregory disappeared, and Rory sliced at his bonds with renewed vigor.

 




Esme headed along the road in the direction they had come, heading back to Mairtown and home. It was a decision she made quickly so that when the rogue eventually broke free, he wouldn’t find her still standing there, dithering. She wasn’t sure it was the right decision, but her only other option was to press on, and in all honesty, she didn’t know where Finishing School was located in Caveline.

No. It was better to return home and ask Mother to contact Mistress Helene.

They’d only been on the road a few hours, and the carriage hadn’t been much faster than walking pace. This wasn’t how she’d imagined spending her birthday, but at least she would be home for supper and would have a chance to explain her sudden departure to Daniel and Igraine.

As Esme walked, the dagger sat heavily against her hip, her bag hung awkwardly over one shoulder, and her thoughts swung to the rogue.

There had been a moment when he had begged her to come out of the carriage that she’d forgotten he was trying to kidnap her. She’d believed him when he’d told her it was going to turn into a pumpkin. The idea was ridiculous, of course, but undeniable. She could see it was shrinking and turning orange. She hadn’t understood why he’d gone back for Madam Mariel’s bag when he’d left the poor woman by the side of the road. Unless he believed it contained jewels or coins. Though he’d said he wasn’t after those. Then she’d seen the branch lying on the roadside, remembered the precarious situation she was in, and acted quickly. But as he’d lain there unconscious, waiting until dawn to start heading home had made sense.

When he’d woken up and found himself tied to the tree, she’d expected him to curse her, or threaten her, or refuse to talk to her. She hadn’t expected him to answer her questions. And she certainly hadn’t expected him to worry about her safety.

The morning light had given her a good look at him and confirmed her initial assumption. He was young—younger even than herself. Barely a man at all. His hair wasn’t as dark as it had appeared in the night. Brown, with auburn tones where the morning light hit it. There had been real fear in his eyes when she’d approached him, bearing the dagger. She never intended to use it on him; she’d only taken it to disarm him then found it was the perfect tool to chop up the pumpkin for soup. It wasn’t the best soup she’d ever made, but it’d been hard to scavenge for roots and herbs in the dark. It had filled the emptiness in her belly, and she’d left enough for him.

As she’d spoken to him, the threats had come easily to her tongue. A queen didn’t beg for information, she demanded it, but it left Esme with an empty feeling that couldn’t be filled with soup.

He’d been scared. He’d fought past it, he’d hidden it, but that didn’t mean he hadn’t felt it.

He’d been scared of her.

That should have made her feel powerful.

He was a rogue, a kidnapper-for-hire. She should have been proud of herself for besting him. But she’d heard him last night, telling his father—a ghost, no less!—that he was more scared of the fairy godmother, his employer, than he was of Esme. If he was a coward, there could be no pride in using his cowardice against him.

And yet an ounce of remorse remained.

She hadn’t even asked his name.

 




For the first hour she spent walking, Esme didn’t see another soul on the royal road. It was too early, and she was in the middle of nowhere. When she did pass someone on horseback, riding in the opposite direction, she remembered the rogue’s words. She walked tall and made sure the dagger on her hip was clearly visible, but didn’t clutch it in panic. When a farmer’s cart full of pigs came up behind her, Esme simply asked the woman driving it for a ride, and she was more than happy to oblige. She charged no price except for conversation, and all Esme had to do was listen as the woman chattered away.

Esme had taken some cheese and dried meat from Madam Mariel’s carpet bag, and she shared them with the farmer when lunchtime came and they showed no signs of stopping. She didn’t think Madam Mariel would resent her for taking the supplies, and the woman’s ability to feel resentful depended entirely on her having survived her encounter with the rogue. Esme hoped both Madame Mariel and the coachman had been able to make their way to the nearest village for help.

Not long after she’d eaten, Esme spotted a pile of fabric on the side of the road. The color and pattern made her think of the burgundy jacket the coachman had been wearing. She glanced around, trying to determine if this was the spot where the rogue had first attacked them.

“Wait, please,” Esme said. “I’d like to get down.”

“Here?” the farmer asked, drawing her horse to a stop. “There’s nothing here.”

“I know,” Esme said softly. “Thank you, ever so much, for the ride.” She swung herself down from the cart and hefted her bag over her shoulder.

The farmer gave her a doubtful look but didn’t try to dissuade her. “Stay on the road,” she said. “You never know what’s lurking around.”

“I will,” Esme said. “And thank you again.”

The farmer geed her horse and the cart rattled on its way. Esme doubled back to where the pile of fabric lay. She set her bag down and picked up one piece of clothing at a time, feeling the luxurious fabric between her fingers. She was right. This was the coachman’s uniform. Beside it lay another pile of clothes. She picked up a shawl and recognized it as the one Madam Mariel had been wearing.

She looked around for the coachman and Madam Mariel and couldn’t fathom why they would be in a state of undress.

A faint cry made Esme scan the trees in front of her.

“Hello?” she called. “Madam Mariel, is that you?”

She listened intently but heard only another soft sound. It wasn’t a clear call for help, but if Madam Mariel and the coachman had been injured during their fights with the rogue, that may be the only sound they were able to make.

She couldn’t leave them in the wood, injured, naked, and alone. She gathered up their clothes along with her bag and stepped off the road. A cloud of silver drifted in front of her, like fog spreading over the river at home. The ghost had followed her, but there was no sign of the rogue, and she wouldn’t allow it to stop her from searching for Madam Mariel and the coachman.

“Excuse me,” she said, stepping through the cloud.

There was no path into the wood, and only the occasional snapped twig or flattened undergrowth to suggest someone had come this way.

“Hello?” she called again. “It’s Esme. From the carriage. Where are you?”

The soft cry came again, from directly ahead, and Esme fought her way forward. The ghost appeared in front of her again, but she swept through it, squeezed between two shrubs, and stepped into a small clearing. A twin set of tall, straight trees stood in the center. As her gaze followed the trunks upward, glistening threads strung between the trees caught her eye. Then something caught the back of her dress and hoisted her into the air.

Esme let out a shriek; the bundle of clothes fell from her arms, and her bag tumbled off her shoulder. She swung forward, straight at the glistening threads, which she realized, too late, were a massive spider’s web. She kicked out with her feet, paddled her arms, and managed to twist herself around so she hit the web with her left side instead of face first.

The strands clung to her, worse than sticky weed. Her left side was completely immobilized, her right hand was caught where she’d put it up to protect her face, and her hair was tangled. The only part of her still free was her right leg, and that wouldn’t last long, unless she paid constant attention to where she put it.

This was turning out to be the worst birthday she’d ever had.

The soft cry came again.

“Hello?” Esme called. “Is someone there? Madam Mariel? I’m stuck. I need help!”

Nobody answered. Esme began to suspect she’d imagined the cries. Then the web trembled.

A giant leg, thick as a branch and covered in coarse, gray hairs, stepped into view. It was followed by seven others.

Esme cursed herself for her naivety. It wasn’t a person she’d heard. The farmer had warned her to stay on the road, but she hadn’t listened. She’d been so caught up in solving the mystery of the clothes, she’d strolled directly into a trap.

At least now she had an inkling of what cruel fate had befallen Madam Mariel and the coachman. The rogue had abandoned them here, and they’d been eaten by a giant spider, who had peeled them out of their clothes like Esme stripped peas from their pod.

And now it was her turn to be eaten.

The legs danced across the web as if the stickiness applied to her alone. Esme’s heart ran around her chest in a panic, but it was as trapped as she was.

“Hello?” Esme said again, attempting to work her hand free so she could reach the dagger at her hip. “I don’t want to be eaten today, thank you very much.”

Esme spoke to keep herself calm, not because she believed the giant spider would understand her or give her words any consideration.

“You see, I’m on my way to Finishing School, but I was delayed. I only came into your wood because I was looking for my companions. They were quite kind to me, but last night we were attacked by a rogue, right at this very spot, on the roadside.”

No matter how hard Esme pulled, she couldn’t get her hand free. The spider crept closer. Esme’s heart beat faster. She forced herself to gaze up.

The spider was impossibly large. Coarse fur covered her body in waves of brown and gray. Two massive pincer-like claws protruded from her mouth. Above them was a row of black eyes: two large in the middle and two small on the sides.

Esme swallowed a scream. The spider might be terrifying, but that didn’t mean Esme had to be rude.

“Hello,” Esme said again, as if it were the only word she knew. “Nice to meet you. Sorry to drop in like this. My name is Esme.”

The spider lowered her body until she was almost lying on the web, her head right next to Esme’s. She clicked her jaw.

“I would appreciate it if you didn’t eat me,” Esme said. “Or, if you must, please make it quick.”

She screwed her eyes shut and waited.

The web swayed.

Esme peeled one eye open then the other. The spider had retreated to the tree. Esme could just make out her eyes, peering through the foliage.

The spider hadn’t eaten her.

She had asked very nicely, and she had not been eaten.

Now all she had to figure out was how to free herself from the web.

“This is quite a conundrum,” a voice said from below her.

Esme’s heart leaped. She twisted her head as much as she could to bring the rogue into view. He was seated astride his horse in the small clearing. Earlier, she’d said she hoped never to see him again. Now, she hoped he could save her.

“How so?” she asked, her voice calmer than she thought possible.

“Well, assuming that spider stays where it is, I should be able to cut you down.”

Esme could tell what was coming. “But?”

“But you did threaten to stab me, and I believe you’ll be true to your word.”

“If you want your knife back,” Esme said, with a casual one-shouldered shrug, “come and claim it. I cannot stop you.”

He loosed his feet from the stirrups, slid off his horse, and collected her bag and the abandoned clothing from where they’d fallen. “Or,” he said, ignoring her comments about the dagger as he secured her bag behind his horse’s saddle, “I could cut the whole web down, wrap you up in it, and throw you over the back of my horse.”

“You wouldn’t dare,” Esme gasped.

“I really don’t want to get stabbed.” He gave her an apologetic smile before mounting his horse again.

Esme wanted to kick that smile right off his face, but even if her foot had been level with his head, he had carefully positioned himself out of range. “Do whatever you must,” she said, her voice tight. “I’m in no position to argue.”

“But you are in a position to bargain.”

Her eyes narrowed because she was certain she did not, in fact, have any bargaining power whatsoever. “What sort of bargain?”

“I have to take you to the haven,” he said. “That part is not negotiable. But how we get there is another matter entirely.”

A shiver traveled through the web, making Esme look up. The spider had stuck one leg out of the tree.

“I agree to your bargain,” she said.

“You haven’t even heard my terms.”

“Whatever they are, they can’t be worse than being eaten.” Esme knew it was a mistake to agree to something without knowing the details, but right at this moment, she would agree to spend the rest of her life at the haven as long as it meant her life wouldn’t end very shortly between a spider’s jaws.

The rogue reached into his saddlebag and pulled out a small glass jar. Esme had seen it last night when she’d searched through his possessions, but she hadn’t been able to decipher the faded label.

“Hold still,” he said as if she weren’t already frozen in place. Then he uncorked the jar, pulled his arm back, and fired it at the web.

It hit and stuck, and a pale purple liquid oozed out. Wherever it touched, the web dissolved. As the threads snapped and rotted away, Esme dropped an inch then a foot.

An ear-piercing shriek sounded from the treetop. The spider sprang out of the foliage, her gaze focused on the rogue.

“Look out!” Esme called.

The rogue yanked on the reins and urged his horse through the trees. The spider jumped from one treetop to another, chasing him, leaving Esme alone.

She dropped another foot lower.

More threads dissolved and snapped, the purple liquid spreading like poison along the strands. It reached Esme’s left hand, and she braced herself for pain. But she felt nothing more than a tingle as it traveled up her arm to her shoulder and ran through her hair like a comb.

She dropped even further with a startled cry. She was high enough that falling would cause her injury, but that wouldn’t be as bad as if she remained in place when the spider returned. She wrenched her right hand free and wiped vigorously at her left hip and leg, hoping to spread the purple liquid faster. A final thread above her snapped, and she plummeted toward the ground.

The rogue burst between the trees, his horse working hard to navigate the dense foliage to get below Esme, and she crash-landed in his lap.

“Hold tight, my lady,” he murmured, and she did, lest she tumble off and get trampled.

He guided the horse through the trees and onto the road, where they turned away from the direction of Mairtown, away from home, and toward the mysterious haven.








CHAPTER THREE




Rory didn’t draw Aldermane to a halt until they’d put some distance between themselves and the spider, turning off the royal road and taking the narrower one he had meant to take last night.

He listened intently, but heard nothing over the labored breathing of horse and humans.

Gregory’s silvery glow glided into his peripheral vision. “You are safe, son,” he said. “The beast has returned to rebuild its web.”

“Thank you,” Rory murmured before turning his attention to Esme. Switching from the common language he always spoke with his father to Lynnbrovian, he said, “We’re safe.”

She was pressed uncomfortably close to him, her arms locked around his neck to hold herself in place.

“If you wouldn’t mind dismounting,” he said.

“Oh, of course.” She glanced at the ground. “How do I …?”

“Twist toward me and slide. I won’t let you fall.”

She nodded, and he was surprised she trusted him so easily. He braced his foot in the stirrup as he took her weight and lowered her to the ground. She unclamped her fingers from around his neck and smoothed down her dress.

He climbed down beside her and checked on Aldermane. She was a good horse and would carry two people for as long as he asked, but it wouldn’t be easy on her. He still hadn’t had a chance to brush her down since last night. He would have to make it up to her this evening.

He turned back to Esme.

She drew herself up tall. “Thank you for saving me from the spider.”

Rory regarded her. He was still uncertain of the role she expected him to play. Neither the charming bandit nor the violent thug had impressed her. The only time she’d responded was when his own natural tendencies had slipped through. If they were to be together for longer than a few days, he wouldn’t be able to maintain any act, so he may as well be himself.

“I merely saved you from the web,” he said softly. “I believe you saved yourself from the spider.”

Her jaw worked as if she were chewing over his words. “Tell me what I agreed to in my haste.”

“You cannot hold her to a bargain made under duress,” Gregory murmured.

But Rory could, and he would. “Rule number one.” He pointed at the dagger strapped around her waist. “No stabbing me.”

Her fingers drifted to the hilt. “Don’t you want me to return it?”

“You may keep it, so long as you obey rule number one.”

“You’re letting her keep it?” Gregory asked.

Rory didn’t get a chance to respond as Esme, who couldn’t hear Gregory, spoke at the same time, but yes, he was letting her keep the dagger. That may turn out to be a mistake, but she’d earned the right to protect herself.

“What if you attack me?” she asked. “May I defend myself?”

“If you hadn’t noticed, I’m rather invested in keeping you in one piece. I won’t attack you.”

“You won’t?” Her voice quivered, just a little.

He shook his head.

Her brows dipped, and she caught her lip between her teeth. “What if I try to run away?”

“That is rule number two.”

“And if I break rule number two?”

He raised his gaze to the sky, let out a long breath, and muttered, “Godmother grant me patience.”

He had to remind himself that she was playing a role. And as far as she knew, he was merely a hired thug. If she didn’t know the truth, it must be because Godmother did not want her to know the truth, and if that was the case, he wasn’t going to go against Godmother’s wishes and enlighten her.

If she was going to act like a real kidnapping victim, he would have to act as a real kidnapper, and the truth would out eventually.

“I expect you to keep your side of the bargain,” he said. “If you break your word, I’ll be forced to restrain you, but I won’t hurt you intentionally.”

“Do you mean that?” She shifted her weight slightly.

“Obey the rules and you’ll have nothing to fear from me.” Only this morning, she’d threatened him with a dagger, and now he was trying to reassure her that she was safe from him.

“No stabbing, no running away,” she said. “What about if I do this?”

“Look out,” Gregory called.

Rory didn’t need the warning, but he heeded it. A slight roll of Esme’s shoulder alerted him to the fact a punch was coming his way. He waited to react so her fist glanced off his jaw rather than missing him completely. Her other fist was already moving, and again he delayed. He let her make contact but stepped back to lessen the impact. She followed up with a series of punches and kicks that he deflected sloppily.

If she was attempting to assess his fighting ability, he would let her think he was mediocre.

Eventually, knowing he’d already wasted a day and keen to wrap up her show of defiance so they could get moving, Rory let her clock him on the chin. He staggered backward and dropped to the dirt.

He rubbed at his jaw and looked up at her. “Are you done, my lady?”

She folded her arms and stared at him shrewdly. “Why didn’t you hit me back? I gave you plenty of openings.”

He let out a little, “Huh,” of surprise. Again she’d caught him off guard. He hadn’t suspected she’d been telegraphing her punches deliberately. The quiver in her voice earlier had likely been part of the act within the act, because now her voice was clear and firm. He stayed sitting on the ground, knowing standing over him gave her the illusion of power. “I told you, I won’t hurt you intentionally, but I’ll restrain you if I have to.”

“Then why didn’t you?”

“If I have to,” he repeated.

The muscles around her eyes twitched as she took in his meaning. “Go on then, tell me the rest of your rules.”

“Let’s say you’ve agreed to come to the haven without a fuss. No stabbing, no running away, no telling everyone we meet that you’ve been kidnapped. Obey the spirit of the bargain, and I won’t treat you like a prisoner.”

“But I am, am I not? Your prisoner?”

“Not mine,” he said. “I’m merely a chaperon.”

She took a step closer to him, and he fought not to jump to his feet, not to bring a weapon to his hand, to instead feign nonchalance by pulling his legs in and draping his arms over his knees. Attitude was half the battle in the quest to avoid a fight.

“You never told me why this fairy godmother sent you to kidnap me.” The disdain in Esme’s voice sent a shiver up Rory’s back. He wouldn’t dare speak about Godmother that way.

“Are you sure you won’t tell her what you know?” Gregory asked. “I’m curious to see her reaction.”

Rory knew exactly why he’d been sent to kidnap Esme. It was the only reason he ever kidnapped anyone. He shared a little of Gregory’s curiosity over whether Esme could maintain her act when presented with the truth, but he already had a fairly good idea of how she would react in character. She wouldn’t be pleased, and he was the only one here on whom she could take out her displeasure.

No. It was better to stick to his role of an ignorant kidnapper.

“The why has nothing to do with me,” he said.

“Coward,” Gregory muttered.

“You’ll have to ask Godmother when you meet her.”

“I will,” Esme said. “How long until we reach this haven?”

“We should be there by lunchtime tomorrow.”

Considering how large North Lynnborough was, it was a fortunate twist of fate that Esme’s village was so close to the haven.

“That soon?”

Rory nodded. He could see the calculations going on behind Esme’s eyes. Despite their bargain, she’d been hoping she would have time to attempt another escape. He would have to keep a close eye on her and not let her catch him off guard a third time.

She gave a small sigh. “I suppose waiting another day for answers won’t be such a burden.” She reached out her hand, offering to help him stand. Though he didn’t require assistance, he placed his hand in hers as he pushed to his feet. “What am I to call you, then, if we’re spending the next day together?”

“Call me?”

“Yes. I presume you have a name. Or shall I simply call you ‘my lord’ as you call me ‘my lady’? It seems as accurate.”

Only one other person he’d kidnapped had ever asked his name. The rest had barely even looked at him. To them, he was simply a method of transportation. No more worthy of their attention than his horse. Esme’s inquiry brought back a rush of memories he didn’t want to recall. He shook his head to chase them away.

“Oh, I, um …”

“Did that knock on your head make you forget?” she asked, amusement in her voice.

He lifted his free hand to rub absently at his scalp.

“Give her your full title, son,” Gregory said, with more than a trace of irritation. “That will make her show you the respect you deserve.”

Rory doubted that. It would probably make Esme look down on him even more, which was exactly what he deserved.

He cleared his throat. “You can call me Rory.”

She offered her hand again, and when he took it this time, she gave his a firm shake. “Only if you call me Esme.”

 




Esme hadn’t put much thought into how they would get to their destination with two people and only one horse, but if she had, she would not have surmised Rory would suggest she ride while he walked.

“I cannot ride,” she argued.

“I assure you, you can,” he replied gently.

She hadn’t expected gentleness from a kidnapper. If she’d expected anything, it would have been bluster and bravado, or cunning and cruelty. He’d come across cocky last night, but despite his threats to restrain her, he kept finding ways to avoid doing exactly that. She couldn’t fathom why he’d refused to fight her. He said he didn’t want to hurt her, but she didn’t understand that, either. Wasn’t that what kidnappers did?

Her earlier impression may have been correct. He was a coward looking for ways to avoid conflict.

Esme knew she’d made a mistake agreeing to his bargain before hearing the terms, but it was another decision made quickly, and one she couldn’t undo. He hadn’t taken advantage of her for it, and he easily could have. She would have to make the best of things.

“I’ve never ridden before,” Esme said. “Some farmers use horses in their pastures or to pull carts to market, but they’re big, slow things.”

This confession caused a slight bounce in Rory’s brows, before he assured her, “She’s very gentle. I can teach you to ride.”

“What’s her name?”

He hesitated before saying, “Call her Horse.”

“That’s not very creative, is it?” Esme asked in a cooing tone, speaking directly to the horse, not the rogue. She reached out a tentative hand and stroked the horse’s neck. “You need a proper name, don’t you?”

Horse snuffled like she agreed.

Esme gave the horse one last stroke then set her shoulders. “Right. How do I do this?”

Rory went down on one knee and cupped his hands for a step. “Hold the saddle, give me your left foot, and I’ll boost you up.”

Esme gnawed on her lip. Rory was slight and barely even as tall as she was. Though she knew he wasn’t weak—he’d held her easily as she’d slid down from Horse’s back earlier—she was unsure whether he’d be able to lift her. The vest he was wearing showed the definition of the muscles in his arms, but he certainly wasn’t big and strong like Daniel, used to hauling beasts—alive and dead—around all day.

He was still crouched and waiting, so unless Esme wanted to voice her doubts, she had no choice. She grasped the saddle and planted her boot on his palms. She pushed off with a little hop, and he hoisted her easily. She swung her leg over, suffered through a moment of panic when her knee caught in her skirts but managed to settle herself in place without toppling either forward or backward.

Rory guided her foot into the stirrup. “Hold onto the saddle if you like until you become accustomed to the feeling.”

Her hands already had the leather in a death grip.

He took the reins, slipped them forward over Horse’s head, and held them casually. He clicked his tongue and Horse started moving. Esme let out a pitiful yelp as the mount rocked beneath her. It took some time before she believed she wouldn’t fall.

Esme had no great plan in mind. She’d agreed not to attempt to escape while he took her to the haven, but that didn’t mean she had to stay put once they arrived.

She already knew their destination was less than two days’ travel from home. So close. But how long until anyone started to look for her? How long before they even realized she was missing?

Mistress Helene awaited her in Caveline, which was days away. Mother wouldn’t expect her home any time soon. It would be at least a week, more likely two, before Mistress Helene realized she hadn’t been delayed but waylaid.

For now, she had no choice but to bide her time. And while she bided, it wouldn’t hurt to extract as much information out of the rogue as she was able. The best way to catch flies was with honey, not vinegar, and he’d responded kindly when she’d acted vulnerable.

“Rory?” Learning his name wasn’t simply polite, it was strategic. People responded better to a personal connection, and this was how she would begin to forge one. “I haven’t heard that name before. Is it short for something?”

He walked on in silence, not even turning around. Esme guessed she’d made another mistake by starting with something too personal.

Eventually, he murmured, “I didn’t say it was my real name.”

“Oh,” she said, not knowing how else to respond and cursing her foolishness. Of course a kidnapper wouldn’t use his real name. All the things her mother had taught her had given her a confidence she hadn’t earned.

“It was what my father called me,” he said then added, “Yes. Still calls me.”

Warmth sparked in her chest. He could have shut the conversation down, but instead, he offered her something. She knew she had to offer something in return.

“My mother only called me Esmeralda when I was in trouble. Or when she wanted to impress someone.”

“Did it work?” he asked, glancing up at her. “Were they impressed?”

“More than they would have been by plain old Esme,” she said, recalling Mistress Helene’s haughty expression.

“I was impressed by plain old Esme,” he said. “I cannot picture Esmeralda knocking me out.”

The compliment shouldn’t have cheered her as much as it did. She shouldn’t have cared for his opinion at all.

“Esmeralda would have been smart enough not to agree to a bargain without hearing the terms,” she said.

“Some of us agree to bargains even after we know the terms aren’t favorable.”

“Did your side of the bargain include kidnapping people?” Esme laughed.

Rory didn’t laugh. “Yes.”

Esme inhaled sharply. In her foolish way, she’d stumbled upon something important. There was a reason he didn’t act like a brutish rogue. He wasn’t a thug for hire, he was trapped by a deal, as she was. And if she were clever enough, she might be able to turn that to her advantage.

 




Rory kept a magic mirror hidden in a secret pocket in his vest. The mirror was nestled in a round, burnished copper case that fitted neatly in his palm. He flipped the cover open. Once, he would have primped and preened until his hair fell in luscious waves and his cheeks glowed with good health. Now, he was glad the polished silver of the mirror didn’t show his reflection so he didn’t have to face himself. Yesterday, it had shown him Esme’s picture. Today, it revealed a map.

They’d reached the coastal road. It was wide, like the royal road they’d left far behind, and carried a constant flow of carts, horses, and foot traffic.

A small symbol marked this spot on the map as if a pin had been driven through a piece of vellum. But the inn he expected was not here. He was a day late, and it had already gone.

Esme sat quietly on Aldermane. She’d started this leg of their journey chatting happily enough, but her words had eventually faded to nothing. He wasn’t so naive as to believe she’d been conversing out of friendliness. She’d been probing him for information, and yet he hadn’t been able to ignore her, not with his father beside him, urging him to be polite. At least he hadn’t spilled all of his secrets.

“Wait here,” he said.

Esme gave him a perplexed look, which he interpreted to mean she couldn’t go anywhere even if she wanted to, as she still had no idea how to make Aldermane go.

He jogged up to a man pushing a wheelbarrow full of fish.

“Excuse me, good sir, is there an inn in these parts?”

The man, whose face was craggy and tanned, jerked his head backward without pausing his stride. “About an hour’s walk that-a-way.”

An hour in the wrong direction. Which meant an extra hour tomorrow. This was a punishment; he was certain of it.

And yet he had no choice. Aldermane needed to be brushed and watered. Surely Esme wouldn’t want to spend another night sleeping on the ground, though he wasn’t sure she had slept. She was practically drooping in the saddle.

He strode back to her, again trying to project a confidence he still did not feel. “One more hour, my lady—”

“Esme,” Gregory corrected.

“—Esme, and then you can rest.”

She gave a tight nod and raised no complaint. She was so unlike the others, he was sure she would have done the same had he demanded she ride through the night. He led Aldermane in silence, keeping a wary eye on those they passed on the road. As they all appeared to be peasants going about their daily lives, posing no threat, he kept his weapons hidden.

There was no mistaking the inn when they came upon it. It stood three stories tall, with dark wooden framing and pale green walls. The front was dotted with windows, each framed by dark green shutters. The top story sat nestled under a steep roof.

A stable sat beside it, a plain, squat building in comparison, built with the same timber framing, but painted a dull brown. Glancing inside as they passed, Rory could only see a couple of horses in the gloom.

He left Esme outside while he went into the inn. It was nicer than he had dared hope. Dark beams contrasted against white panels, the ceiling was plenty high, and a fire already crackled in the hearth. Small tables were scattered around the dining room, but only one was occupied. He approached the stout, brown-skinned man behind the bar.

“I’m after a room for myself and my sister,” he said in Lynnbrovian. It was a lie he used often and successfully. People didn’t look twice at siblings traveling together. But this time it felt different as he wondered again if Esme was some distant relative. She certainly wasn’t one he knew, and she hadn’t seemed to recognize him, either, which was a greater stroke of luck than he deserved.

“We’re full,” the man replied, his voice rough.

“Full?” Rory glanced around.

“That’s what I said.” The man picked up a rag and proceeded to wipe down the bar. “We have no rooms for the likes of you.”

Rory cursed himself. It could be bad luck. The way he dressed suggested he was looking for trouble. But most people he knew wouldn’t turn down coins unless he gave them an obvious reason. No, more likely, Godmother’s hand was in this. His punishment had started.

“Your stable is empty,” he said, drawing a coin from the purse at his waist and laying it on the bar. “May we sleep out there?”

The man stared at the coin. Whether he would accept it depended on how threatening Godmother had been, how explicit in her deal with him. What worked in Rory’s favor was that Godmother wasn’t here right now, while his coins were.

Rory placed another beside the first. “Oats and water for my horse.” And another. “Supper for myself and my sister. Breakfast in the morning.” He laid two more coins down.

“You’re overpaying,” Gregory muttered from beside him. “This louse doesn’t deserve your coins.”

Gregory was right, but Rory wouldn’t go back outside and tell Esme he’d failed to find accommodation.

The man swept the coins into his palm. “My husband will bring supper out.”

“And warm water to wash,” Rory added. He didn’t thank the innkeeper—he’d done that well enough with the coins—before he headed outside.

Esme was stroking Aldermane’s neck, murmuring to her. She stopped when Rory approached.

“Slip your feet from the stirrups,” he said. “Hold the saddle and swing your right leg over behind you then slide down. I’ll guide you.”

Esme nodded tiredly and followed his instructions perfectly. He caught her hips so she didn’t descend too quickly and held her steady as her legs threatened to buckle.

“She did well,” Gregory murmured. “That was a long time on a horse for someone who doesn’t ride.”

He was right, again. He’d never expressed this much interest in any of Rory’s other charges. But then, Esme wasn’t like any of his other charges. She’d impressed them both.

“I’m afraid we have to sleep in the stable,” Rory said, bracing himself for her displeasure.

Esme blinked, gave a half-hearted shrug, and said, “If we must, we must.”

Pleasantly surprised by her lack of protest, Rory offered her his arm, and she barely hesitated before slipping her hand into the crook of his elbow. She leaned on him heavily as they walked into the stable, leading Aldermane. A wide aisle separated two rows of stalls filled with clean straw, and the earthy, horsey scent wasn’t too overwhelming.

Rory was halfway through brushing Aldermane when their host—a taller, more sculpted man than the one Rory had spoken to inside—came out with a basin of warm water, two small facecloths, and two thin towels. He left them on a hay bale in the middle of the aisle.

Esme glanced around the stable then hoisted the basin and staggered into the empty stall next to Rory. The walls were solid up to chest height and would give her more privacy than standing in the open aisle. Rory kept his back to her and focused on Aldermane while he listened to the gentle splashes of water.

Gregory made a thoughtful, “Hmm.”

Rory turned his head slightly to catch his father’s silvery glow. As far as Rory could tell, he was standing close to the wall of Esme’s stall.

“Are you spying on her?” he hissed under his breath.

“What?” Gregory gasped. “No, of course not.”

“Then get away from there. Give her some privacy.”

He was fortunate that this was happening with Esme and not one of his other charges. He only had to deal with Godmother’s punishment, not Esme’s displeasure. Sleeping in a stable would have been beneath all of the others, but Esme seemed grateful for any place to rest; it didn’t need to be a palace. It was all part of the act, he was certain. She’d decided to present herself as a peasant, not a noble, so she could claim that the kidnapping was all a case of mistaken identity.

Rory wondered how much warning she’d received, because even at the village she’d acted like a peasant. She lived in a cottage, not a manor house. She’d walked to the village market on her own. She’d chatted with the villagers, who were all peasants or merchants, and she’d been affable with the butcher. Though there hadn’t been enough time for Rory to gauge the depth of their friendship, she hadn’t treated him as a noble would.

She’d gone to a lot of effort to play the part.

“I’m done,” Esme said, at the same time as Rory finished brushing Aldermane. She’d changed into soft leggings and a long shirt that would be more suitable to sleep in than her dress, and her hair hung in a loose braid that reached past her waist. Her steps were tentative, her gait wide.

Rory dug in his saddlebag, which was hanging over the stall wall, and came up with a small jar of salve. He leaned over the wall and held it out. “Rub this on your …” His voice caught, and he cleared his throat. “Where it hurts.”

She gave the salve a dubious look before taking it and retreating back into the stall to apply it to her saddle-sore thighs.

Rory took a clean shirt from his bag and waited in the aisle. When Esme came back out, Rory caught sight of a ring hanging on a chain in the open collar of her shirt.

He barely saw it, barely caught a glimpse, but it was enough to trigger a flash of recognition.

First her name, now a ring with the familiar crest. One might be a coincidence, especially all the way here in the north of North Lynnborough, but two was a sign.

Esme might be acting as a peasant, but Rory would gamble another five years of his life that she hadn’t been born that way.

He stepped to his left to move around her at the same time as Esme stepped to her right. He stepped right as she stepped left. Before they could continue their awkward dance, he backed away and to the side to give her room to pass.

“What’s gotten into you?” Gregory muttered. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

Not a ghost. No. She wasn’t the one who was meant to be dead. But he couldn’t voice his suspicions with Esme standing close enough to hear.

Rory slipped into the stall she had vacated, closed the door, and dropped to his knees by the wash basin.

Esmeralda.

Possibilities ran circles through his mind.

The peasant act might not be for him alone. Maybe she’d been living the life of a peasant to conceal her true identity. That would explain why she was so intent on keeping up the pretense. It would also explain why she couldn’t ride a horse and didn’t have the airs of someone accustomed to a noble’s life.

Rory stripped off his vest and quickly washed away the dust and sweat from the road. Everything ached. From his fight with Esme, to being tied to the tree, to his demanding ride to escape the spider, it had been a rough day.

He rose to his feet and dried off, taking care to avoid pressing on his chest, where a purple bruise had bloomed.

“Your kick left quite a mark,” he called out.

“Did it?” Esme’s head popped up over the stall door.

Rory pulled his towel in front of himself, but the shock on Esme’s face told him he’d reacted too slowly. Her gaze, aiming for his chest to examine the bruise, couldn’t have missed the scar he worked so hard to keep hidden.

“Is that …” She stopped, her eyebrows dipping. Then she took a small breath as if she’d made a decision and carefully said, “Is that why you’re scared of knives?”

“I’m sorry, my lady,” he said, pulling out a phrase he had practiced so many times it didn’t even feel like a lie. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

She gave him a flat look and muttered, “Esme.”

He turned away to pull on his shirt, and when he glanced back, she was no longer watching him.

“That was careless,” Gregory said.

“It matters not,” Rory murmured. “It’s clear she doesn’t know.” He paused, dropping his voice further. “Do you know who she is? Were there any scandals in our family where someone was sent to live in North Lynnborough?”

“Don’t let your imagination run away with you.” His father’s shape shimmered in a shrug. “She’s merely a noble with delusions of grandeur, like all the others.”

But she wasn’t like all the others. Not at all.

The host returned with two plates of fried fish and boiled vegetables. It wasn’t the most appetizing supper Rory had ever eaten, but it tasted fair enough. He stood in the aisle and leaned against Aldermane’s stall door as he ate, his plate in one hand, his fork in the other, while Esme sat on the hay bale, her plate on her lap, and picked at her food.

“Is the meal not up to your standard?” he asked.

She gave him a surprised look; his comment seemed to free her from the labyrinth of her thoughts. “Do you believe,” she said, her voice strained, “that of this situation, it is the food that bothers me?”

“I—”

“Instead of spending my birthday with my mother and my friends, I’ve been kidnapped—”

“It’s your birthday?” Rory asked, with a twinge of guilt. Beside him, Gregory gasped, but Esme ignored them both.

“—and I keep thinking about Madam Mariel and the coachman.” Her eyes glazed over again. “I didn’t even ask his name. First, you attacked them and left them for dead on the side of the road, and then they got eaten by a giant spider!”

Rory let out a surprised laugh that he couldn’t choke off in time.

Esme shot him such a fierce look that he regretted letting her keep his dagger. “How dare you laugh at their demise.”

He shook his head. “You mistake me. They didn’t get eaten. There was no demise. They are perfectly well.”

“Perfectly well? Their clothes were piled in a heap! Do you expect me to believe they are running around merrily naked?”

Rory kept his emotions in check this time. “I expect you to think.”

“Careful, son,” Gregory warned.

He knew he was taking a risk. If Godmother didn’t want Esme to know what he knew, or know exactly what was happening, it wasn’t his place to tell. But it was a risk worth taking if his suspicions were correct.

“You’re more clever and, dare I say it, more practical than anyone I’ve kidnapped before,” he said, “but there’s an unworldliness in you that will inhibit you in the world you wish to inhabit.”

Esme slammed her plate onto the hay bale beside her, sending the vegetables bouncing over the side, and rose to her full height. “We may have made a bargain, but that doesn’t mean I’ll sit here and be lectured.”

Rory fought the urge to cow under her displeasure. “Think, Esme. You saw what happened to the carriage.”

Esme blinked, then her eyes darted side to side as if she were watching the events from last night unfold around her. “It turned into a pumpkin,” she murmured.

“It turned back into a pumpkin,” Rory said, hoping it was enough of a clue for Esme to draw the right conclusion.

“It was a pumpkin that was turned into a carriage, and the magic spell wore off at midnight?” She was thinking aloud, and Rory did no more than nod so as not to interrupt. “Their clothes were lying in two perfect piles, as if … as if …”

As far as he knew, Esme had never encountered magic before yesterday. If she managed this leap of logic, he would be more impressed with her than ever.

“Neither of them spoke,” she said. “Not a word. And their clothes … it was as if they had been magicked out of them.” Her eyes met his, searching. “Were they not real?”

“They were as real as the carriage was.”

“They were something else,” she said in a lost voice. “And they turned back into something else?”

Rory nodded, and Esme thumped back down onto the hay bale, sending her plate sliding off the edge. He darted forward but couldn’t catch it in time, and the remaining fish and vegetables splattered onto the stable floor.

“Oh,” Esme said, dropping to her knees and reaching for her plate.

Rory crouched down beside her and caught her hand. “That is not your job.”

She let him guide her back onto the hay bale. He laid his own plate on her lap. “Sit,” he said. “Eat.”

He flipped her plate over and scooped up the mess of food. It wasn’t his job either, not yet, and he hoped when it was that Esme wouldn’t turn out to be one of those people who threw their food around simply for the amusement of watching him clean it up.

“What were they?” she asked, her voice wavering.

“Madam Mariel was a guinea pig. The coachman, Ranfield, was a frog. The horses were mice.”

“How do you know that?” she asked. “How did you know what was going to happen to the carriage?”

He gave his best attempt at a nonchalant shrug. “I knew what I needed to in order to kidnap you successfully.”

“I suppose that makes sense.” She returned to picking absently at her food and didn’t appear to notice he’d switched their plates.

“You’re walking on a knife’s edge, son,” Gregory said. “Take care not to slip lest you cut yourself.”

Gregory was right. Rory had pushed far enough. What Esme did or did not know changed nothing, not really. He still had to get her to the haven. But now, at least, he had a better idea of how to handle her, of the role he needed to play.

Things were sure to be easier from here on out.








CHAPTER FOUR




They slept in the stall next door to Horse. Esme curled up on a pile of straw at the back, against the wall. It wasn’t as comfortable as her bed at home. Rory sat cross-legged with his back to the stall door, his head drooping so his chin rested against his chest. It didn’t look any more comfortable than Esme’s straw. He was still wearing his black trousers and boots, but he’d changed his vest for a white cotton shirt that softened his appearance.

Esme was unsure if he’d positioned himself there to protect her from anyone who saw fit to attack them, or to prevent her from leaving without his knowledge. Either way, it was probably in vain, as the three-quarter height walls gave plenty of entry—or exit—points. Regardless, he’d assured her they would be safe, that his father would alert them if danger arrived. He would probably also alert Rory if she attempted to escape. The ghost flitted around, sometimes floating beside Rory, sometimes disappearing altogether.

Exhausted, Esme fell asleep quickly and slept solidly, only waking as the first hint of dawn brought light into the stables.

Her conversation with Rory turned over in her head.

He knew more than he was letting on, she was sure of it. He might claim he was simply a tool doing the fairy godmother’s bidding, but he’d known the carriage was made with magic, he knew that Madam Mariel and the coachman had been turned from animals into people, and he obviously knew where he was taking her, if not why.

A stone plunged to the bottom of Esme’s stomach.

The carriage’s magic had run out at midnight.

Mistress Helene had insisted they leave quickly to make the first waypoint by midnight.

Had she known what was going to happen?

She must have. It was her carriage.

How had she expected Esme to travel the rest of the way to Caveline with neither a carriage nor attendants?

Esme felt as if she were staring at a random collection of children’s puzzle pieces with no picture to guide her as to how they should be assembled.

When the pressure in her bladder built to a point she could no longer ignore, she pushed herself up and crept to where Rory still slept. She reached out to touch his shoulder, but before her fingertips made contact, his head snapped up. He pounced forward, knocked her onto her back, and pinned her with his body. A short dagger appeared in his hand.

“Breaking our agreement so soon?” His eyes were shadowed as he studied her.

Esme’s heart pounded. “No, I—”

Before she could explain she only wanted to relieve herself, the stable door rattled open. Rory sprang to his feet and dragged Esme up with him. His hand closed around her upper arm, and his blade pressed against her side.

“Watch what you say,” he whispered. “I would rather leave here without having to kill these nice people.”

He wouldn’t, would he?

Yesterday, she would have said no. Even with the kidnapping, she’d seen gentleness in him and wouldn’t have believed him capable of a murderous rampage.

Now, after seeing how fast he could move, and knowing he’d kept a blade concealed on his person this entire time, she wasn’t so certain.

The host stepped through the stable doors, carrying a tray with two bowls and two steaming mugs.

“Ah, you’re awake. I have your breakfast here.” He strode forward and placed the tray on top of the hay bale in the aisle.

“Thank you, good sir,” Rory said, his voice betraying no sign of the threat he’d made against the man’s life.

“I assume you’ll be moving on as soon as you’ve eaten?” the host asked, and even Esme could tell he was encouraging them to leave.

“Of course.” Rory inclined his head. He waited the length of three breaths after the host had left the stable before turning to Esme. “Drop the dagger,” he said. “And don’t attempt to stab me. I promise you, my reflexes are faster than yours.”

Esme blinked. The edge of his knife felt cold, even through the fabric of her shirt. She wanted to twist her arm free from his grasp, but she dared not move. “I don’t have a dagger.”

“Why would you attack me without …” Rory’s face fell. “You weren’t attacking me?”

“No. I intended to let you know I needed to use the outhouse.”

He slid backward, his hand falling away from her arm and his dagger disappearing into a sheath concealed in his bracer. He dropped his gaze. “I apologize.”

He was behaving as if he expected her to chastise him, not like a kidnapper at all. Though the need to relieve herself was getting more urgent, Esme ignored it and stepped closer to him.

“Rory,” she said carefully, “may I ask you a question or two to clarify your role here?”

His gaze snapped up to meet hers and his brows dipped as he recognized his own words turned back on him. “You may.”

“What do you know of Finishing School?” she asked.

He shook his head. “Never heard of it.”

“I was on my way there when you kidnapped me.”

“Your destination was no concern of mine.”

She nodded, as if accepting his words. “I saw you under the willow tree, you know.”

He nodded. So he’d noticed her noticing him.

“How long had you been watching me?”

He licked his lips. “You’re asking the wrong questions, my lady.”

“Stop calling me …” The words caught on Esme’s tongue. Why did he keep calling her that? She wasn’t a lady, though she’d been heading to Finishing School in the hope of becoming a royal. But he’d claimed he had no interest in her destination. He might have assumed she had noble status due to the splendor of the carriage, but surely her clothing and manner had disabused him of that. In fact, he’d told her she was unlike his other victims.

The puzzle pieces finally slotted together.

Rory knew about Finishing School. Of course he did, but for some reason, he was forbidden from admitting it.

Last night she’d wondered how Mistress Helene had expected her to travel the remainder of the way after her carriage had turned into a pumpkin.

Rory was the answer.

Her mother had even warned her that Finishing School might not be what she expected.

Though she hadn’t reached her destination, she was already there. Rory was not, in truth, a rogue who kidnapped people for an evil fairy godmother. His story was simply a test, a way for Esme to prove herself. Though whether she was meant to acquiesce to the kidnapping or resist it was not so clear.

“Thank you,” she murmured. On impulse, she reached forward to wrap Rory in a hug. Before she made contact—before she could decide whether it was appropriate to hug her kidnapper—he grabbed her shoulders, hooked his foot behind her leg, and shoved her backward. She let out an embarrassing squawk as they hit the ground together.

“Why do you insist on attacking me?” he demanded.

“It was a hug! Has no one hugged you before?”

“The people I kidnap don’t usually …” The muscles around Rory’s eyes twitched before his gaze slid sideways to where his father’s silvery glow lingered. He untangled himself without finishing his answer—not that Esme had expected even half an answer—and rose to his feet. He didn’t meet Esme’s gaze as he said, “I apologize. Again. Let us eat, my lady, before that culinary masterpiece goes cold.”

She pushed up onto her elbows. “Not before I have relieved myself.”

Breakfast consisted of bitter tea and a thin porridge that only tasted worse as it cooled. Rory ate his share with a grim determination then went to saddle Horse and load up their bags. He ducked into their sleeping stall and came back out dressed in his full rogue outfit. Now he was back in all black, he looked hard again, closed off.

Though he’d kept well out of sight as he’d changed this time, Esme didn’t need to see him again to remember the jagged white scar that shot up his stomach like a bolt of lightning. It started by his left hip, beneath the waistband of his trousers, and carved up his stomach to end by his breastbone.

No wonder he was afraid of knives. Not only had he been stabbed, he’d been sliced nearly in half. It was a wonder he was still alive.

Though curiosity hounded Esme, she knew better than to ask how it had happened since he’d denied its existence so completely. She couldn’t help wonder if it had been during a kidnapping gone wrong. She may not have been the only one to take too long to realize the kidnapping was part of Finishing School.

Rory led Horse out of the stall and spoke softly. “When you’re ready.”

Esme set her bowl aside and slipped into the stall to pull a simple shift dress on over her leggings. She wasn’t looking forward to spending more time on Horse’s back, but the salve Rory had given her had eased her discomfort, and she would do as she must.

She brought her bag out and Rory strapped it onto Horse with the others. Then she offered him his dagger back. He studied it for a moment before saying, “You keep it.”

As she belted it around her waist, Rory dropped to his knee and offered her his hands as a platform.

“I think,” she said, “I could mount Horse myself if you showed me how.”

He rose to his feet. “You cannot steal my horse.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it.”

“No. I’m telling you. You could try, but you won’t be able to.”

“I don’t want to steal her,” she said. “I simply wish—”

Rory lurched forward and clamped his hand over her mouth. “Don’t say that word,” he hissed.

She caught his wrist and yanked his hand down. “What word?”

“W-I-S-H.”

She was mildly surprised he could spell. When he’d revealed he hadn’t known her name—that instead, he had a picture of her—she’d briefly wondered if that was because he couldn’t read.

“Wish?”

He flinched like she’d punched him. “Don’t say it, please. She may be listening.”

“Who?”

“Godmother.”

He may not want her to say the word, but she felt like she had been granted one.

“I won’t say it if you teach me to ride.”

His eyes narrowed. “You want to make another bargain?”

“If you wish”—she didn’t need to watch carefully to see him flinch again—“for me not to use that word, then yes.”

“Fine,” he ground out, giving her a filthy look. “Foot: stirrup. Hands: saddle. Pull yourself up, my lady.”

It was fairly straightforward to do as he instructed, though her thighs protested as she settled herself in place.

Rory held the reins loosely as he clicked his tongue to get Horse moving.

“Shouldn’t I have those?” Esme asked.

“One thing at a time,” he grumbled. “And time is something we have plenty of.”

“I was under the impression we would reach our destination today.”

“By lunch, if we make good time.”

“Then we don’t have much time at all.”

She imagined he would deliver her to their destination, take his payment in whatever form it came, and leave. Wherever they were going, it was clearly not Caveline, as they wouldn’t make it that far by lunchtime

“We have more than you know.”

After nearly an hour, Rory drew Horse to a stop and deigned to give Esme the reins.

“Grasp them loosely,” he said. “Like they’re a gift from an admirer you have utter disdain for.”

His words conjured up the perfect image of what he wanted her to do, and she did her best to make it a reality.

“Relax your shoulders, you’re not trying to strangle her.”

Esme hadn’t realized how tense her posture had become until he pointed it out. She took a breath and let her shoulders drop as she exhaled.

“Don’t squeeze with your thighs, or you’ll pop yourself out of the saddle.”

She nodded to show she was listening and did as he told her. That wasn’t hard, since her poor thighs were aching.

“Now, give her a nudge with your calves and say, ‘walk on.’”

Esme nudged the horse’s sides and said, “Walk on,” in a commanding voice, and to her utter surprise, Horse moved into a walk. “I did it!” she gasped as if she were the first person to ever ride a horse.

“Indeed you did,” Rory murmured, keeping pace beside her.

Esme found she was more used to the gentle rocking of Horse’s back now, and grasping the reins instead of the saddle made her feel in control. She could understand why people enjoyed this.

As the morning wore on, Rory taught her how to stop, then made her practice stopping and starting until she was comfortable doing both. Next, she learned how to turn Horse. Very handy if she wanted to do more than ride in a straight line.

Despite his sometimes brusque attitude, Rory was a careful, patient teacher. He never rushed her, never reprimanded her, and never made her feel foolish for attempting something new. She wondered if someone had tutored him in this skill or if it was more of his natural personality coming out.

She hoped it was the latter.

As noon approached, Esme started to shuffle in the saddle, trying to ease the pressure on her thighs. Rory gave her a sideways glance.

“In the next bay lies a fishing village,” he said. “We could stop for a meal if you’d like.”

“I would like that very much,” she said, feeling at that moment as if she could hug him—though she would have to give him fair warning before she tried that again.

“Do I need to remind you of the rules?”

“No.” She rolled her eyes. “I will stick to our bargain.”

The bay opened up before them, the ocean breeze bringing gulls’ cries and the scent of salt and fish. The village of Leyton sprawled along the shore. Small shacks were dotted by the water. Fishing boats bobbed on the waves. A cliff loomed in the distance. Tiny dots swooped through the air and dove into the water, gannets maybe. On top of the cliff, in a grassy meadow, fluffy white bundles grazed.

A cluster of two-story buildings marked the center of the village, and Rory directed Esme to stop in front of one of them, where he tied Horse to a hitching post. A faded wooden sign hung over the door, with a picture of a plate and mug.

Esme stretched tall in the stirrups before dismounting. “Thank you for the ride,” she murmured, stroking Horse’s neck. Horse nodded her head and made a strange rumbly neigh as if to say, “You’re welcome.”

Rory paused to smooth down his hair before he led Esme inside, which was dingy and cramped. Small tables packed the floor, more empty than occupied. A blackboard hung behind the bar, the menu chalked upon it.

Rory tilted his head as he stared at the board, the ghost’s glow hovering beside him, then gave a quick nod. He made small gestures like that often, and as far as Esme could tell, it meant his father was speaking to him.

“Lady’s choice,” he said, “but everything is terrible except the chowder.”

Faced with that backhanded endorsement, Esme scanned the menu. Seafood chowder. Fisher’s pie. Mussel fritters. Poached fish. They didn’t eat a lot of fish in her village, and when they did, it was more likely to be fried eel from the river than something from the sea.

“Is there nowhere better we could go to eat?”

“There is,” Rory said, and despite the gloom, Esme was almost certain a blush tinged his cheeks, “but I like the chowder.”

Esme decided to play it safe. “I’ll have to try it then.”

Rory rapped his knuckles on the bar, and a serving girl scurried out from the kitchens, maybe all of eighteen years old. Bright red curls bounced over her shoulders, and freckles smothered her pale complexion. She smiled in recognition when she spotted Rory, and asked, “What can I get you?” in stilted Brettish.

Most people in North Lynnborough spoke Lynnbrovian and the common language. Esme’s own command of the language of Bretland was rusted like a hoe left in the rain. It was unusual to hear the language, since Bretland was as far south as you could get in the Seven Realms.

“Two servings of chowder with bread,” Rory replied in the same language, his words slow and his pronunciation crisp, “and ale.”

“Two?” the girl echoed. Her gaze swung to Esme and her expression soured, reminding Esme of many of the looks Tiffney Miller had given her over the years. “No lesson then, today?”

“Not today, sorry, Donella,” Rory said. He held some coins out, and the girl’s cheeks flushed as his hand brushed hers.

“Choose a table,” she murmured, her expression softening the longer it lingered on him. “I’ll bring your meals out.”

One table in the middle of the floor was occupied by four burly, raucous fishermen. A couple was sitting near the bar. Two women were seated near the cold fireplace. Rory guided Esme away from them all, taking an empty table near the exit.

He drew her chair out absently as his gaze scanned the room, lingering on the door through which the serving girl had gone, before he took the seat opposite her.

It seemed like the perfect opportunity to get him talking, and Esme didn’t fancy eating in silence.

“Donella?” she asked slyly.

Rory’s gaze snapped to her. “What of her?”

“You know her name.”

“I frequent this establishment regularly; it was polite to learn it.”

“She fancies you.”

His jaw twitched. “That is not relevant to my situation.”

Esme raised her eyebrow. “Too busy kidnapping people to dally with her?”

“Yes.”

“But you’re teaching her Brettish?”

“You recognized it?”

“I speak a little,” she said, not wanting to admit how conversant she was. “But I’m surprised you do.”

“I travel all over the realms. It helps to be able to speak the native tongues.”

“How many do you speak?”

He hesitated before answering. “All of them.”

“All of them?”

He shrugged. “I have a gift for languages.”

“And why teach her?”

He shifted in his seat, his gaze drifting back to the kitchens. “Because she asked.”

“Have you never been tempted to take her to Finishing School?” Esme asked casually, now he was distracted. “Or would Mistress Helene not allow it?”

“Only if Donella wished it,” Rory said, then his teeth clicked together as if he were attempting to stop the words from escaping.

Esme couldn’t hold back a satisfied smile. He did know about Finishing School. He did know about Mistress Helene.

“I have to say,” she said, switching topics like a minstrel changing seamlessly from one tune to another, “from what I’ve seen, you’re an excellent teacher. Where did you learn to be so patient?”

He leaned back in his chair, crossed his arms, and studied for a long time before saying, “Bernard.”

“Bernard? Is that your father’s name?”

“No.”

Now his focus was back on their conversation, she doubted he would let any more answers slip out. But if she approached the topic directly, he may be willing to give her answers.

“He must have been a great teacher himself.”

Rory let out a snort. “He certainly did his job.”

“He was your tutor, then?” She supposed that even rogues were children once, their futures open before them. There was no reason to assume Rory hadn’t been tutored the same way she had.

“You could say that.”

This time, Esme kept silent and watched Rory with a curious look. His gray eyes were dark, his face unreadable.

Eventually, he said, “Bernard did my job before me. He taught me how.” His gaze flicked to where his father hovered. “And a few other things, besides.”

Donella picked her way across the room, weaving around the tables, a tray in her arms. She set down a bowl of chowder and mug of ale in front of each of them then placed a plate of bread between them.

“Tell me,” Rory said, lifting his gaze to the girl. “Does the dragon sleep?”

Donella’s eyes flicked to Esme and back, and she clutched the tray to her chest. “I’m sorry, sir, I know not what you speak of.”

Neither did Esme.

Rory gave Donella the same charming smile from the night he’d stopped the carriage. “Don’t worry about her.” His tone was reassuring, almost teasing. “She’s my sister. She won’t say a word.”

Donella turned to study Esme, her expression less piquant than it had been. “I didn’t know you had a sister,” she murmured. She gave a satisfied nod. “I can see the resemblance, though. You have the same hair.”

Esme looked at Rory. Rory looked back. Donella wasn’t wrong; their hair color was remarkably similar.

Donella bent forward, leaned her hand on the table so her finger brushed against Rory’s, and dropped her voice. “No one has seen it in over a week.”

Rory produced another coin and handed it over, and Donella secreted it into the pocket of her apron.

“Thank you,” he said, and his voice was so warm it made the girl’s cheeks flare up again, and Esme found it hard to believe this was the same man who’d threatened to murder their hosts only this morning.

The girl bobbed a curtsy and scurried back to the kitchens.

“What was that about?” Esme asked.

She’d heard tales about dragons, but she couldn’t believe there was one so close to home. Not a real one. Surely it was merely a rumor to scare any snooping villagers away from Finishing School.

Rory tore the small loaf of bread in two and left one half on the plate. “It’s good to be prepared.”

“For what?”

“Anything.” He dunked his bread in his chowder. “I’ve become careless lately, and the consequences could be …”

“Deadly?” Esme guessed.

“Unlikely, but certainly painful.”

“But, the dragon—”

“Eat up, my lady.” Rory lifted his ale to his lips and drained half of it. “We don’t have all day.”

She had low expectations for the chowder, now that she suspected it was the serving girl and not the food that drew Rory here, but it was thick and creamy with chunks of fish and mussels and potato floating under the surface.

Her bowl was half empty when a particularly rowdy laugh went up from the fishermen in the center of the room. Donella had delivered another round of ales to the table, and one of the men was holding her tightly against himself. From the look on the girl’s face, Esme could tell the man was handling her in a way she didn’t appreciate.

Outrage built in her chest, making it hard to breathe.

“Don’t,” Rory said. He was focused on his chowder, but his shoulders were tight, his knuckles white as he clenched his spoon. “Whatever you’re thinking, don’t do it.”

She leaned across the table and kept her voice low. “You could help her.”

He tilted his bowl to scoop the last of his chowder. “I cannot help anyone, let alone her.”

Donella let out a muted cry, and Esme’s gaze was drawn back to her. She was pushing against the man, struggling to break free of his hold. He was laughing. Laughing! Esme felt hot and slightly ill from not knowing how she could help.

“We have to do something.”

“We do nothing.” Rory finally lifted his gaze to meet hers, and his eyes were full of warning.

Esme lifted her hand to call Donella over, hoping a demanding patron would give the girl the excuse she needed to get away. “Par—”

Rory’s hand snapped out. He caught her wrist and slammed it down onto the table. Pain shot up Esme’s arm, and she pulled against him, but his grip was unbreakable.

“What would you have me do?” he said, his voice low and fierce. “Pick a fight with all four of them? Even if I won, then what? Her father owns this place. She has nowhere else to go. I cannot take her with me. I would have to leave her on the street at the mercy of the elements and anyone who comes her way. If her father will not protect her from brutes like that, she either needs to marry someone who will or learn to do it herself.”

Esme yanked her hand free. She clenched her jaw tight to stop careless words from pouring forth. She knew, deep down, that Rory was most likely right, but that didn’t mean she had to be happy about it.

She flung her hand in the air again. “Pardon me, miss. More bread?”

The fisherman holding the girl glanced over his shoulder before begrudgingly dropping his arm. Donella twisted away, ran to the kitchens, and returned with the requested loaf. She laid it on the table and hovered beside them, her chest rising and falling rapidly, her curls frizzing.

Esme sat up tall and glared at Rory, who glared back. “Pay the girl,” she said in her most commanding voice.

He made an irritated tch in the back of his throat then slapped his hand flat on the table. He pushed to his feet. “Time to go.” He lifted his hand to snatch the new loaf of bread off the plate, revealing he had been concealing not only a coin but the short dagger he kept in his bracer.

He didn’t say anything, didn’t mention it at all, didn’t even look at the girl. He circled the table, grabbed Esme’s arm, and yanked her to her feet. Esme let him pull her up as Donella slipped both the coin and the dagger into her pocket.

It wasn’t much help, but maybe it was all they could do.

Rory propelled Esme outside, and the sun seemed too bright after the dingy interior of the tavern. He slammed Esme back against Horse’s side and glared at her.

“I would warn you not to do that again, but lucky for both of us, you won’t get another chance to be so stupid.”

Esme’s face burned with his reprimand, though why she cared for his opinion, she didn’t know. “Then you won’t get another chance to be a coward.”

His jaw twitched with barely controlled anger, and he ground out, “Get on the horse.”

 




“You should apologize,” Gregory said. “You behaved like an absolute—”

“Don’t say it,” Rory muttered. He couldn’t say much. Esme rode Aldermane beside him, and though she knew of his father’s existence, that didn’t mean he wanted her to hear his half of their conversation.

Rory knew he was a coward—that part of his personality had flared to life five years ago and burned brightly ever since—but it didn’t mean he was wrong about Donella. He couldn’t help her. He couldn’t take her to the haven. If he took her away from her father, she would have nothing. He’d given her his dagger. It was up to her to use it.

He had one job, and it wasn’t to save every person he came across, no matter how much he enjoyed their company. It was to get Esme to the haven in one piece. Even though she was trying her best to get herself—and him—killed. For all her bluster, it was as if she’d grown up sheltered and had no idea how brutal the world could be.

Rory had learned that truth young.

“You were too hard on her,” Gregory said. “You should have been more diplomatic.”

Rory clenched his jaw and kept his gaze on the cliff that loomed larger with every step. Almost home.

Gregory drifted along in his peripheral vision. “Honestly, son, you’ve made such a hash of this, it’s as if you’ve learned nothing in the past five years.”

Rory spun around, glaring at his father’s vaporous form. “I thought you would want me to fail. We both know what happens when I complete this job.”

Gregory let out a disappointed sigh, a sound he’d perfected when he was alive and which hadn’t lost its ability to make Rory feel ashamed since he’d died.

Everything had gone wrong since the moment he’d stopped the carriage. He’d thought, at first, it was a string of unfortunate coincidences. Then he’d blamed Esme. But it wasn’t her fault. She must have her reasons for pretending to be a simple peasant, and he’d failed to adapt sooner.

No, this was all part of Godmother’s plan.

She didn’t want his final job to go smoothly.

Every delay would lead to a consequence, but she was the one who had initiated the delays. She had set the dominoes in place. He was a fool to think they would fall any other way.

They turned off the coastal road and followed a narrow track that led nowhere else but the top of the cliff. The ground rose under his feet as they zigzagged their way up the incline.

“Why Brettish?” Esme asked.

Rory was so caught in his thoughts of failure that he couldn’t fathom what she meant, and he stared at her blankly.

“If you speak all the languages,” she said, with enough mockery in her tone to show she didn’t entirely believe his claim, “why did Donella choose to learn Brettish? Bretland is so far away, when will she ever get to speak it?”

Rory remembered that conversation well. “I told her I was from Bretland.” He’d chosen it precisely because it was far, far away.

“Of course.” Esme gave him a smug smile, and he dropped his gaze.

He’d met Donella the first time Bernard had brought him to North Lynnborough, when they’d stopped to eat. She’d blushed when she’d seen him, barely said a word, and stammered through what little she did say. Rory was used to being stared at and fawned over, and he had no interest in some girl who was barely more than a child. But every time they came to North Lynnborough, Bernard took them there to eat, and when Bernard left, Rory kept up the tradition.

It was a few months later that Rory admitted to himself it wasn’t the chowder that kept him coming back. Donella, in her own way, was the closest thing he had to a friend, but their friendship was based on lies, and even if it were not, he didn’t have the freedom to pursue it any further than ordering a meal and teaching her Brettish.

“Why do you speak the common language to your father?”

Rory frowned at the abrupt shift in the conversation. It was an insightful question, and one he was disinclined to answer. “Because his Lynnbrovian is terrible.”

“I’m not that bad,” Gregory muttered.

“But you must have a native tongue,” Esme pressed, in a poorly-disguised attempt to get him to reveal where he hailed from. “I assume it is not, in fact, Brettish.”

“No …” Rory debated how to tell her without revealing too much, or whether he should say anything at all. “I …”

“It’s nothing to be ashamed of, son,” Gregory said, which is what he’d always said, and yet Rory still carried the shame with him.

“I said I have a gift for languages,” Rory said, “but sometimes it’s more of a curse.”

Esme frowned. “How so?”

It had been so long since anyone had asked him anything about himself that Rory felt compelled to answer. “When I speak it,” he said, choosing, at least, not to name the language, “I have something of a speech disorder.”

“Only in that one language?”

“Yes.”

“That’s unusual.”

“It’s rather irritating, actually. Thus it’s easier for both my father and me if we speak something else.”

“What’s his name?” Esme asked.

“Whose name?”

“Your father.”

He couldn’t tell her that. “Rory” was a less common diminutive of the name they both shared and wasn’t so obvious for those who hadn’t known him before. But anyone who took an interest in the politics of the Seven Realms might recognize his father’s name and guess their identities. Especially a member of their family, no matter how far removed. And he knew better than to think Esme was being friendly. He may not be tied to a tree and she may not be threatening him with a dagger, but she was still trying to probe him for information, and he’d already told her too much.

But he also didn’t feel like lying to her more than necessary, so he said, “I just call him Father.”

“I …” she said, then stopped.

He expected her to express her displeasure with his non-answer, and he prepared himself to let her words wash over him, as he had with so many others over the years.

“I don’t know my father’s name,” she murmured.

Her decision to tell him something so personal could have been in response to his own confession, yet he suspected it was more calculated than that. If she planned to pull a veil of friendship over his eyes then flee while he was blinded, she was running out of time. But, he couldn’t dampen his flame of curiosity about her identity.

“You didn’t know him?”

“My mother raised me alone,” she said softly. “When I asked about him, she grew melancholy. I learned not to ask.”

“Did you have no one else you could ask? Grandparents? Aunts? Uncles?”

Esme shook her head. “I have no other family. It was always just Mother and me.”

“No friends who knew your mother before you were born? No village gossip?”

“Hold your tongue, son,” Gregory snapped. “She shouldn’t suffer the indignity of an inquisition.”

“No,” Esme said. “We came to Mairtown after I was born.”

“He sent you away?” Rory regretted the words as soon as he had spoken them. It was lucky he hadn’t lost all sense of propriety before now, or he never would have survived the past five years.

Esme made a tiny gasp, while Gregory said, “Now that was uncalled for.”

“What do you mean by that?” Esme asked.

Rory studied the ground under his feet. “I apologize. I shouldn’t cast aspersions.”

“No, you shouldn’t,” Esme said, her voice as cold as a winter’s morning in Bretland. “You know nothing of my situation. How could you begin to understand what it’s like to grow up without a father? Yours refused to leave you even after death. I hope you’re grateful you can still speak to him.”

Rory understood better than Esme knew, and he resented her assertion. “I would be grateful if he left me alone.”

Gregory snorted. “You know what you need to do to achieve that goal.”

He did know, and he had no intention of doing what his father wanted. What his father wanted, and Rory’s desire to avoid it, was the entire reason he was in this situation.

“Since my presence aggrieves you so,” Gregory continued, “I shall take my leave.”

Before Rory could reply, his father’s ghostly form dispersed like smoke from a smothered fire. Rory sighed. He would have more than one apology to make later.

As they neared the cliff top, Rory’s hand grew slick on Aldermane’s reins. The track ended at the wide wooden gate leading into the meadow. A barberry hedge surrounded it, tall and thick and covered in vicious thorns, good for keeping the sheep in and the people out. Once inside, there were two other exits. The first was a narrow gate opening onto a path down the cliff face to the dragon’s cave. The second was a solid blue door with an ornate copper handle, set in a wooden archway. One could only find the door if one knew where to look, how to look. It was a magical gateway that would take them to the haven. If the dragon didn’t get them first.

Rory stopped in front of the gate into the meadow. He looped the reins over Aldermane’s head and handed them to Esme.

“Can you see the blue door, over yonder?” he asked, pointing.

Esme leaned forward in the saddle, squinting. “Yes?”

That was an excellent sign.

“If anything goes wrong, aim for it.”

“What do you expect to go wrong?”

“If I am lucky, nothing.” He opened the gate, and Esme walked Aldermane through. “But the way my luck’s been going, I’m about to be eaten by a dragon.”

Esme’s head whipped around. “What exactly do you mean by ‘dragon’?”

Rory blew out a long breath. “A dragon lives in a cave on the side of the cliff. The villagers don’t like to talk about her, in case the rumors scare off travelers.”

“A real dragon!”

He latched the gate behind them and turned to stare at the door. “She doesn’t usually bother them, as long as they leave plenty of sheep for her to eat.”

Esme winced. “Why do I get the feeling you’re about to say ‘but’?”

“But we have to cross the meadow, and she doesn’t like that.” He paused. “She doesn’t like me doing that.”

“You specifically? This dragon knows you?”

“Yes.”

“And she doesn’t like you?” Esme said, her voice so dry it made Rory yearn for a glass of water. “I’m shocked.”

Rory crossed his arms. “It’s my job to get you to the haven in one piece. We have to go through that door.”

“The haven is on the other side?” She pushed up in the stirrups as if she could see their destination over the hedge.

“Walk slowly,” Rory said. “Lest the vibrations alert the dragon.”

He placed one foot softly, then the next, making his way towards the door, hoping against hope that the dragon slept. Aldermane, having done this many times before, placed her hooves with care. The sheep, disturbed by their presence, started to bleat.

During the depths of winter, the dragon was slow and sluggish, only coming out of her cave to feed, but the weather hadn’t cooled significantly yet.

They were nearly halfway across when silence descended like a blanket. A shiver ran down Rory’s spine. The sheep had stopped bleating and were clustered together in the far corner of the meadow. The circling seabirds had scattered to safer corners of the sky. Even the roaring ocean seemed to hold its breath.

Then he heard it. The woosh, woosh, woosh of the dragon’s wings slicing through the air.

Rory turned to Esme. “Get to the blue door. Once you’re there, on your life, stay put. She’s drawn to movement.” He slapped Aldermane’s rump, and the horse broke into a gallop. Esme let out a yelp but kept her seat.

Rory scanned the sky, but it was empty. That meant the dragon was hovering below the top of the cliff, waiting. He would have to risk it.

He broke into a run, away from the blue door and toward the narrow gate that led to the cliff face. When he reached it, he didn’t stop. Instead, he jumped, planted his foot on top of the gate, and launched himself over the side of the cliff.








CHAPTER FIVE




Rory kept his body straight as an arrow and spread his arms wide as he sailed through the air. His heart pounded as the land disappeared and the ocean opened up far below him.

The dragon hovered off to his left. She was a beautiful creature. The size of a large horse with midnight blue scales on her back, silvery scales on her stomach, massive wings, four strong legs, and a long tail that whipped through the air to keep her steady.

She watched him fall.

Below him, waves washed forward and drew back to expose jagged rocks.

He hated this part. Memories bombarded him, panic clawed at his brain, and logic told him he was about to die. Painfully.

Then the dragon moved.

She disappeared from his sight then another woosh came from directly above him and she caught him around his chest.

His legs snapped down, and she carried him upright, her wings beating hard. Wind battered his face, and the pressure on his ribcage made every breath a battle. Her claws jabbed through his leather vest but, thankfully, didn’t break his skin.

This was almost worse than free falling, knowing there was nothing under his feet and she could drop him at any time, but it would soon be over.

They crested the top of the cliff. Esme was still seated on Aldermane, waiting, as he had instructed her, by the blue door. Her jaw fell open as she watched them approach.

Rory hated the next part almost as much as all the rest.

The dragon glided low and slow over the meadow to release him. He hit the ground hard, bending his knees to absorb the impact before dropping into a roll. He came to a stop flat on his back.

Almost done.

The dragon dropped on top of him, pinning his arms with her forefeet. She opened her mouth wide to expose long, pointed teeth, flicked out her tongue, and licked his face. Her tongue was rough and left a long stripe of slobber on his cheek. She made a rumbling purr in her throat as she licked him with increasing vigor.

“Hey!” Esme’s voice cut through the air. A rock thudded into the dragon’s side. “Get off him!”

The dragon’s head whipped around as another rock bounced off her scales. One last glob of drool splattered onto Rory’s cheek.

“No! Esme!” he called, but she didn’t heed him.

She kept pelting the dragon with rocks that she was pulling from under the barberry hedge. The dragon stalked towards her, head low, hindquarters raised, ready to pounce.

Rory rolled to his feet and scrambled to get between them, wiping saliva off his face as he ran. He positioned himself with his back to the dragon, his hands held out towards Esme. She plucked another rock from under the hedge but hesitated when she spotted him.

“What are you doing?” she cried. “Move out of the way!”

“What are you doing?” he shot back. “I told you to stay put.”

She flung her arm out to slap the blue door. “I stayed exactly where you told me to stay.”

“Why are you attacking the dragon?”

“It was going to eat you!”

Rory dropped his hands. This was what he got for being facetious. “She thinks you want to play with her. Put the rock down unless you want to go for a ride.”

Esme’s gaze snapped to the open air. The rock tumbled from her fingers.

Rory stepped back until he stood beside the dragon’s head and could stroke her scales. He beckoned to Esme. “Come closer. Let her sniff you.”

Her eyes popped. “Surely, you jest.”

“She will not hurt you.”

“She tried to eat you.”

“She did not. Now, come here before she gets impatient and comes to you.”

Esme took a shaky step forward. By Godmother’s gown, she was brave. Or stubborn. He wasn’t sure which. One step followed another until she stood in front of them. Rory reached out and took her hand. She barely resisted as he placed her palm flat on the dragon’s nose.

“Esme,” he said, “this is—”

“Don’t tell me.” She raised one eyebrow. “Dragon?”

He cleared his throat to hide a laugh. “Bernard called her Tomarriss, Eater of Sheep.”

Esme’s smug expression, which Rory assumed was to hide her fear, wavered. “Eater of sheep?”

Rory turned to face the dragon. “Tomarriss, this is Esme. I’m taking her to the haven in Caveline.”

“Caveline?” Esme echoed.

Rory cursed himself. He shouldn’t have let that slip, though they were so close, he supposed it didn’t matter.

Tomarriss snorted with displeasure.

“I know,” Rory murmured. “I would much rather stay here with you, but Godmother desires she go to Caveline.”

Tomarriss thudded down onto her rump, curled her tail around, and hooked Rory’s ankle.

He was already a day late. What difference would a little longer make?

“How about I stay and play for an hour?” he offered.

Tomarriss bounced to her feet and bounded away, yanking Rory off his feet with her tail.

“Not funny,” he called after her.

She let out a sniggery laugh. Clearly, it was funny to her.

Rory pushed to his feet and chased after her. She circled the meadow, scaring the sheep until she finally launched herself into the air.

Rory found his collection of sticks—branches the size of his arm—by the narrow gate, and started throwing them off the cliff. Tomarriss swooped and dove, catching the sticks with her mouth or feet before flying overhead and dropping them back in the meadow. But she didn’t drop them beside Rory. When he glanced back, the sticks were piling up near Esme.

“She wants you to play,” he called.

Esme gave him a dubious look.

“Please,” he said, swallowing what little pride he had left. “She gets lonely. I visit as often as I can, but I can never stay long.”

Esme’s brows dipped, and he feared she would tell him that this dragon wasn’t her problem. Instead, she bent down, gathered up the sticks, and deposited them by the gate. She sent one flying over the edge. She had a good arm and good aim. Tomarriss performed a barrel roll as she snatched it out of the air.

“You said she hated you,” Esme said.

“I did not.”

Esme’s lips pursed and her eyes narrowed as she thought. “You said ‘she doesn’t like me doing that.’”

“Correct,” he said, impressed by her recall. “It’s not often I come through here without stopping in to say hello, but there are times I’m in a hurry, like now, and I try to sneak through without her noticing. It’s worse, I think, if she knows I didn’t stop rather than if she didn’t know I was here at all.”

Tomarriss dropped her stick at Esme’s feet, and Esme picked it up and threw it again.

“That’s very sweet of you,” Esme said, her voice surprised, as if she couldn’t believe he could ever be nice. Which, he supposed, was fair enough.

“I’m trying to make up for the first time I met her. I wasn’t particularly sweet then.”

“What did you do?” she asked, giving him a sideways look.

He didn’t want to share any more of himself with her ... but if that were truly the case, he wouldn’t have said anything to make her curious. “I was fifteen when Bernard first brought me here.” His hand drifted to his stomach as if his scar was still as new and tender as it had been then. “He introduced me to Tomarriss, and he told me, in regards to the dragon, there were three rules. One: always ensure there are sheep in the meadow. Or goats. Or calves. Pigs, at a pinch. We don’t want her to scavenge the local farms for food, lest the farmers try to dispose of her.”

“They would kill her?”

Rory shrugged. “Unlikely, but if she became a problem, they would try, and they might get themselves killed in the process. Two: never take anything from her. Don’t steal discarded scales or broken claws. Dragons are, by nature, magical creatures, and their detritus retains a little of that magic. The last thing we wanted was the villagers figuring that out and coming up here to try to tear her scales off.”

“And getting killed in the process?”

“Exactly. And three: don’t ride her, she’s not a horse.”

“Which rule did you break?” she asked. “No, don’t tell me. Let me guess.”

Rory inclined his head and kept his mouth shut.

“I don’t believe it was number one. You care too much to leave her without food. I don’t think it was number two either, for the same reason. It must have been three.”

“I came back after Bernard had gone to sleep that night. I thought the rule was about respect. She’s intelligent and self-aware and should be treated better than a pack animal. But I …” He paused and closed his eyes briefly, wondering why he’d decided to tell this story when the harsh light of it gave his worst traits no shadows in which to hide. “I thought that particular rule couldn’t apply to me. I was so important, I deserved to ride a dragon. I snuck down and woke her up. She was excited to see me and let me climb on her back. Then she shot out of the cave and into the night sky. You see, it had nothing to do with respect at all. That was not what Bernard had meant.”

Even knowing what happened next, remembering the feeling of flying still gave him a thrill. Soaring through the air, the stars splayed above him, the dark expanse of ocean below. He had thrown his arms wide and let out a cry of sheer joy.

“She rolled, didn’t she?” Esme asked softly.

Rory met her gaze. “Horses don’t go upside down. That was what Bernard had been trying to tell me.”

“You fell off.”

“I fell off.”

His stomach had lurched into his throat, forcing out a scream. His arms had windmilled, his legs kicked as if attempting to find something to stop his fall. But there was nothing—nothing but the ocean rising to meet him.

“She caught me,” he said, “about three feet above the waves. It took her a while to find me in the dark, and even then, she only managed to grab my arm.” He raised his arm to show her the three scars dotted along his biceps from where her claws had punctured his skin. “Wrenched my shoulder right out of the socket.”

Esme sucked in a breath through her teeth. “That must have hurt.”

“Not the worst pain I’ve felt, but a close second.” Goosebumps broke out on his skin, and he rubbed at his arms. “I couldn’t get the joint back into place and had to ask Bernard for help. I dared not tell him what I had done, of course. I said I’d been riding my horse in the dark and crashed into a tree. He didn’t believe me and made sure I suffered for it.”

A shiver ran through him before he could lock that memory away with the others he tried not to think about. Bernard had an even temperament, defaulting to patience and kindness, but when he succumbed to disappointment and rage, he was scarier than Godmother.

“That doesn’t sound so bad, though. What do you have to make up for?”

Rory cringed. He’d skipped that part in the retelling, but Esme was too sharp not to notice. “After she caught me, she dropped me here, in the meadow. I …” He dropped his gaze and studied the collection of sticks in the grass. “I shouted at her, blamed her, called her names as if it were her fault, not mine. I was in pain, and scared, and used to taking my failings out on others, and none of that excuses my behavior.”

The worst part was the look she had given him. She hadn’t fought back, she hadn’t bitten his head off. She’d tucked her tail between her legs and cowered because she’d believed him when he’d blamed her.

He’d spent the last five years trying to make up for that one selfish outburst, and though she seemed to have forgiven him, he would never forgive himself.

“Is that why you threw yourself off the cliff?” Esme asked. “As penance?”

Rory nodded. “Every time she catches me without hurting me, it makes her feel a little bit better.”

“How many times have you done that?”

He shrugged. “I stopped counting at one hundred.”

“One hundred?” Esme gasped. “Isn’t it scary?”

“Terrifying.” Even thinking about it now made his stomach lurch.

Esme made an irritated sound in her throat. “I wish …”

Rory shot her a panicked look, and she caught herself.

“I don’t understand you. Here you are, ready to throw yourself off a cliff to make a dragon feel better for something you did five years ago, and yet you wouldn’t help that serving girl.”

Rory clenched his jaw. “You think I wouldn’t help Donella if I could? I’m not the one who has wronged her. I have never laid my hands on her. I cannot save every mistreated serving girl I meet. I cannot save any of them.”

“Why not?” Esme swept towards him, her hands clasped in front of her, beseeching.

“You claimed I know nothing of your situation, but you know nothing of mine.”

“Then tell me,” she pleaded. “If I understood, maybe we could help each other.”

Rory let out a dry laugh as he realized she was playing him. Again. He was a fool who hadn’t learned from the last time. He’d let her kindness seep into his skin, let it draw his stories out of him, but everything he told her was simply a weapon she could use against him. She might have agreed to come to the haven to save her life, much like he had years ago, but unlike him, that didn’t mean she’d stopped looking for a way to escape.

This might all be a game for her, but it was one he was sick of playing.

“Thank you,” he said, “for attempting to save me from the dragon, but next time, let her eat me.”

They spent the rest of the hour in an uncomfortable silence. Eventually, he said, “Time to go, my lady.”

“I understand, now, why you call me that,” she said. “It’s as if every time I get a glimpse over your ramparts, you build them higher.”

He turned away from her and waved his arms to attract Tomarriss’s attention. The dragon swooped down and landed beside him.

“I have to go,” he said, stroking the delicate scales under her jaw. “I’ll come back as soon as I can.”

She lifted her head and her tongue shot out, giving him another slobbery swipe across the face before she launched herself into the air again to return to her cave in the cliffside.

At least he had done one thing right today.

He stepped up beside Esme, who was still glaring at him.

“After you, my lady,” he said, gesturing toward the blue door.

She threw her hands in the air, said, “You are impossible,” and turned to march across the meadow.

 




Esme stepped through the blue door and stumbled to a halt. She was standing in a circular courtyard. How could this side of the hedge be curved when the other side was straight? And how come she hadn’t been able to see this courtyard when she’d stood tall in Horse’s stirrups?

Esme forced her feet to carry her to the center of the courtyard and slowly turned around.

Seven identical blue doors were evenly spaced around the hedge, each with a cobblestone path leading to where Esme was standing, like spokes in a wagon wheel. A steel column, taller than Esme, stood to one side, casting an indistinct shadow onto lines carved into the stones, and opposite was an ornate bench seat.

She lifted her gaze to the sky.

Thin gray clouds stretched all the way across, though last time Esme had checked, Tomarriss had been flying against a bright blue backdrop. When had these clouds rolled in?

Rory brushed past her, leading Horse, and headed for one of the other blue doors. Though, as far as Esme could tell, the only place it could lead was straight off the edge of the cliff.

Her head started to swim. She’d never fainted in her life and didn’t intend to start now, but it seemed she wouldn’t be able to remain upright by sheer force of will. The ground shifted under her feet, but before she slumped to the ground in a graceless heap, Rory appeared at her side, caught her arm, and led her to the bench. As soon as she was seated, Rory released her, and she flopped forward to hang her head between her knees. A moment later, he returned and offered her a plump waterskin.

“Here,” he said. “Drink. The feeling will pass soon enough.”

Esme sipped at the cool liquid until the ground stopped rolling like the deck of a barge. When her head finally cleared, she turned to Rory, who was lying beside her on the bench, one foot propped on the seat, one arm thrown across his face to shield his eyes.

“Where are we?” she asked.

Rory shifted his arm to peer at her upside-down. “Bernard called it the Time Court.”

“Time Court?” Esme pushed to her feet and wandered unsteadily across the center of the courtyard, studying the lines carved in the stone. They curved and overlapped and crisscrossed each other, and each bore an array of labels. She glanced at the metal pole. As if she had summoned it, the sun peeked out through the cloud cover and cast the pole’s shadow at her feet.

“It is a giant sundial,” she murmured.

“Indeed,” Rory said.

But more than simply telling the time of day, the complex lines also indicated the time of year.

Esme gasped when she found the right label proclaiming it a spring morning. “That cannot be.”

The sun disappeared again, the pole’s shadow faded, and Esme was left wondering if she’d been mistaken, read the sundial incorrectly, or looked at the wrong part of the shadow.

“I’m sure you must have questions,” Rory said, pushing to his feet, “but we shouldn’t linger. Time moves differently here, and we’re late enough as it is.”

“Time moves differently here?” Esme echoed.

Rory followed one of the paths, pulled the door open, and glanced back at Esme, communicating without words exactly what he expected of her. She set aside her curiosity and followed the path to stand beside him.

It was raining on the other side of the doorway.

Esme sucked in a breath.

How could that be?

There was no roof above her, and yet, no rain was falling where she stood.

Rory fished an oilskin from Horse’s saddlebags and placed it over her shoulders. “We haven’t far to go, but no point in both of us getting soaked.”

“But …” She lifted her hand to point through the doorway. “How …” Single words were all she could manage.

“Don’t think too hard about it,” he said. “Climb up.”

He guided her toward Horse, and with her attention still caught on the impossible rain, she mounted without protest.

He pulled the hood of his vest up then led Horse through the doorway—it was tall enough that Esme didn’t need to duck. Icy water descended on them as if they’d stepped out from under a shelter. Esme pulled up the hood of the oilskin and fastened the cord around her neck as Rory closed the door behind them.

“How is it raining?” she demanded, rather pleased she could form a sentence.

“Magic,” Rory said. He took Horse’s reins and guided them down a narrow path that led to a stone tower.

They weren’t on the clifftop any longer. Rolling hills nestled in the distance, and a forest blocked the view to her right. The tower itself looked as if it had been constructed by a child stacking building blocks. Made out of stone, the bottom level was a rectangular barn with massive wooden doors set in one end. The second level protruded up behind the barn’s wooden roof, a tall, square tower that stepped in as it went up, with small windows dotted around, and a steep, pointed roof on top.

“Stop,” Esme said, and to her surprise, Horse stopped. “Where are we now?”

Rory glanced up at her. Despite his hood, rain was dripping from the end of his nose. “Caveline.”

“Caveline?” There was no way they could have reached Caveline so quickly. It was a journey that should have taken days. “You don’t expect me to believe—”

“Magic,” he repeated, his shoulders hunched as he tried to coax Horse forward, but she refused to move.

Magic.

Esme glanced back at the blue door. When they had passed through the first door, it hadn’t led to the other side of the meadow’s hedge. Somehow—magic!—it had transported them away to the peculiar Time Court. The second door had done the same thing, bringing them to Caveline. Passing through the courtyard had made a two-week journey happen in an instant.

It seemed impossible. It was impossible. But Esme had seen the impossible for herself. She had no choice but to believe.

Maybe believing wasn’t such a bad idea.

If she were in Caveline, then Rory had brought her to Finishing School after all.

“Walk on,” Rory said. Horse still did not move. “I do not desire to stand in the rain all day.”

“Are we truly in Caveline?” Esme asked.

“I have no way to prove it except to say, if I were going to lie, I would have come up with something less preposterous.” Rory clicked his tongue, but still Horse ignored him.

“Walk on.” Esme squeezed her calves against Horse’s sides in the way Rory had shown her, and the animal set off.

“Oh, now you go. When she tells you—” His jaw snapped shut, cutting off his words. He swiped water off his face and fell into step beside them.

They approached the barn door, which was so ridiculously large, that Esme couldn’t imagine it ever being used, and indeed, it had a smaller door set inside it. Rory lifted an ornate iron knocker and let it fall three times.

“I suppose this is where we say goodbye,” Esme said, disappointed she hadn’t been able to convince him to admit the truth about the kidnapping, and still not entirely sure if she were meant to be compliant. “You’ll hand me over, and we’ll never see each other again.”

It seemed ridiculous to keep up the pretense of an evil fairy godmother when Esme knew the whole thing was a test. She sat up taller in the saddle, ready to face Mistress Helene when she opened the door.

“Not exactly,” Rory said.

“What does that mean?”

“It means I’ll have a lot more time to work on my ramparts.”

The door started to swing open, but it wasn’t the small, inset door that moved, it was the massive one.

“If you could scream a little when you meet George, he would like that.”

“Scream? Why would I …” She did not finish her question.

The door opened wide, and a giant stepped forward to fill the gap. Esme’s gaze went up and up and up. The giant was human in proportion, but easily three times as tall, with oversized hands and feet. He was wearing nothing but a loincloth artfully wound around his hips, and every inch of his body was corded with muscle. His head was bald, but he more than made up for it with a full mustache and beard, which hung down his chest in twin braids.

“Rory!” he cried in a voice that shook the air like thunder. “You’ve brought me a gift.”

“She’s special,” Rory called out, his hand shielding his eyes as he looked up. “So we might skip the—”

Esme didn’t wait to hear what Rory intended to skip. If this was a test, she was certain she wasn’t meant to sit idly by while a giant ground her bones to make his bread. She yanked on Horse’s reins, nudged with her calves, and urged the animal into a gallop. The oilskin flapped behind her, and she clung on desperately while hoping to find something to point her toward the real Finishing School.

“Hey!” Rory cried.

The ground shook behind her, and Esme risked a glance over her shoulder. The giant was chasing after her, his long strides eating up the ground. She let out a shriek and drove Horse to the left, the animal’s hooves skidding in the mud.

Maybe staying out in the open was a bad idea. If she could get back through the blue door, she could bar it somehow from the other side. Then she could head back to North Lynnborough.

The two options circled each other in her head, like pugilists searching for an opening. Despite what her mother had taught her about making quick decisions, neither option seemed entirely appealing. Go forward or go back?

Which should she choose?

What was the correct way to approach this test?

She glanced back again. The giant had closed the gap between them and pursued her with a wide grin on his face.

She had to go for the door. It was her best option. It was too small for him to fit through.

The giant reached for her, and she pressed herself flat against Horse’s neck and hauled the reins to the right. His fingers snagged her oilskin, so she yanked the cord free from around her neck and left him empty-handed. She locked her gaze on the door and focused on staying in the saddle, imploring Horse to keep up her pace, knowing her only hope was to reach it before the giant caught up with her again.

When she was almost there, she drew Horse to a halt, vaulted from the saddle, and staggered through the mud. Before she could grasp the handle, Rory darted in front of her. She dropped her shoulder and slammed into him, knocking him back against the door. She aimed an elbow thrust at his throat, but he dodged out of the way with a curse before locking his arms around her from behind.

“We had a deal,” he ground out.

“I agreed to come to the haven.” Esme grabbed her dagger, the handle slick with rain, but Rory caught her wrist before she could draw it. “I didn’t agree to stay.”

“George!” he called. “Change of plan. Shove her in through the window.”

“The window?” the giant—George—asked.

“The window?” Esme echoed.

“Yes, the window,” Rory snapped. “Now!”

George knelt beside them, wrapped his massive hand around Esme, and lifted her out of Rory’s grasp and off the ground.

Esme screamed—not in fear but fury—slid the dagger free from its sheath, and drove it down toward the meaty flesh below the knuckle of the giant’s index finger. The point of the knife hit hard, as if Esme had slammed it into a rock. The shock shot up her arms and sent the blade tumbling from her numb hands. It spun end over end toward the ground, where Rory was standing. He plucked it out of the air with the ease of picking an apple from a tree.

The giant rose and carried Esme back to the tower. She clung to his hand, no longer wanting to break free lest he drop her. He cradled her against his chest as he climbed on top of the barn one-handed. Then he worked his way up each level of the tower until he reached the very top. He opened a window that nestled under the roof, slid his hand inside, and set Esme on the floor in a crumpled heap.

She picked herself up and ran back to the window.

The giant was already climbing down, and the ground was so far away it made her lightheaded. She leaned out and ran her hand across the wall. The stones were too slick to offer much grip for climbing, and there wasn’t even any ivy to assist her. Each level was dotted with water spouts shaped like gargoyles, which would provide useful handholds, but if she tried to jump to even the closest ledge, it was unlikely she could land safely, and a fall from this height would kill her.

She turned around to examine the interior of the room.

There was one other window, which offered no better escape, and three doors.

She turned the handle on the first, but the door wouldn’t budge. Locked. From the outside.

She moved to the next door. It opened into a cavernous wardrobe filled with every type of clothing imaginable. Soft leather trousers, cotton shirts, silky ball gowns, sturdy boots, delicate high heels. Esme shoved the clothes aside and checked the back wall, but it was solid.

She tried the third door, her hope slowly ebbing away. It led to a washroom with a deep bath. Another door inside the room opened to an outhouse. An inside outhouse. She’d never seen such a thing and wasn’t sure she wanted to discover what would happen after she’d done her business. Though, depending on how long she stayed locked in here, she would eventually find out.

The main room was plain enough. A simple bed sat against one wall, large enough for two people to share. A dresser stood next to it. A table and chairs occupied the center of the room. A cozy-looking easy chair and a thick rug sat in front of an empty fireplace.

Nothing offered her a method of escape.

She was trapped, though whether that meant she had failed the test or passed, she did not know. With nothing else to do, she sat on the bed to wait for Mistress Helene’s arrival.

 




Rory ran up the one hundred and forty-seven steps to the highest level of the tower to check Esme’s door was locked. He stood on the landing outside her room with his legs aching and his lungs burning.

No one was ever locked in until they were about to be rescued, but something was finally going right because the latch was firmly secured.

He padded to the door, raised his hand to knock but hesitated. It wasn’t his place to welcome her to the haven or enlighten her to any truths she didn’t already know. He might have gotten away with dropping hints on the road, but here in the haven, surrounded by Godmother’s magic, he dared not break any more rules.

He turned around and headed back down the stairs.

He was soaking wet and starting to shiver, and all he wanted was to strip off his clothes and soak in a warm bath. But first, he had to see to Aldermane. He led her around to the stable, a short distance from the tower. On the way, he paused by the pond and checked that Ranfield, the coachman, was back in his usual spot. Once again a green spotted frog, Ranfield seemed happy sitting on a rock, half submerged in the water.

In Aldermane’s stall, Rory removed her saddle and the bags, brushed her down, and made sure she had a supply of water, oats, and hay. She didn’t make the job easy. She bunted him with her head, stamped on his foot, and deposited a large pat as he was about to leave.

All the while, Gregory hovered at the edge of his vision, saying a lot by saying nothing.

“It’s not as if I wanted to lock her in,” Rory finally burst out.

“And yet that’s exactly what you did,” Gregory mused, then said no more.

Rory unpacked the saddlebags and carried his personal belongings, Madam Mariel’s carpet bag, and Esme’s bag back through the rain to the tower.

The bottom floor was split into two large rooms. The back room was George’s private quarters. Rory never went in there, which seemed fair, since George never went into Rory’s private quarters. He couldn’t; he was too large. The front room was George’s sitting room, and everything in it was giant-sized. An oven provided enough warmth to heat the entire room in winter. A table and chairs and a comfortable sofa were the only furniture.

George was seated on the sofa, a book in his hands. He wore a robe over his loincloth, and sheepskin slippers on his feet.

“That was something different,” he said, peering over his book.

“You wouldn’t believe the trouble she caused me.”

“But the window, Rory, really?” Disappointment saturated George’s voice.

“Do you think I could have dragged her up the stairs? She would have clawed my eyes from my head.”

“She did seem to be taking the whole thing a bit far.”

“She isn’t like the others.”

George’s bushy eyebrows rose. “How did you handle that?”

“Poorly.” He inclined his head. “If you’ll excuse me, I need to freshen up before Godmother arrives.”

A small door on the left led to a human-sized collection of rooms. There was a kitchen with a miniature version of George’s oven and table and chairs, a sitting room with a fireplace and overstuffed furniture, and Rory’s bedroom and washroom.

He went to the sitting room first to ensure Madam Mariel was back. He deposited the carpet bag beside her cage, which sat on a specially designed wooden stand with a ramp carved in the side, spiraling down. The guinea pig was nestled in a bed of straw, picking kernels off a cob of corn.

“There you go, Madam,” Rory said. “I apologize for the fuss.”

Madam Mariel chittered softly, scurried out of the open door of her cage and down the ramp to check the contents of her bag.

Rory headed for his bedroom, the idea of a long, warm soak filling his head. He opened his door and froze.

Godmother was standing at the foot of his narrow cot, her arms crossed. She was short and plump with silver hair clipped into a twist at the back of her head. A pair of shimmery wings protruded from her back.

If Rory hadn’t known the extent of her power, he would have found her form unassuming.

“You look like a drowned rat,” she said, her voice clipped.

“I apologize,” Rory said, quickly dropping his gaze to stare at the toes of her slippers, which poked out from under the hem of her long, velvet gown. “I wasn’t aware you were already here.”

“Of course I’m already here, you foolish boy.” Her wings twitched like an irritated wasp. “You’re a day late.”

“I apologize,” he said again. He’d spent much of the last five years apologizing and occasionally wondered if he would ever get to stop. “We were delayed.”

“Clearly.” Godmother stepped forward, and Rory darted to the side to ensure he didn’t block her path. She paused beside him and raised her hand. He flinched, half-expecting to be struck, but that wasn’t her style. She merely brushed the backs of her fingers against his cheek. “We’ll have an early supper before I go. Make sure to shave and dress in something suitable while I welcome our guest.”

“Yes, Godmother.” He hesitated then forced the words out. “She wasn’t compliant. I had to lock her in her room.”

“Lucky for you, her compliance, or lack thereof, does not concern me. My deal is with the mother, not the girl, and she is happy enough for now.”

She strode out of the room, and Rory let out a shaky breath. Tension would be his constant companion until she left.

He slipped inside his chamber, closed the door behind him, and dumped his belongings on his cot. As he headed for the washroom, knowing he didn’t have time for a long soak, Godmother’s words played in his mind.

Esme’s mother had made the wish and the deal with Godmother, not Esme herself. That went some way to explaining her behavior, but it didn’t give Rory any clue as to how she would react when she found out the truth.

He was glad he didn’t have to be there for that conversation. Though he hoped Esme would be smart enough to realize Godmother was a formidable foe and she ruled here.

The tower—in fact, each of the seven havens—was an extension of Godmother. To the uninitiated observer, they seemed enchanted. Doors locked themselves. Rooms shifted and changed. The kitchens churned out three meals a day without input from anyone. George, though not technically part of the tower, always knew when it was time to put on his fierce giant act. But Rory’s favorite part was that there was no need to lug buckets of water from a well, heat it over the fire in the kitchen, and bring the warm water to the washroom. They had what Bernard had called “internal plumbing.” Rory called it magic.

His washroom had a claw foot bath and a pedestal basin, and each had one faucet which produced hot water, and one for cold. As he waited for the water to warm, he examined his face in the mirror over the basin. Despite washing yesterday evening, his skin carried a layer of dust and dragon slobber, and Godmother was right that he needed to shave.

The water from the faucet was still cold. He checked he had turned the correct one. He turned it off and moved to the bath, repeating the process. The water stayed cold there, too.

He dropped to his knees and rested his forehead on the edge of the tub. He shouldn’t have been surprised. Godmother always found unexpected ways to punish him. If there was no hot water, it was because she didn’t want there to be.

His dreams of a warm, if short, soak evaporated. He would have to stand and shiver while he gave himself a quick, cold wash. But with any luck, that would be the last punishment he had to endure before supper.

 




A knock on the door startled Esme out of her reverie. She’d been staring at the window, dreaming of escape. In her imagination, she lopped off her hair, twisted it into a rope, and scaled the smooth stones down to each ledge before finally making a dramatic jump to the ground and running for the blue door.

But a dream was all it was ever likely to be.

As much as she would back herself to climb a tree or tackle a cliff face, the tower was neither of those things. This room had been designed to keep people prisoner and would do its job admirably.

The only way out was through the door on which someone had just knocked, so she stood and turned to face the challenge.

The bolt on the other side of the door slid back with a metallic whine. The door swung inwards.

Esme kept her expression neutral as Mistress Helene strode into the room. All that time wasted dreaming of escape when she should have been rehearsing justifications for the choices she’d made on her journey.

Mistress Helene swept to a stop. She looked as elegant as the last time, with her dark hair pulled back from her face and her make-up accentuating her features. Her long, copper-colored gown whispered against the ground and took a long time to settle, as if it moved of its own accord.

“Well,” she said, “judging by your expression, our dear Rory shared more than he should have.”

Esme fought to keep her expression from giving anything more away. “Perhaps I have more skill in hiding my emotions than you believe.”

“I doubt that,” Mistress Helene said. “You are far too uncultured.”

Esme waved the insult aside as she would a lazy bee. “Does that mean I passed your test?”

“Test?” Mistress Helene’s eyebrow arched up, and Esme felt a twinge of doubt.

“The kidnapping. I assume I was meant to behave as if it were real, the way a queen would.”

“And what exactly do you think was queenly about your actions?”

Esme’s lips felt parched, but she dared not moisten them. Suddenly, nothing seemed queenly about her behavior at all. Before she could stumble through a series of explanations, Mistress Helene continued, “It matters not. You are not on trial here. Your destiny is assured. You will become a queen.”

Esme blinked and blurted out, “Just like that?”

“Indeed,” Mistress Helene practically purred. “All you have to do is wait.”

Esme narrowed her eyes. She hadn’t expected Finishing School to turn her into a queen instantly, but she wanted to do more than wait. “Surely, you don’t mean I should sit around doing nothing.”

“That is exactly what I mean,” Mistress Helene murmured.

Esme’s gaze swung to the door, and the twinge in her stomach turned into a churning sea.

After her conversations with Rory, she’d been convinced the kidnapping was an elaborate ploy, her first real test. But what if the kidnapping was real and Finishing School was fake?

“How long do you intend to keep me here?” Esme demanded, pulling herself up tall. Though Mistress Helene was formidable, Esme no longer felt the need to impress her. “Is this some deceit you have set up? Sell the idea of Finishing School to poor, innocent people hoping for a better life and then—what?—kidnap them and demand a ransom?”

Only, that didn’t make any sense. Why go to the effort of making Rory kidnap her when she had climbed into the carriage willingly? They could have brought her straight here, and she would have been none the wiser.

“As I’m sure you know,” she continued, “my mother has no money for a ransom.”

“Don’t be ridiculous, child.” Mistress Helene strode deeper into the room. Esme shot another look at the still-open door and carefully eased toward it. “Your mother paid enough for Finishing School. I certainly don’t want anything more from her.”

“If you want nothing from my mother, is there something you want from me?”

“All you have to do is play your part.” Mistress Helene spread her arms wide, her sleeves dangling, like stage curtains hiding the next scene. “And one day, an adventuring royal will come upon the haven, battle the giant, and present you with a prompt proposal.”

Esme’s stomach dropped as if she were standing at the window, staring at the ground far below. “Excuse me?”

“Since you’ll be here a while, you may as well be comfortable.”

The room shimmered as magic twisted and distorted it. The walls turned a dusky pink, the bed grew into a massive four-poster, drapes unfurled around the windows.

Esme could do no more than gape as she realized how wrong she’d been. Rory hadn’t been lying about working for a terrifying fairy godmother. Godmother and Mistress Helene were one and the same.

“Or is this too upmarket for you?” Mistress Helene mused. “You are a simple peasant, after all.”

The floor shuddered under Esme’s feet, and she threw her arms out for balance. The walls moved closer as their pink color faded to cream, the bed shrank, and the drapes thinned until the room resembled Esme’s loft at home.

She shivered. “Stop this.”

Mistress Helene’s face darkened. “If this doesn’t satisfy you, there are alternatives.”

The windows shrank to tiny slits, stealing the light from the room. The bed crumpled to dust. Water seeped from the walls. A foul odor permeated the air.

No wonder Rory was scared of her. In her domain, Mistress Helene had absolute power.

Esme turned to make a run for the door, but it had disappeared. All the doors had gone, leaving behind walls of solid brick. The only exit was now a trapdoor in the ceiling, which she had no hope of reaching without a ladder.

“Does this suit you better, Esmeralda?”

Esme spun back to face the fairy godmother. Mistress Helene was no longer tall and lean. She was short and plump, with silver hair and gauzy wings protruding from her back.

“Or this?” Mistress Helene snapped her fingers, and an old crone stood before Esme. Wrinkles carved her face, her pock-marked scalp showed through her thin hair, and her frame was bent from the gravity of her advanced years.

The dryness from Esme’s lips spread down her throat, making it hard to swallow, and her heart pounded in her chest, but there was nowhere to run, so she faced the challenge head-on.

“If I am to be your prisoner instead of your guest, so be it.” Even though her voice threatened to wobble, she at least kept her chin up. “Treat me as you will, but I will not grovel.”

With a flash of lightning that made Esme shield her eyes, the room—and Mistress Helene—returned to normal.

“Now that is the queenliest thing I’ve heard you say.” Mistress Helene gave her an appraising look, some of the cold viciousness gone from her eyes. “Now wash up, choose some clean clothes, and join us downstairs for supper.” She swept toward the door, which was back where it belonged, and paused in the doorway. “Welcome to Finishing School.”

“Finishing School?” Esme choked out, but Mistress Helene was gone, leaving the door open.

Esme’s knees gave out, and she sank to the floor.

She was no closer to figuring out what was truth and what was falsehood. And now she was faced with the prospect that her long-awaited destiny was nothing more than marrying a prince.

An emptiness opened up in her chest, threatening to suck her in, and each breath felt like someone was crushing her in a bear hug. She buried her face in her hands as tears escaped down her cheeks.

The sound of running water forced Esme to her feet. She wiped away her tears as she followed the sound to the washroom, where two taps spewed water into the tub, like the cast iron pump by the well in her village, only no one was pumping it.

“Hello?” she called, but no one answered. No one was there.

It was more magic.

After what Mistress Helene had done to her chamber, a little running water didn’t scare her, and as she waited for the tub to fill, she considered her options.

If this was truly Finishing School then she was still being tested, and she would need to find some way to escape. If Finishing School was a lie then she was a prisoner for real, and she would definitely need to escape. But how was she to do that when Mistress Helene had powers Esme had never dreamed of? Would a queen stay put and wait to be rescued? Would she negotiate her own release? Or would she fight her way out?

Mother’s note came back to her. Finishing School may not be what you expect.

No. It wasn’t.

Your destiny is assured.

Esme needed to find out exactly what Mistress Helene had planned before she made another hasty decision she would later regret.

Time to get ready for supper.








CHAPTER SIX




Esme descended the stairs wearing soft leggings under an elegant, if simple, gown. She had re-braided her hair and pinned it around her head like a crown. She felt like she was playing a game of make-believe: a princess locked in a tower by an evil fairy, a giant, and a rogue, waiting to be rescued by a prince.

It wasn’t the destiny she had in mind.

She took the last step, stopped, and gaped. The stairwell opened into a huge room filled with giant-sized furniture, though the giant himself was nowhere to be seen. Esme blinked and closed her mouth.

The exit stood to her left, but she strode past it without stopping to check if it was locked. She’d already decided to stay. For a while, at least. Another human-sized door sat across the room, and Esme aimed for it. There seemed precious few other places to go unless she went back up the stairs and explored every level, but she’d paused on each landing on the way down and they’d all seemed cold and lifeless. Warm light and delicious scents came from this one.

A feast was laid out on the small table in the kitchens. Roast chicken, potatoes, carrots, gravy. Goblets of wine. Esme’s mouth watered.

Rory stood across the room beside the oven, his back to her. His black outfit from the road was gone, replaced by a fine woolen vest and trousers in fawn, and a loose white shirt with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows—revealing the only black he still wore: his bracers. The clothes were a step up from what the men in Esme’s village wore—the fabric wasn’t sturdy enough for the heavy work they did—but it also wasn’t the clothing of someone who expected to be waited upon.

She was pleasantly surprised he was still here. It was a relief she wasn’t alone with the fairy godmother, though surely Rory’s job was complete as soon as he’d delivered her.

Mistress Helene sat at the head of the table, her back perfectly straight, making the hard wooden chair look like a throne. Her presence dominated the room, turning it from a cozy, welcoming place to something small and cloying. She gestured to the seat on her right. “Join us, child.”

Esme bristled but did as she was told, settling herself down and laying her hands in her lap.

Rory turned from the oven, carrying a fresh loaf of bread on a tray. He laid it on the table and took the seat opposite Esme. He wouldn’t meet her gaze, no matter how hard she stared at him.

“Potatoes?” Mistress Helene offered.

Esme nodded. “Thank you.”

Since no servants were hovering around the table, she assumed the correct thing to do was to serve herself as she would at home, but before she could reach for the serving spoon, it floated up out of the bowl and deposited three small potatoes onto her plate. She let out a gasp.

Mistress Helene made an irritated sound. “If you intend to inhale that much air at every insignificant display of magic, I’m afraid you’ll soon give yourself a case of the vapors.”

Rory shrank in his chair as if he were trying to disappear under the table, even though Mistress Helene’s words weren’t aimed at him. Esme refused to shrink. She may be a prisoner here, but she was also destined to be a queen.

Esme plastered a bland smile on her lips. “I’m sure someone of your age has survived many a case of the vapors. Maybe you could pass your ample experience on to me.”

Rory slid even further down in his seat.

The rest of the meal served itself as Esme and Mistress Helene traded barbs sharper and more carefully aimed than Rory’s daggers. The food, though delicious, sat heavily in Esme’s stomach. She wasn’t sure she wanted to be a queen if it meant playing politics and trading insults, always feeling as if she were being judged, always jostling for power.

Her gaze drifted to Rory. He’d straightened up to eat and had impeccable manners. It was different from the way he’d eaten on the road, hunched over his food and always on guard. Esme almost wished they could go back, for as much as she resented him for his part in this charade, she wasn’t entirely sure she wouldn’t have liked him if they’d met under different circumstances.

When they finished, Esme sat quietly, waiting for Mistress Helene to pass judgment.

“At least your mother taught you some etiquette,” the fairy godmother said. “You won’t completely embarrass yourself when you get to court.”

“And when will that be?” Esme asked. “You haven’t told me how long I am to remain here or who is meant to rescue me.”

“That depends entirely on how quick a study you are.” Mistress Helene’s gaze drifted to Rory. “A year or two should suffice.”

Rory sucked in a breath, and his head snapped up. He froze under Mistress Helene’s gaze. She raised one eyebrow as if offering him the chance to speak, but he remained silent, and her gaze moved back to Esme.

“Your task here is simple. Your mother informed me your education in all things Cavelian was somewhat lacking. That simply will not do. You are to learn everything you can about the realm. From its history to its politics to its language. I’m certain our Rory will be more than willing to help you out in that regard.” The smirk on Mistress Helene’s lips told Esme the exact opposite was true. “Once you’re proficient to my satisfaction, your time at Finishing School will be complete.”

Mistress Helene studied her, clearly waiting for an answer.

“I understand,” Esme said, though she didn’t, not really. The task seemed simple enough, and she was a competent study, but there seemed some trick in the fairy godmother’s words that Esme couldn’t grasp.

“Excellent. Now it’s time for your next lesson: how to deal with disappointment.” She propped her elbow on the table, rested her chin on her fist, and gave Esme a curious look. It should have been too casual a gesture for someone so elegant, but it somehow didn’t diminish her. “Our dear Rory disappointed us greatly. He arrived a day late. He told tales when he should have held his tongue. He let you lead him on a merry chase. So, tell me, child, how would you punish him?”

Across the table, Rory’s jaw twitched.

“Punish him?” Esme murmured. She should have been prepared for anything, but she wasn’t prepared for this.

“Surely you agree he has to be punished? If you let a servant disappoint you without consequence, they will only repeat their mistake, and worse.”

Still Esme hesitated.

“How do you expect to rule a realm if you’re unwilling to punish even one foolish, inconsequential boy?”

Esme stared at Rory, but he still wouldn’t meet her gaze. “It wasn’t his fault. I knocked him out. I ran away.”

“I suppose you tortured him for information, too?” Mistress Helene shook her head dismissively. “It matters not whether he was disobedient or incompetent. He needs to be punished.” She reached across the table and stroked her fingers down Rory’s cheek. He flinched. “Don’t you?”

He gave a sharp nod.

The heavy feeling in Esme’s stomach spread to her limbs. He was scared of Mistress Helene. Esme knew that. She also knew the fairy godmother wielded magic. Yet, she only now understood. Rory didn’t kidnap people for fun. He didn’t work for Mistress Helene because he liked it. Something held him here. He would have left if he could.

“I cannot punish him,” she said. “Not when I was the cause of his failures.”

“Are you offering to suffer his punishment instead?”

Rory finally looked at her; his eyes flashed a warning.

“It seems only fair that—”

Rory jumped up, knocking his chair back. “No. It’s my failure. Not yours.”

“But I’m the reason—”

“No,” he repeated. “I should have kept my knowledge to myself. I should have ensured we arrived on time.”

Esme stood up and leaned on the table. “You should have told me the whole thing was a lie.” Though she still didn’t understand exactly what the truth was or why they’d gone through the charade of a kidnapping. “We should share the blame and the punishment.”

Rory slammed his fist against the table. “Damn it, Esme, stop making bargains when you do not know the terms.” He held her gaze a moment longer before turning back to Mistress Helene. “The punishment is mine and mine alone. The dungeon?”

She gave her head a tiny shake.

His expression faltered. “The bridge?”

Another shake.

He took a steadying breath. “The labyrinth?”

Mistress Helene’s perfect eyebrows arched as she turned to Esme. “Is that acceptable?”

Esme had no idea what the labyrinth was, but judging by the tightness in Rory’s jaw and the glee threatening to burst through Mistress Helene’s smile, it was bad. But she knew she had no choice. She hugged her arms across her chest and nodded.

Mistress Helene rose from her chair. “Come. You’re in for quite a show.”

“Must she watch?” Rory asked tightly.

“Of course.” Mistress Helene tossed the words casually over her shoulder as she headed for the door. “How else will she learn?”

They filed outside, and Mistress Helene fell into step with Esme while Rory strode ahead of them toward the blue door, a shimmer of silver at his side.

“There are seven lyceums, or havens,” Mistress Helene said, in the same tone as a merchant would use when presenting her wares. “One in each realm. You passed by the dragon’s lair, you have seen the giant’s tower, but now we’re going to visit the goblin king’s castle, which is surrounded by a deadly labyrinth.”

“Deadly?” Esme murmured.

“Oh, don’t fear,” Mistress Helene said breezily, “I won’t let him die. And as long as he reaches the castle in time without falling, the creatures in the labyrinth will leave him be.”

“Creatures?” Esme asked, getting sick of the fairy godmother’s verbal vagueness. “Fall from what?”

“You’ll see.”

Once they reached the Time Court—where stars sparkled in the night sky above them—Rory headed assuredly to one of the other doors. Esme glanced around, but couldn’t be certain which one led back to North Lynnborough, and even if she could, she wouldn’t abandon Rory to his fate.

“Each haven is surrounded by a protective ward,” Mistress Helene said, “which prevents people from getting in without my permission. When people brush against the outside of the spell, they find themselves turning away. Something catches their attention, they remember somewhere else they’re meant to be, or they merely change their mind about which way to go.” She paused, and Esme felt the weight of the silence. “No one will rescue you until I deem you ready.”

“I am to be a queen,” Esme said, keeping her gaze on Rory’s back, rather than looking at the fairy godmother. “Why do you assume I need to be rescued?”

“Because that, child, is how it works.” She gave her head a regretful shake, as if Esme’s naivety disappointed her. “How else do you think you’ll become a queen if not through marriage?”

Esme burned with irritation. She couldn’t answer because she didn’t know.

They followed Rory through the door and back into daylight. Esme couldn’t see a labyrinth. All that was ahead of her was another barberry hedge and a cobblestone path leading to a rickety wooden gate.

Rory was standing in front of her, rolling his shoulder—the one he’d dislocated—in a series of forward and backward arcs, his face grim.

“Where is the—” she asked.

He pointed behind her before she could finish.

Esme turned.

A stone wall towered over her. It wasn’t as tall as the lowest level of the giant’s tower, barely twice her height, but that was still plenty tall enough when it stretched left and right as far as she could see.

“How does a magic spell stop anyone from seeing this?” she asked.

Beside the blue door was an open archway, leading into the labyrinth.

Mistress Helene stepped up beside her and murmured, “You may count down from one hundred.”

“One hundred?” Esme asked.

Rory sprinted past them, but he didn’t aim for the archway. Instead, he ran straight for the wall. He launched himself into the air, found a toehold on the wall, and thrust himself higher. He caught a small ledge with his fingertips and scrambled upward until he could haul himself onto the top of the wall.

“Ninety-nine comes next, child,” Mistress Helene said pointedly.

Rory didn’t wait for her to keep counting. He ran along the top of the wall, like Esme had as a child on top of the stone fences in her village, then took a sharp right as if he had shifted onto a wall that ran perpendicular to the first.

“Rory!” Esme called.

He slammed to a halt and glanced back at her. His jaw was tight with grim determination, his brows dipped with concern.

“Don’t fall!”

His expression didn’t shift as he nodded sharply and took off, disappearing from view.

“Ninety-eight,” Mistress Helene prompted.

“What am I counting down to?” Esme asked.

“When you get to zero,” Mistress Helene purred, “the creatures will start to climb the walls.” She arched her brows in expectation.

“Ninety-seven,” Esme murmured. “Ninety-six.”

“I do hope he doesn’t reach the goblin king’s castle in time. It’s so much more fun that way.”

“Ninety-five.”

“Come along,” Mistress Helene said, striding toward the entrance to the labyrinth.

“Where are we going?” Esme asked, between ninety-four and ninety-three.

“Well, we certainly can’t see very well from here.”

The first passageway of the labyrinth seemed to stretch as far left and right as the outer wall, with no obvious turns that Esme could see. The route Rory had taken was a rock bridge that spanned the gap between the walls. They headed in the other direction. The lack of turns didn’t perturb Mistress Helene, who, after a short walk, aimed directly toward the stone wall. She didn’t bound up it like Rory had. Instead, the wall turned out to be an illusion. Like the blue doors, this section was a magical portal that took them not to the other side, but directly to the castle in the center of the labyrinth.

“What is the count?” Mistress Helene asked as they stepped into a large throne room. The ceiling curved high overhead, held up by thick stone pillars. Arched windows punctured the walls at regular intervals.

“Seventy-nine,” Esme murmured distractedly.

Goblins swarmed around them. They were tiny creatures, barely coming up to her waist. They had oversized heads with large eyes and wide mouths full of baby-sized teeth. Their skin was every shade from green to gray, their hair spiky messes from gray to black. Some scurried back and forth carrying trays of food. Others sat in groups playing dice or cards. Even more were clustered in one corner of the room, singing, dancing, and making music with anything they could turn into an instrument: pots, spoons, and each other’s heads.

At the end of the room, on a raised dais, sat the goblin king.

He was not, as far as Esme could tell, a goblin.

He was human-sized, his hair was blond, and his skin was fair. He sat sprawled in his throne, wearing a flouncy white shirt and tight black trousers, one leg cocked over the arm. He watched them with eyes as dramatically kohled as Mistress Helene’s, and he rolled a set of three glass orbs in his hand.

“So,” he began, in a voice that was equally melodious and threatening, “you have fought your way through my labyrinth—”

“She’s not here for you,” Mistress Helene said flatly.

The goblin king rose to his feet, his expression curious, and tossed the three orbs into the air. Esme braced for them to shatter on the floor, but instead of falling, they floated toward the ceiling before popping, as ephemeral as bubbles.

“This is our queen-in-waiting, then?” The goblin king skipped down from the dais. “I am impressed.”

Esme was unsure who, exactly, he was impressed with—herself or Mistress Helene—but she stood taller as he circled them.

“I suppose our dear Rory is running the walls?”

Esme had assumed the goblin king was merely another creature bound to do the fairy godmother’s bidding, like George or Tomarriss, but the way he spoke seemed to put them on the same level.

“Shall we check on his progress?” Instead of taking them to a window, the goblin king led them to the side of the throne where another glass orb—this one larger than a person’s head—sat on top of three curved, golden legs. “How is the countdown progressing?”

“Sixty-one,” Esme said. In all honesty, she’d lost track somewhere after passing seventy.

The goblin king waved his hand over the orb, and the surface swam with colors that coalesced into a moving picture. Rory was running along the top of a wall that ended in a sharp bend. Instead of slowing and turning, he launched himself across the gap.

Esme gasped as he landed on top of the next wall, terrified he was going to lose his footing and tumble off the edge, but he merely threw his arms out for balance and kept running.

“Show off,” Mistress Helene muttered.

“He is ready,” the goblin king shot back.

“We shall see.”

“What’s your role in this?” Esme asked him. “What do you gain from tormenting people?”

The goblin king studied her briefly before turning to Mistress Helene. “This one is feisty. I like her.”

“Of course you do.” The fairy godmother’s tone hovered somewhere between bored and irritated. The goblin king certainly wasn’t scared of her.

“You didn’t answer my question,” Esme pushed.

“And I have no intention of doing so.” He smirked. “What is the count, by the way?”

“Um,” Esme said. “Forty-six?”

“This is taking far too long,” Mistress Helene said, waving her hand in a circular motion. “Shall we speed things up?”

Esme’s mouth formed words of its own volition. “Forty-five, forty-four, forty-three …”

The numbers poured faster and faster from Esme’s lips, each number becoming indistinguishable from the next until “Zero” rang out like a death knell.

In the magical orb, Rory winced. He somehow knew the count was up.

“That isn’t fair,” Esme said, her voice almost choked by indignation.

“Nothing in life is, child.”

Rory skidded to a halt, staring at something ahead of him that Esme couldn’t see. He flicked his wrists and a dagger appeared in each hand, then he backed up and took a different path to his left.

Esme closed her eyes and rubbed at her temples. She needed to think, but it was hard to do so over the din from the musicians in the corner and the general hubbub of goblins talking and laughing.

“Oh, look,” Mistress Helene said. “They have him surrounded.”

“I hope he does not bleed too much,” the goblin king mused. “Blood is so hard to clean off the walls. The view will be ruined.”

Esme’s eyes flicked open. Without glancing at the orb, she flew instead to the windows, darting from one to the next until she spotted Rory. The labyrinth, though vast, didn’t take long to navigate when one was able to take a direct line, as Rory had, along the tops of the walls. He’d made it over three-quarters of the way, but was now, as Mistress Helene had pointed out, surrounded by creatures on all sides.

Some were furry with long arms, others scaled like lizards lying low on their bellies, yet others small like the goblins but covered in hard shells. Some were on top of the walls with him, others clung to the walls below him, and all he had to keep them at bay were his small blades.

“You may not want to see the next part,” Mistress Helene murmured, her voice right by Esme’s ear. “But then, what can a poor peasant girl do but watch and wait?”

The fairy godmother’s mocking laughter reverberated in Esme’s ears as she stared out over the labyrinth.

“Come,” Mistress Helene said, and Esme wasn’t sure who she was speaking to. “This bores me, and I believe we left things unfinished last time.”

“Actually,” the goblin king replied, “I am rather inclined to stay. A new player changes the game, and I am curious to see how it ends.”

Mistress Helene huffed out a breath at his casual defiance of her wishes, which gave Esme a jolt of satisfaction. She could imagine the look of displeasure on the fairy godmother’s face. “It’s your loss.”

“We shall see.”

The fairy godmother’s shoes clicked against the stone floor as she stormed out of the throne room, but Esme didn’t watch her go. Her gaze was still caught on Rory.

“He is rather outnumbered, don’t you think?” the goblin king asked.

Esme jumped, as she hadn’t expected him to pay her any attention. There was humor in his voice, but without the malicious undercurrent that laced Mistress Helene’s words.

“If only there was someone who could even the odds a little.” He gave her an amused smile and added, “Good luck.” Then he turned and skipped back to his throne, absently kicking a rotund goblin out of his way.

Esme gasped at his casual cruelty, but the goblin rolled directly into a carefully arranged set of ten wooden pins. When they all tumbled to the ground, he jumped to his feet and yelled, “Strike!” in a squeaky voice, and the goblins surrounding him broke out in cheers.

What could Esme do to help Rory? She doubted she could reach him by climbing the wall as he had, and if she attempted the labyrinth, she was sure to get lost, and even if she could reach him, she wasn’t sure she would be any help against the creatures’ snapping jaws and striking claws, not since he’d reclaimed his dagger.

As she stared out the window, a furry creature with elongated arms pulled itself on top of the wall in front of Rory. He danced backward as the creature swept its claws toward his stomach, trying to disembowel him. He probably would have been fine—in as much as “fine” was a relative term—but one of the small, shelled creatures chose that moment to dart up behind him. He must have heard it, as he half-turned, but with nowhere to put his foot except on the creature, he lost his balance and teetered on the edge.

Esme held her breath, hoping for him to recover, but the furry creature struck again, raking its claws across his back with enough force to tip him over the edge.

He started to fall.

Esme did the only thing she could think of, the thing that had saved her from the spider. She threw open the window, leaned out, and yelled, “Catch him! Please!”

The furry creature reached out its long arm and clamped its clawed fingers around Rory’s ankle. Instead of falling to the ground, Rory smashed against the wall and hung lifeless in the creature’s grasp.

The creature looked over its shoulder at Esme, as if awaiting further instructions.

“Bring him to the castle.” Her heart pounded at the ridiculousness of what she was doing, the unlikeliness this creature would understand her, let alone do as she asked. “Gently, if you please.”

She waited long enough to ensure the creature had started loping along the wall in her direction, Rory cradled in its arms, before she turned and sprinted toward the doors of the throne room. The castle was vast, but the pathway to the exit was, thankfully, straightforward enough.

She burst into the courtyard in front of the castle as the creature swung down from the wall. It laid Rory on the ground at her feet then crouched on its hindquarters, looking at Esme expectantly.

“Thank you so very much,” she murmured, scratching it under its furry maw.

It responded with a pleased rumble in its throat before loping away.

This wasn’t the first time Rory had been unconscious in Esme’s presence, and like the previous time, she checked he was otherwise unharmed. The scratches on his back would need dressing, and the wound on his head concerned her, but first Esme needed to return with him to the giant’s tower. It would be much more difficult than simply dragging him off the road and tying him to a tree.

She was considering whether she would be able to convince the furry creature to help her, as it seemed to respond to her requests, when the goblin king crouched down beside her.

“He will be disappointed,” he said. The words rolling off his tongue were still laced with amusement.

“How so?” Esme asked. She was uncertain if she should address him as “Your Majesty.” He was a king, after all, but he didn’t seem to mind her informality.

“He has been wanting to meet me for years.” He scooped Rory into his arms, lifting him with ease. “Let’s get him home, shall we?”

 




Rory woke with a groan. His head pounded, his back burned, his muscles ached. He was lying face down on something soft—not the hard ground of the labyrinth, as was usually the case—and as far as he could tell, he was at least half naked. Someone sat down beside him, making the mattress—he was fairly sure it was a mattress—sag under their weight.

Not wanting to make any sudden movements, he curled his fingers over in an attempt to extricate the dagger from his bracer.

“Fair warning,” Esme murmured from beside him, “I’m not attacking you, so please don’t throw me to the ground again.”

She pressed something cool against his lower back, and he hissed as pain flared from the spot. When the moment had passed, he shuffled around so he could see her. They were back in his chamber in the tower, though how she’d transported him here, he could not fathom.

“I understand now,” Esme said, as she caused another wave of pain in his back. “You’re a prisoner like me.”

“What happened?” he asked. “How did I get here?”

She didn’t shift her attention from her task. “The short answer is the goblin king carried you.”

“He did?”

Rory had never met the goblin king. Out of all the havens’ guardians, the goblin king seemed to hold a special place as Godmother’s least favorite. In the five years he’d been in her service, Rory had never once stayed in the castle, though he’d run the labyrinth walls many times.

“He asked me to pass on a message.” Esme finished her work and gave Rory a disapproving look. “I’ve applied a poultice to your wounds. If you sit up, I’ll bandage it. But do so slowly, you took quite a knock to the head.”

“What was the message?” Rory pushed himself upright carefully, worried the thumping in his head would stir something in his stomach.

“It was: ‘Better luck next time.’”

He let out a dry laugh. “What was he like?”

“I believe he’s rather fond of you.”

Rory couldn’t keep the surprise from his face. “He’s never deigned to grant me an audience, no matter how often I demanded one. He may be fond of seeing me fail.” He raised his arms so Esme could wrap a long bandage around his middle. “I suppose I should be grateful I’m not tied to a tree.”

Esme knotted the ends of the bandage tight enough that Rory winced. “I suppose I should be grateful you wouldn’t let me take your punishment.”

He eased back to rest his shoulders against the wall. “I knew what I was in for. You did not.”

“Who are you?” she asked. “How did you end up working for Mistress Helene?”

“You should tell her the truth,” Gregory said. He stood by the tiny window. “I think it would help her understand her situation.”

Gregory wasn’t entirely wrong, but Rory had no intention of telling Esme the entire truth. “I was dying,” he said simply, “and I made a wish, and Godmother offered me a deal, which I accepted.”

Esme’s brows drew together. “She saved your life? In exchange for what?”

Rory shook his head. “Saving my life wasn’t part of the deal. It was a side-effect. I couldn’t have fulfilled my half of the bargain if I’d died.”

“Then what?” Esme pressed.

Rory studied the knot on his bandage, as if what he needed to say would come more easily if he didn’t have to look at her, see the judgment in her eyes. “I wished my father would leave me alone.”

“Your father?”

“His ghost. I was lying there dying, and he was chastising me for not pulling myself together.”

“That is a gross misrepresentation of the facts,” Gregory muttered. “I was trying to get you to move. Lying around wasn’t going to save your life.”

“Godmother appeared and said she could grant my wish. All I had to do was perform ten simple tasks.”

“But it wasn’t simple, was it?” Esme asked.

“No. It’s been five years, and I don’t think she’ll ever let me go.” He took a breath and forced himself to meet Esme’s gaze. “I have to tell you something.”

She chewed on her lip but nodded.

He blew the breath out between his teeth. “Finishing School isn’t an actual school.”

“I suspected as much.”

He didn’t know exactly what Godmother had told her, but he knew it wasn’t the whole story.

“Godmother isn’t going to teach you anything.”

“But she told me to learn about Caveline.”

“She’s playing with you—with me—like a cat plays with a cricket.”

Her brow furrowed. “Then it truly is a deceit? I’m not going to be rescued?”

“Yes, well, no. You see, the thing is …”

“Switch to Cavelian, son,” Gregory muttered. “You’re much more eloquent.”

Rory shuffled around. “Out of all the people I’ve kidnapped, you’re the only one who didn’t know it wasn’t real.”

“But …” Esme’s face scrunched in confusion.

“Yes, the whole thing is a deceit, but you’re meant to be in on it.”

“I was meant to know the kidnapping was fake?” Esme got the same far-away look in her eyes she always did when she was analyzing her memories. “That certainly explains some things.”

“Normally, you would’ve been the one to make the wish to be a queen. Then I kidnap you and bring you to the tower where George guards you. You’re meant to play along, but it’s all pretend. Then some royal turns up to rescue you, you get married, and you live happily ever after.”

Esme held up her hand to stop him. “Tell me more about the rescue.”

“That’s the entire point of this. To get rescued. By a prince. Or a princess. Or a duke, an earl, a countess. So you can marry them and become a royal.”

“What if I don’t want to?”

Rory hesitated. “Become a royal?”

“Get married.” Esme lurched up from the bed and paced across the room. Rory put his feet on the floor to follow her, but she was already on her way back. “I can’t believe my entire destiny hinges on marrying some royal who happens to ride by and finds me locked in this tower. Don’t I get any say in the matter?”

“Well, no, but … it may seem like a strange way to meet, but as far as I know, everyone ends up happy.”

Esme snorted.

“Except …”

“Except what?”

“Except, in this case …” He closed his eyes to force the words out. “If you get rescued, my tenth task will be complete, and I’ll be free. But …”

“But what?” Esme stared at him for a moment before continuing her pacing. “She told me my destiny is assured. I will become a queen.”

“I didn’t think about it until she said you could be here for a year or two. No one ever stays that long. Pax”—even though years had passed since the young noble had left, his name still caught in Rory’s throat—“was the longest, and he was only here six months. A year will stretch into two, then five, then ten.”

Rory found he could not voice his ultimate concern. That Godmother would never let him go, which meant Esme would never be rescued.

Esme whirled around to face him. “I am not staying here for years. I’m destined to be a queen. I’m …” She trailed off, looking lost and hopeless. “Destined to marry a prince?”

“Or princess,” Rory added gently.

“And then what? Wait for someone to die so the prince becomes a king and I, with him, a queen? No.” She shook her head vigorously. “No. I’ve been waiting for my destiny to knock on my door my entire life. I’m done. I’m not waiting here for a prince—”

“Or princess.”

“—who may take years to arrive. A queen wouldn’t sit here waiting. A queen would rescue herself.” Her gaze snapped to his. “Will the barrier that guards the haven from outsiders also prevent me from leaving?”

Rory pushed to his feet. “If you leave, I’ll be obliged to hunt you down and bring you back.”

“Gentle, son,” Gregory chided.

Esme’s face fell. “She would pit us against each other because together we could surely outwit her.”

“I’m sorry,” Rory said, trying to take his father’s advice to be gentle. “I’m sorry that you were number ten. I’m sorry that you weren’t even the one that made the wish and bargained with Godmother.”

“That’s right.” Esme’s face filled with determination. “I wasn’t the one who made the bargain. My mother did. I don’t know what she agreed to, but I’m not obliged to stick to it.” She spun around and headed out the door.

“Where are you going?” Rory called. He pulled on a clean shirt before chasing after her.

“I’m not going to sit around waiting,” she said over her shoulder as she continued walking at a steady pace. “First, you’re going to give me a tour so I know exactly what I’m dealing with, and then you’re going to tell me everything you know about Godmother, this tower, and all the possible ways we could escape.”

Rory caught up and grabbed her arm, pulling her to a stop in the giant’s sitting room. “You still don’t get it, my lady. The only way that you’re getting out of here is if some self-absorbed prince with a hero complex turns up to—” His words cut off as a thought forced its way to the front of his mind.

“You thought of something, didn’t you?” Esme asked. “A way out.”

Why couldn’t he rescue Esme?

He was a prince. And he was certainly self-absorbed. If he rescued her, they would both be free.

But he was no hero. And it wouldn’t help her become a queen.

Rory shook his head. “No. It’s too obvious. If I thought of it that easily, it must be a trap set by Godmother, and I was about to tumble right in.”

“Why are you so scared of her?”

“She knows everything. She can do anything. And she enjoys hurting me.” He glared at Esme. “Why are you not scared of her?”

Esme drew herself up tall. “Because I’m Esmeralda, daughter of Teresina, and I’m destined to be a queen, not rot in a tower with you.” She paused, the grim determination in her expression wavering. “No offense intended.”

Somewhere behind Rory, Gregory made a strangled sound, but when Rory spun around to look for him, his silvery glow was nowhere to be seen.

 




Rory gave Esme the tour as best he could. He collected a stick of chalk from the kitchens, and they worked their way up one floor at a time. He opened each door carefully because the rooms shifted and changed every time a guest was in residence, and he had no idea if he would encounter a room full of wild animals or a gaping pit. They found cozy sitting rooms, elegant dressing rooms, a wine cellar, and a great hall.

“How is this possible?” Esme asked, completing a slow pirouette in the middle of a ballroom. The room shouldn’t have fitted within the confines of the tower’s external walls.

“Magic,” Rory replied. It was the only answer he had.

They discovered a dovecote—packed with birds and stinking of droppings—bed chambers of every description, and a room filled with weapons and infernal-looking devices made of chains, pulleys, and levers.

Esme gave him a horrified look. “Is this some sort of torture chamber?”

“No.” Though it had certainly felt that way on occasion. “Training room.”

“Training for what?”

“This is where Bernard taught me to fight.”

The first time he’d entered this room, Rory had been overly confident. He’d been schooled in swordplay since he was old enough to hold a wooden sword, was competent enough with a bow that he never returned empty-handed from a hunt, and had roughhoused enough with his cousins that he thought he knew how to take a punch. But he quickly learned his education had been lacking one vital component, which Bernard provided in spades. No one, with the exception of his cousin Abigail, actually wanted to hurt him.

Bernard didn’t want to either. He didn’t enjoy inflicting pain the way Godmother did, but, as he said, if Rory encountered a group of bandits on the road, they wouldn’t hold back. If Rory wanted to survive, he had to know what it was like to fight for his life.

Rory closed the door on the memories. They were bitter, like tea brewed too long, but they were the only ones he had, and like a man dying of thirst with no water in sight, he would drink them down no matter how bad they tasted.

Next came an alchemist’s laboratory with shelves stacked with jars of all shapes and sizes filled with potions of all colors and viscosities. Esme made an excited, “Ooo,” upon seeing all the equipment on the workbench. Rory hovered in the doorway as she stepped inside. He hated this room.

“Could we use any of these?” Esme asked, walking along the row of shelves and reading the labels on the jars.

“It’s too much of a risk,” Rory said, shifting from one foot to the other while hoping Esme didn’t knock any of the jars over. “They never do what you think they will.”

She turned to look at him. “This is where you got the one you used on the spider’s web, is it not?”

He winced. “Yes and no. It would have come from this room, but it was sitting beside my bed when I awoke one morning.”

Esme stepped out of the room and Rory started to breathe easier.

“How did you know what it would do?” she asked.

“I didn’t.” He closed the door firmly behind her and chalked “Potions” on the door. “But it was labeled ‘For spiders’ webs,’ and you were in a bind, so I trusted it would make things better, not worse.”

Esme laid her fingers gently on his arm. “How long had you been carrying it around?”

“Nigh on a month.”

Her brows drew together and her lips pursed. She was finally starting to understand. “Mistress Helene knew you would need it?”

“Yes,” he murmured. “She knows everything.”

“She knew you would get sidetracked?”

“Yes.”

“She knew you would be late?”

“Yes.”

“Yet she still punished you?”

“Yes.”

Her gaze locked onto him. “She’s horrible.”

“Yes.” The word was barely a whisper. He thought about his next words carefully, but decided Esme needed to hear them plainly. “The punishment wasn’t for me. I’ve been here for years; I know exactly what she’s capable of. I know—” He shook his head and swallowed hard. “I know I have no power.”

“Then why—”

“It was for you. A show of her power. You’re not like the others. All of them knew the kidnapping was fake. All of them wanted to be here, wanted to be rescued. None of them fought me. At first, I thought it was your bad luck that you were my tenth task, but now I think it’s more than that. Everything Godmother does is calculated. I think she chose you for a reason.”

“What possible reason could there be?” Esme tugged on a lock of her hair in irritation. “Why does she do any of this? Granting wishes and demanding outrageous payment in return?”

Rory gave the only answer he had. “I think it amuses her.”

“Like a cat with a cricket,” Esme murmured, echoing his earlier words.

Finally, he thought she was beginning to understand. Godmother was formidable because she had no larger goal. She wasn’t trying to rule the Seven Realms or accumulate power. She already had enough of that. No. All she wanted was to entertain herself by making others suffer, which meant if someone was fool enough to agree to a bargain, they had to withstand her scrutiny until her focus shifted elsewhere.

“You asked me before who I was,” Rory said. “It’s the right question but the wrong target. Who I am doesn’t matter, not any longer. The question we need to answer is who you are.”

“What are you talking about? I’m a nobody, a peasant.”

“Then why do you think you’re destined to be a queen?”

“Because …” Esme floundered as if she’d never asked herself that question. “My mother told me it was my destiny.”

“Who is your mother?”

She gave a helpless shrug. “Her name is Teresina. We’ve lived in the village of Mairtown almost my entire life. That’s all I know.”

“And—” He paused, hesitant to revisit the hurt he’d caused her earlier. “Did she tell you nothing of your father?”

“No.” Her lip trembled but she stilled it quickly. “Nothing at all.”

Rory thought he knew why. “Think, Esme. Why did your mother never reveal your lineage? Why was she so convinced you should be a queen? Was it simply the ravings of a peasant with delusions of grandeur?”

“No,” Esme said firmly. “Mother taught me things about court life that a peasant could never know.”

“Godmother’s actions may be cruel, but there’s always a method to them. There’s a reason she desires you learn about Caveline.” Rory gave her a half smile. “We need to find the library.”

 




The library was on the top floor, next to Esme’s bed chamber. Rory found something reassuring in its familiarity, despite its changed location. Rows of shelves filled the room and covered the walls. They stretched to the ceiling, each with a ladder that could be rolled along to reach the high shelves.

Esme stared in wonder. “I’ve never seen so many books in one place.”

It was certainly impressive. The shelves were stacked with large leather-bound tomes and tiny cloth-wrapped volumes of all types: histories and beastiaries, grimoires and atlases, mythologies and genealogies. It was one of the latter that Rory wanted now.

“How do you ever find anything?” Esme asked.

After five years, Rory knew the library fairly well. “Here,” he said. “Let me show you.”

He led her to a lectern at the front of the room. At the top stood a silver statue about the size of his finger. It looked like a woman. Not just any woman. It looked like Godmother in her winged form. Rory was always exceedingly polite when he spoke to her.

“If you wouldn’t mind,” he said, “could you show me the Cavelian Genealogy?”

Esme gasped as the statue floated into the air. It turned around and flew to the right. Rory already knew which shelf he needed. He’d poured over the genealogy many times in his quiet hours, as if seeing the list of names could change anything.

They followed the statue around a corner, and the aisle was filled by Gregory’s silvery glow.

“Is this where you’ve been hiding?” Rory asked.

Gregory’s lucent head hung low. “I knew you’d come eventually.”

“You do know who she is, don’t you? Why didn’t you tell me when I asked?” Rory said. “That would’ve saved us some time.”

“I’m sorry, son.” Gregory drifted toward Esme, but rather than revealing her identity, he disappeared.

Well, Rory would have to figure it out for himself.

The statue had come to a stop and bobbed up and down in the air in front of the genealogy. It was a massive volume, tall and wide and thick. Rory heaved it off the shelf and followed the statue back to the lectern. The book barely fitted. He laid his hand on the cover but didn’t open it.

Esme stood beside him.

“What do you know of Cavelian history?” he asked her.

“Caveline was formed from two neighboring feudal states who joined through marriage, but the identity as a single kingdom didn’t coalesce until their eldest child took the throne.”

“Queendom,” Rory murmured. “Their first child was a girl.”

Esme frowned. She was well-educated, and Rory didn’t think she’d simply misremembered that fact. It was more likely her mother had purposefully concealed it. He was also certain she wouldn’t know what he was about to reveal next.

“Do you know the first queen’s name?”

Esme’s frown deepened before she shook her head.

Rory slid his fingers to the right page. He’d read this book so often he could do so without looking. He flipped it open and pointed to the name at the top of the page.

For a moment, Esme didn’t look, keeping her gaze on him instead. She was smart; she’d probably guessed what he was about to show her, and why.

Then her gaze dropped, and she murmured, “No, it cannot be.”








CHAPTER SEVEN




Queen Esmeralda, First of Her Name, the Uniter of Caveline.

“No,” Esme murmured again, though the proof was right there on the page in front of her, and she had no reason to doubt the book.

She was named after a queen. Why hadn’t her mother ever told her? Even though they’d focused more on current politics, the history of all the Seven Realms had formed a significant part of her education. This felt like a deliberate omission. How had none of her tutors told her?

“Look.” Rory’s fingers flicked through the pages and played across the names like they were keys on a pianoforte. “Here … and here … and here …” Every time his fingers came to rest, there was another Esmeralda. “It became a popular name in the Cavelian royal family, and no one outside the royal family dared used it. As was—” He paused and flipped back to the page with Esmeralda the First at the top. His fingers came to rest on the name of Esmeralda’s first-born child, a son, who had reigned after her. “Just like Gregory for boys. The name marks you. We simply have to figure out which Esmeralda you are.”

“No!” Esme slammed her hand down on the book, and Rory flinched back. “I’m not a Cavelian princess. I’m not even Cavelian. It has to be a coincidence.”

“That’s what I thought, at first,” he said softly. “But then I saw the ring that hangs around your neck.”

Esme’s hand drifted to where the ring lay tucked under the fabric of her gown.

Rory closed the book, and his eyes urged her to look at the cover.

She didn’t want to. She fought against it. But her gaze drifted down against her will.

The cover of the book was adorned with a familiar crest: a shield with a tree emblem, a two-headed eagle and a panther, and a crown above them all.

“It’s the royal crest of Caveline. If you have that ring—”

“No,” Esme said again, taking a step back.

Rory tried again. “Teresina is not a Cavelian name, but—”

“You are wrong.” She took another step.

“Don’t you want to know who your father is?”

Esme was ready to flee the room, but his words stopped her.

If she was of a royal line, that would explain why her mother had been so obsessed with preparing Esme for a destiny that none of the other village children even contemplated. If she was some minor royal, that explained why her mother thought Finishing School—and marrying whichever royal rescued her—was the best way to claim her destiny.

Esme took a step closer to the book. “Who might I be, then?”

“That is the question.” Rory flipped through the pages again. “I have pored over this book many times, and there is no mention of a missing princess.”

Esme scanned the pages as Rory flicked through, but he gave her no time to read them. The book was divided into pages charting the lineage of different branches of the royal family, and long written histories of their births, deaths, and exploits.

He came to a stop. “Here is one about the right age, but I know of her. Last I heard, she was alive and well and living in the south of Caveline with both her parents.” He turned more pages. “Here, see, another one, but she’s already married with a child. I think you would know if you were her.”

He was flicking again when his father’s ghost reappeared in front of them. Rory’s head snapped up. “What do you mean?” A frown creased his brow and he turned to a page near the middle of the book. He lifted the page so it stood straight up and leaned in close to examine the spine. “I never noticed,” he murmured. He looked up again. “Why would they replace a page?” He paused, and Esme yearned to hear what his father was telling him. “What truth?”

His head snapped around to look at her, his eyes wide, his jaw slack. “No,” he said. “That’s impossible.”

“Rory?” Esme asked. “What’s wrong? What’s he saying?”

His gaze lurched back to where his father was standing. “How could you? All these years?” He paused. “Forget myself? I’ve spent five years doing exactly that, and now I find out I’m not even who I thought I was!” His jaw set and his lips pressed together in a thin line. The despair in his expression turned to disgust. “I cannot wait until Godmother gets rid of you.” Then he spun around and stormed from the room.

Esme watched him go. She wanted to follow him, console him as she’d so often consoled Daniel when he was vexed at his parents, but she didn’t have the same history with Rory and decided it would be better to allow time for the fire of his fury to fade. Instead, she turned to the page that had stirred up the trouble. Looking closely, she could see the line of glue in the spine, indicating the page had been replaced. There was a possible, simple explanation, that a mistake had been made in the lineage. But judging by Rory’s side of the conversation with his father, it was more likely done to hide some truth.

The names on the page were simple enough. Three generations, starting at the top with a Gregory who had reigned a generation ago. His oldest child—also a Gregory—had reigned until his death five years ago. He had two children, though the second had died the day he was born, taking his mother with him. The first child (another Gregory, which left Esme wondering how they kept everyone straight when they all shared the same name) had died at the same time as his father, when he was all of fifteen summers old. The father’s brother, Wybert, had inherited the crown. Wybert had half a dozen children, none of whom were named Esmeralda.

Esme turned to the next page, where the family’s story was detailed. She skimmed the details of the oldest Gregory, who seemed to be a kind ruler who made Caveline prosper, and made quick work of the second Gregory, whose marriage to a Morrovian noble had strengthened political ties between the two realms. His death was put down to food poisoning. His son had been gored to death by a boar while out hunting with his cousin, Wybert’s eldest daughter, Abigail.

Nothing on the page seemed worth going to the effort of replacing it, but that may have been the point. It all seemed so tame that there must have been a scandal of some sort that had been hidden. Perhaps the second Gregory’s death had not been accidental food poisoning but deliberate. Maybe his marriage had caused political strife instead of soothing it. Mayhap, after his wife died, he had a dozen illegitimate children by a dozen different women …

Esme’s heart stuttered in her chest.

Assuming Rory was correct about her being a member of the Cavelian royal family, the reason he was unable to find her in the book may be due to the fact she was the illegitimate child of some minor royal who had named her after Esmeralda the First out of spite, knowing she would never be accepted and never be in line for the throne.

Remembering Mistress Helene’s command that she learn everything she could about Caveline, Esme turned to the beginning of the book and pored over every page, while the candles lighting the room burned down around her and magically regrew.

When she finished the genealogy, she asked the lectern statue for more information on Caveline. She read through book after book, learning everything about the realm but nothing about herself.

Whatever the truth was, Esme wouldn’t find it here. Truth might be able to be torn from a book and replaced with alternative facts, but people’s memories were long. With gritty eyes and the night sky lightening outside, she turned around, slipped out of the library, and headed down the stairs.

 




Rory sulked for the rest of the night. He knew it was unbecoming, but he couldn’t shake it off. At least the hot water had returned and he could have a proper wash while he sulked. He would have preferred to soak in the tub—it had always been a good way to mull over his thoughts—but he dared not submerge his wounds. His back still ached, and as he couldn’t see the claw marks, he had to trust Esme had done a good job dressing them.

Esmeralda.

He thought he’d been lying when he’d told Donella that Esme was his sister. But Donella had seen the resemblance.

His father must have known who she was the entire time. If not from the moment he saw her then from when he heard her name, when he saw the ring, when he learned it was her birthday. If not known then at least suspected, and judging by his reaction, his suspicions were confirmed upon hearing her mother’s name. Yet he had said nothing. No doubt hoping neither Rory nor Esme would ever discover the truth.

Not that it mattered. Technically, Rory was as dead as his father was. Esme might be convinced of her destiny, but Rory had set aside the notion he would ever be king long ago, so it shouldn’t matter that it was never meant to be his destiny at all.

But it did.

He would have been happy, he thought, to be the spare instead of the heir, to not carry the weight of his future crown from such a young age. He could have been as carefree as his cousins, who never expected to rule. Until they did.

He could have, at least, been like his cousin Timothee, who had his sister Abigail ahead of him. Rory would have liked growing up with an older sister.

But then, what was one more member of the royal line to murder? At least this way Esme had been safe. Which was, apparently, what his father had wanted when he’d sent her and her mother away.

Rory tossed and turned on his narrow cot, his thoughts making him as uncomfortable as if a pea were hidden under his mattress. Eventually—worn out from imagining the might-have-beens—he fell asleep.

He woke in the glaring light of mid-morning, having slept later than usual, and made his way to the training room where he went through the series of calisthenics Bernard had drilled into him. Then he sunk his daggers into a dummy made of grain-filled sacks until he had worked out the last of his irritation. No matter how many blades he left buried in the dummy, another one was always waiting in his bracer when he needed it. Each was identical to the last, with a blade the length of his finger and a handle of charred wood.

None of this was Esme’s fault, and she deserved to hear the truth. The full truth this time.

Rory returned to his chamber, washed quickly, and dressed in a nice set of his indoor clothes before heading for the kitchens.

When a guest was in residence, the kitchens churned out meals at regular intervals. Though it was closer to lunchtime than breakfasttime, Rory found a simmering pot of porridge, fresh fruit, and a jar of honey for drizzling. He set it all on a tray and carried it up the stairs to Esme’s chamber. Her door was open so he went straight in and placed the tray upon the small table. Her bed was empty and perfectly made, which wasn’t surprising, as the beds had a way of doing that as soon as the guest rose each morning.

“Esme?” he called.

The washroom door stood open and the room was empty. He checked the wardrobe in case she was hiding from him, but that was empty too.

A feeling of unease settled in his chest, and he fought to contain it. She might have returned to the library or decided to explore one of the other rooms.

He checked the library—also empty—before heading downstairs to knock on the door to George’s private chamber. After a moment, it swung open, and Rory gazed up, up, up.

“Did Esme get rescued last night?” he asked, unsure which answer would be better.

George yawned and rubbed at his bald head. “Not unless I slept through it.”

Damn it all. Of course she hadn’t been rescued. Not if the kitchens had made breakfast for her.

Rory spun around. There were a lot of rooms in the tower; it would take hours to search them all, assuming she stayed in one place.

“Father?” he called.

There was no answer.

“I apologize for my behavior last night,” he said, “but I need your help.”

Still nothing.

The unease in his chest spread. Esme’s words came back to him.

I agreed to come to the haven. I didn’t agree to stay.

Will the barrier that guards the haven from outsiders also prevent me from leaving?

Rory ran outside. There was no sign of her in the meadow. There were a million places to hide, and without Gregory to guide him, he could spend all day and night searching for her. But would she hide when it was so easy to leave?

There was one way to know for certain.

He ran inside to retrieve the magic mirror and flipped the compact open. He tapped the surface until the map appeared. The tiny red figurine that represented Esme on the map didn’t rest over the tiny drawing of the haven. Instead, it was in a small village called Leith. Rory’s heart stuttered to a halt before bursting into a panicked sprint.

He had to find her before Godmother appeared in the tower. The village was a little over two hours’ walk away. By pushing Aldermane, he could be there and back in time for a late lunch.

He changed quickly into his black travel clothes, restocked his travel bag, fastened a new sword belt and long blade around his waist, and headed out to the stable.

Aldermane’s stall was empty.

Esme had stolen his horse.

How had she even got the saddle on? Rory certainly hadn’t taught her that.

The answer rang in the back of his mind like a bell.

Magic.

Esme had most likely come out and found Aldermane tacked and ready to depart.

He transferred only what he needed into a bag he could sling over his back, even though the constant rubbing on his wound would be agony, and headed toward the barrier. Passing through it felt like walking through thick mud.

Despite the fact his hair was much shorter than it used to be, despite the fact his distinctive speech disorder only revealed itself when he spoke Cavelian, his face was still his face, and though he hadn’t spent much time admiring himself in a mirror lately, he had the distinct impression he’d started to resemble his father. Though he’d traveled far and wide within the other realms, he hadn’t dared to leave the relative safety of the haven and enter Caveline proper since Godmother had first brought him here. If someone recognized him, if word got back to his cousin that he was still alive, Abigail would hunt him down and finish the job she’d started five years ago.

But he had no choice. He had to find Esme and bring her back.

He set foot on the path and broke into a jog.

 




Rory reached Leith in a little over an hour. The village was smaller than the one Esme lived in but more typical for Caveline. A manor house rose in the distance, surrounded by a tall stone wall large enough to shelter and protect all the villagers if they were attacked. Low stone buildings with thatched roofs and gardens were scattered around. A river sat between the main road and the village, providing another level of protection as well as a source of fresh water and food. In the distance, fields of wheat and grain stood waiting for the autumn harvest, and sheep and cattle roamed the rolling hills.

Esme was no longer here.

Rory had checked the map regularly as he’d run, and she’d started moving almost as soon as he had. If he kept moving, he would catch up to her in no time. Yet something made him hesitate.

He didn’t know what time Esme had left last night, but she may have spent a significant portion of the night here. He wondered who she’d talked to, what she’d told them. He wondered if he should make inquiries, whether anyone in this village would talk to him. In the end, he decided they would not, and he would only waste time if he tried.

He turned to go and caught sight of a wagon approaching, flanked by a patrol of Royal Guard on horseback.

Rory moved before conscious thought told him to. He skidded down the bank to the river, plunged into the water, and ducked under the bridge. The water was knee-deep and ice-cold and seeped into his boots.

He’d only seen the Guard for a moment, but the image remained in the forefront of his mind. Most of the riders wore identical uniforms: blue and white tunics over long chain mail. Another was a man dressed in finery. But it was the final rider who sent Rory’s heart thrashing. She too wore a uniform, but it was fancier than the others, marking her higher rank, the captain of the Guard. But Rory didn’t care for her rank. Even from this distance, even after all this time, he recognized the way she rode, the set of her chin, the strawberry blond hair that wrapped around her head in intricate braids, the sword at her hip.

The woman was his cousin, Abigail.

By Godmother’s gown, if he could recognize her from that distance, she could recognize him. His saving grace was that her attention was on the man in finery. If she’d been watching the road ahead—

Rory suppressed a shiver. It did not bear thinking about.

He held his breath as the horses and wagon passed overhead. He dared not move. Abigail had been gifted with the hearing of a bat, and any errant movement could alert her to his presence. He stayed under the bridge until he couldn’t feel his toes, until his thighs were tight with cramp, until enough time had passed for the patrol to reach the manor house, for that was surely their destination. The likeliest reason for the Royal Guard to be escorting a noble and a loaded wagon was to collect taxes for the king.

Finally, warily, Rory climbed out of the stream and back onto the road, and with his boots squelching, he hurried after Esme. He’d known no good would come from his return to Caveline, but he hadn’t expected things to go wrong so soon. At least with Abigail in Leith, Rory would be safe anywhere else.

 




The Boar’s Tusk was a large, barn-like inn, with its doors open wide and tables full of patrons spilling out onto the veranda.

Esme couldn’t help but wonder if it was normal for people who lived in a town, rather than a village, to carouse during lunch as if they had no chores awaiting them in the afternoon.

“This one?” she asked.

It was the third such place she had tried. Horse had disapproved of the first two, shaking her head vehemently and snuffling under her breath before moving on of her own accord. This time, however, Horse nodded approvingly and circled the building to where a small stable was built onto the back.

Esme had been happy to accept the horse’s guidance. This town—whatever it was called, she hadn’t seen a sign on the road in—was larger than Mairtown. Exactly how much larger, she couldn’t be certain as she hadn’t reached the far side, but that said something in itself. The cluttered expanse of the town made Esme feel like a country bumpkin, which, she supposed, she was.

The ghost’s silvery glow floated along at the edge of Esme’s vision. He hadn’t left her side all day, and she suspected she wasn’t the only one who could see him as Horse often aimed her gaze and snickers in his direction.

Horse made a snorting, snuffly speech to the stable hand, who eyed her with surprise. Esme didn’t need much experience with horses to know Horse wasn’t acting much like a horse at all. She slid down from the saddle and pulled a coin from the purse she had found in the saddlebags this morning. Tentatively, she held the coin where Horse could see it. Horse nodded, and Esme offered the coin to the stable hand.

“Food and water for my horse, if you please,” she said.

The boy took the coin without taking his eyes off Horse. “Yes, ma’am.”

“I won’t be long,” Esme said to Horse. “Once I’ve refreshed myself, we’ll keep moving.”

Her destination was yet to be decided. Esme knew she needed to be more careful, start making smart decisions, and act like a queen and not an addlepated peasant girl. Running away from the tower had seemed like the correct decision when she was tired and upset, but now she’d started to doubt herself. It may have been the wrong decision, but she’d made it, and she wasn’t going back, only forward.

She felt a twinge of guilt, not only for stealing Rory’s horse—though she doubted she would have been able to take the beast had Horse been unwilling—but for also leaving him at the mercy of the truly despicable Mistress Helene. Her only consolation was if Rory had spoken the truth—that his punishment had been a show of power for Esme’s benefit—the fairy godmother wouldn’t punish him further while Esme wasn’t there to see it.

After a brief respite, she intended to carry on traveling before eventually settling somewhere for a week or so to find some work and earn some more coins before her meager supply ran out. And while she did that, she would come up with a proper plan, a way to find out her heritage without revealing it to the wrong person, and a way to become queen that didn’t involve being someone’s consort.

A group of musicians camped in one corner of the inn, playing a bawdy tune. Groups of peasants clustered around the tables, talked loudly to be heard above the music, and laughed heartily. A small mezzanine floor was packed with nobles, the stairs leading to it blocked by a solidly muscled woman in a blue and white tunic. A layer of smoke hovered at the ceiling, and a layer of straw covered the floor. Esme tried not to think about what it soaked up during a typical night. Or how often it was changed.

She ordered stew and ale and made her way to an empty seat at the end of a long table. She kept her head down and didn’t make eye contact with any of the other patrons, figuring if she kept to herself, they would do the same.

She was wrong.

She was sipping at her stew—a thick, rich sauce filled with tender lumps of meat and root vegetables and accompanied by warm bread—when two women sat down across from her. One was tall, dressed in a tailored red jacket over a flouncy white shirt, her short brown hair sweeping across her face so it covered one eye. The other was shorter, wearing a brown leather waistcoat over a peasant shirt that exposed her shoulders. A matching tricorne hat sat atop her beautiful dark curls.

“Mind if we sit?” the tall woman asked in the common language.

“Not at all,” Esme murmured.

“New in town?”

“Yes,” Esme said, deciding it wouldn’t hurt to tell that much of the truth.

“I’m Janaya, and this is Everyn.” The woman offered her hand.

Esme shook and, remembering what Rory had said about her name, gave Janaya the first one that came to mind. “Igraine.”

Janaya kept hold of both Esme’s hand, and her gaze, a moment too long before saying, “Welcome to Braefield,” and turning to chat with Everyn about—as far as Esme could tell—a mutual friend who was ailing.

She tried not to eavesdrop as she ate her stew, but with the women so close, it was impossible not to. Their friend, it seemed, was a tailor who made beautiful gowns for the nobles who lived in the royal city of Alderness. But as she was getting along in years, her joints caused her pain, and she was finding it hard to do the delicate embroidery.

Esme had spent many hours with her mother embellishing frocks and shirts and aprons for the villagers of Mairtown. They weren’t clothes fit for nobles, but surely the skills required would be the same. She hadn’t planned to stop so close to the haven, but it seemed as if an opportunity had fallen into her lap, and she wouldn’t let it slip away.

“Excuse me,” she said, drawing the women’s attention. “I don’t mean to intrude, but I couldn’t help overhear your friend’s predicament, and I may be able to offer a solution.”

Janaya cast an appraising eye over Esme. “Looking for work?”

“I might be,” Esme said carefully. “But I’m not looking to stay long.”

“You wouldn’t have to,” Janaya said, with badly contained eagerness. “That lot upstairs cruise in every year, stay for a week or two, then run off again. Even a few days’ work would help my friend through the busy season and earn you a pretty prize.”

“Sounds interesting,” Esme said, still amazed at her good luck.

“But,” Janaya said, “my friend has standards she needs to adhere to. Appearances must be kept up, you understand?”

Esme nodded.

“Couldn’t have you staying here, for example.” Janaya swept her arm, encompassing the room. “It attracts some real plonkers.” Janaya shook her head while Esme attempted to translate her slang. She had no idea what a “plonker” was, but the word gave her a rather disturbing visual. “No, we’d put you up somewhere nice.”

“I don’t have—”

“Don’t worry about the money.” Janaya gave her a conspiratorial smile. “We’ll take care of it, and you can pay us back out of your wages.”

One week and she would have enough money to take her wherever she wanted to go. It sounded perfect. Too perfect. Her mother had warned her about offers that sounded too good to be true.

Though the inn was crowded, there were plenty of spare seats. It might have been chance that led the women to sit by her, but it wasn’t chance the way Janaya had held on to Esme’s hand too long as if she were evaluating the embroidery callouses on Esme’s fingers.

“That sounds fabulous,” Esme said, giving Janaya a huge smile. “And I suppose we’ll get to the end of the week, and you’ll present me with a large bill for my food and board, and you’ll dock my wages for imperfections in my work, and I’ll end up in your debt, and you’ll offer me another week’s work to clear it, but I’ll get deeper and deeper in debt until you work me to death and never pay me a single coin. I think I shall decline your generous offer.”

Esme’s smile hadn’t faded, but Janaya’s turned into a scowl.

Everyn, who had been quiet up until now, leaned across the table, her mouth twisted in fury. “Listen up, you little—”

Esme leaned back, wishing she still had possession of Rory’s dagger, but before she needed to take any action, both women stilled and their gazes darted over Esme’s head. Everyn pushed up from the table, her expression wary. Janaya snatched up her mug so violently that ale slopped over the side.

Esme stifled a groan. Rory must be standing behind her, scaring the women off. She knew he would come after her, but she hadn’t expected him to catch up so quickly.

“Next time we meet, don’t expect me to be so friendly,” Janaya muttered before both women stalked across the inn.

“You weren’t particularly friendly this time,” Esme called after her.

“Nicely done,” a voice said from behind her. The voice was speaking Cavelian, and it most definitely did not belong to Rory.

Esme twisted around and found herself face to face with the most beautiful man she had ever seen.

His coppery brown hair hung in waves to his collar. A trim beard did nothing to disguise his strong jaw. His wide smile showed off perfectly white, straight teeth that glinted in the smoky light. A silk suit accentuated the breadth of his shoulders. Long, bejeweled fingers casually clasped the hilt of the sword at his waist. His deep blue eyes locked on Esme and sent her a message. He knew exactly how good he looked, and he knew exactly the effect it had on people.

He was flanked by the woman who had been guarding the stairs. She leaned in and murmured, “She may not speak Cavelian, Your Highness.”

“Your Highness?” Esme gulped, proving she did, in fact, speak Cavelian, and not as poorly as Mistress Helene had made out.

The woman gave Esme a bored look. “You find yourself graced by the presence of Prince Timothee of Caveline.”

“Your Highness,” Esme said again. “I …”

“Please, call me Timothee. May I?” He gestured to the empty seat beside her. When Esme nodded, he sat down. “If you would be so kind as to enlighten me as to your name, m’lady.”

“I’m not a lady,” Esme said, then felt her cheeks heat. She’d never been someone who became flustered around nobles, but then, she’d never met a prince before. If she remembered the details from the Cavelian Genealogy correctly, he was second in line to the throne after Princess Abigail. “Forgive me, Your Highness, I’m called Igraine.”

“Igraine,” Timothee purred. He took her hand to plant a gentle kiss on her knuckles. “I am honored.”

“Is it I who am honored,” Esme said, regaining some of her composure. “And to what do I owe this … honor?”

“I couldn’t let the most beautiful woman in this establishment fall prey to those two scoundrels.” He gave her a charming smile. “Though, it appears you didn’t require my assistance.”

Esme stilled. The last time someone had tried to charm her like this, she’d kicked him in the chest. She was starting to get the feeling Prince Timothee could use a good kicking as well.

“Are you saying, Your Highness—”

“Timothee, please.”

“—that if I were more homely, you would have let them take advantage of me?”

The prince’s smile crumpled. “I, er, no, of course not.”

The prince’s companion—or guard—let out a cough that could have been covering a laugh.

“Because at least they valued me for my skills with an embroidery needle,” Esme continued. “You seem to only value my appearance.”

The prince’s cheek twitched, and Esme wondered if she’d made a mistake in speaking her mind, if he was about to unleash his fury on her. But then his posture relaxed, and his eyes sparkled with amusement.

“I see you’re as wise as you are beautiful. I shall take my leave before I shame myself further. Though, please allow me to order you a pavlova as a sign of my remorse.”

“A pav-what?” Esme asked, stumbling over the unfamiliar word.

“Oh …” Timothee gave her a soft smile. “Am I to understand m’lady is unfamiliar with Caveline’s favorite dessert of the day?”

Esme couldn’t help smiling back. A little humility suited the prince. “I must admit I’m not from these parts.”

“Your accent, charming as it is, did give that away.” He leaned in closer. “Pav-lo-va,” he said, sounding the word out, “is the most marvelous dessert. Cook tells me it’s made from egg white, though you wouldn’t know to taste it. And the texture’s so sublime, it melts in the mouth.”

“Well, with that endorsement, how can I not?” Esme said. Then, a little shyly, because no one had ever called her beautiful and wise before, she added, “Though, if it is truly as good as you say, you’ll have to stay and have some with me.”

Prince Timothee gave Esme another dazzling smile. “My lady Igraine, I would be honored.”

The prince turned out to be an excellent conversationalist, now that he wasn’t bloated with self-confidence. He asked questions rather than merely speaking of his own exploits, listened attentively to Esme’s answers, and taught her more about Caveline with charming anecdotes than she’d learned in her previous twenty-two years. As the afternoon turned into evening, he kept her plied with food and drink, and she soon forgot her desire to move on quickly.

It was only when he said, “It’s getting late, m’lady. Do you have accommodation arranged?” that Esme realized she would go no further that night.

“I didn’t plan to stay,” she said, “but I suppose I’ll need to find somewhere.”

“I wouldn’t recommend this establishment,” Timothee said. “The food is excellent, the security less so. We have a private house not two streets away.” He paused, and a faint pink tinged his cheeks. “There are plenty of spare rooms.”

“I couldn’t impose upon your hospitality—”

“Nonsense. It’s no imposition.” He pushed up from his seat and offered her his hand.

Esme wondered momentarily if she was about to walk into another spider’s web, but she had to sleep somewhere, and at least, with the prince, she had some idea of what she was getting into. She slipped her hand in his and let him help her to her feet.

They headed around to the stable with the prince’s guard, whose name was Anora, trailing watchfully behind them. The stable hand hurried away when Timothee asked him to bring out Esme’s horse.

“Do you have plans for the morrow, m’lady?” Timothee asked.

“Plans? No.” She had nothing planned. She had spent the afternoon idly chatting instead of making any decisions.

“Might I give you a tour of Braefield? It’s nothing compared to Alderness, but it has its quirks.”

“That would be lovely.”

At that moment, Esme wondered if she’d taken a step toward her destiny of her own accord. She wasn’t in a tower, waiting to be rescued by a prince, but she had found one nonetheless. Even though Timothee wasn’t next in line for the throne, according to the Cavelian Genealogy, he still might be able to help her on her way, and he might even be able to help her uncover her identity.

Then the stable hand approached with Horse, and Timothee murmured, “Aldermane?” Horse looked at him in surprise and huffed out a breath, and Timothee turned to Esme and demanded, “Where did you get that horse?”

“I …” Esme took a step back at his brusque tone. Timothee watched her with a tight expression, and Anora’s hand went to her sword. “I suppose I stole her,” she finally said.

“Stole her? From whom?”

Esme licked her lips. “It’s quite a story, Your Highness, and I cannot be certain you’ll believe me.”

Timothee swiped his hand across his face. “Aldermane will have to stay here,” he said to Anora. “If Abigail recognizes her …”

Anora nodded. “Indeed, my lord.”

Timothee turned back to Esme. “Please,” he said, his voice strained. “Come with me. Tell me your story. I would very much like to know how you came to be in possession of my cousin’s horse.”








CHAPTER EIGHT




Rory perched on the roof of the Boar’s Tusk and watched as Timothee escorted Esme down the street. It was just his luck that she would come to Braefield when it was overrun by nobles and Royal Guard. Although, once again, he suspected luck had nothing to do with it.

“This is rather a quandary,” he murmured.

“Indeed,” Gregory said from beside him.

“How can I rescue her without revealing myself to Timothee?”

“I’m not entirely sure she needs rescuing. She doesn’t appear to be his prisoner.”

Rory winced. “Abduct her, then. Either way, she must return to the tower if I’m ever to be free.”

Gregory blew out a long breath, an impressive act for someone who no longer needed to breathe. “I could stay with her. Something will surely reveal itself.”

“Thank you,” Rory said, and before his father could disappear, he continued, “and I apologize for my behavior last night.”

“I suppose I cannot blame you. I know it was a shock.”

A hundred questions crouched on Rory’s tongue, waiting to be asked. How had Gregory met Esme’s mother? Why had he sent them away? Had Rory’s own mother known? Why had Gregory kept it secret even after his death?

He got to ask none of them.

“Although,” his father continued, “at some point, you may want to consider simply not doing things you’ll need to apologize for.”

He disappeared, leaving the chastisement hanging in the air like mist and Rory shivering in the damp truth of it.

He made his way down from the roof, into the stable, and crept past the dozing stable hand to Aldermane’s stall. The horse nickered softly at his approach and bunted him with her head. He saddled her in silence and led her back outside.

Braefield was large enough that there were plenty of inns to choose from. He would pick another one, stay the night, and hope to come up with a plan to rescue—abduct—Esme before morning.

But as he approached an intersection on the other side of the Boar’s Tusk, he came face to face with the same patrol of Royal Guard he had seen earlier at Leith, and at their head was Princess Abigail, and she was looking his way.

Rory couldn’t duck aside without arousing her suspicion. All he could do was thank Godmother’s gown that night had fallen and his hood was up, and keep walking as if the Guard were no concern of his. He moved to the side of the street to give them the right of way, as anyone would, and tried to calm his panicked heart. Even Aldermane hung her head and moped along, as if she was unworthy of attention.

The Guard walked their horses forward like they were on parade, carrying the scent of leather and woodsmoke. As they pulled abreast of him, Rory started to breathe easier.

“You, rogue,” Abigail snarled in Cavelian, drawing her horse to a halt. “Is the Boar’s Tusk around here?”

Rory froze, his hand growing slick on Aldermane’s reins. He angled his head toward Abigail, keeping his face shadowed, and said in the roughest voice he could manage, “Sorry, ma’am, I don’t speak Cavelian.”

Abigail had never deigned to learn the common language, and the guard beside her had to translate.

“Foreigners,” the princess spat.

When the guard relayed her question, Rory pointed back over his shoulder at the Boar’s Tusk.

“Ask him if they have a stable and if their rates are reasonable,” Abigail said.

“Yes, ma’am, and I can’t complain,” Rory said after the guard had translated. “And they wouldn’t dare overcharge the Royal Guard.”

“That they would not,” Abigail said upon hearing the translation, “unless they want to end up like Leith.”

A ripple of laughter ran through the Guard, and a ripple of fear ran up Rory’s spine. They’d only been at Leith this morning. What had happened after he had fled?

“If we are done then I will take my leave,” Rory said, inclining his head.

“Yes, fine, go,” Abigail said, then, “Wait.”

Rory hadn’t taken one step before he realized his mistake. Distracted, he’d spoken the wrong language.

“Say that again.”

“Sorry, ma’am,” he said, remembering to speak the common language this time. “Even a rogue can learn a few rote phrases.”

As the same guard translated, Rory could feel the weight of Abigail’s gaze upon him.

“That was no rote phrase. In fact, it had a rather interesting rhythm.” Abigail swung down from her horse. “Say it again.”

Rory kept his gaze down and his mouth shut as Abigail approached. Every nerve in his body told him to flee, and his hand itched to hold a dagger. The other guards spread out until they encircled him. He unwound his fingers from Aldermane’s reins and shifted his weight onto his toes.

Abigail slid her sword one inch out of its scabbard. “Say. It. Again.”

Rory lifted his gaze to meet hers. The moment felt weighted, like his future still hung in the balance. But he knew it was already too late. He’d given himself away to the one person who was set on his demise. Her gaze searched his, trying to make out his features in the depths of his hood, searching for a moment of recognition.

This time, he spoke Cavelian deliberately. “Alas, you look like you have seen a ghost.”

As Abigail reached up to yank back his hood, Rory stepped forward and caught her sword hand to prevent her drawing the weapon. He flicked his wrist to bring his dagger to his hand, though the small blade would have little effect against her padded armor. He pushed forward, hoping to set her off-balance, and aimed his blade for her face. She blocked with her free hand, caught his wrist, and pulled. He twisted with the motion, dropped into a crouch, and slammed the hilt of his dagger into her knee. She let out a cry as she staggered backward, finally managing to draw her sword.

The odds were not in Rory’s favor. He’d brought a knife to a sword fight, and even if he bested Abigail, half a dozen Royal Guard were waiting to take their turn. He had to rely on Bernard’s training: strike fast and run away.

He whistled sharply, instructing Aldermane to flee. The horse responded with a stream of neighs that even Rory, with his gift for languages, couldn’t interpret. He had no time to worry about her as Abigail swung her sword. He blocked the strike high, and the blade caught his bracer before sliding off and slicing across his arm. He gritted his teeth against the pain and drove his dagger into Abigail’s exposed armpit.

She let out a howl of rage, and Rory broke past her to flee down the street.

“After him!” Abigail cried. “Don’t let him out of this one-horse town alive.”

Rory spared a glance over his shoulder as he ran. Aldermane let out a battle cry, reared up on her hind legs, and struck out at the guard closest to her, sending him crashing to the ground. Then she shoulder-barged another horse, causing it to bolt in panic, before galloping away in the other direction.

With the Guard on horseback, Rory wouldn’t outrun them on foot. But they had to stick to the streets and he did not. He headed for the closest building, launched himself up the side, caught handholds on the brickwork and footholds on the window sills until he could haul himself onto the roof, then fled across the rooftops. A long night of running and hiding lay ahead of him if he was to escape the Guard and get away with his life.

 




When Timothee had spoken of a private house, Esme had imagined something larger than her cottage at home, but she was still surprised when he escorted her to a two-story mansion behind a tall brick fence.

“Do you live here?” Esme asked.

“Of course not,” Timothee said with a soft laugh. “Who would live in Braefield?” When he noticed Esme wasn’t laughing with him, his face fell. “I mean, of course, it’s a perfectly fine town, we always base ourselves here when collecting the taxes from the surrounding villages, but my home is Alderness.”

The gate was guarded by a man dressed in the same blue and white garb as Anora, which Esme now realized was a uniform. He must have recognized the prince as he hurried to open the gate, so they didn’t have to pause in their stride. The door to the house was opened by a servant, who immediately asked if he could be of service.

“Has my sister returned?” Timothee asked.

“The princess Abigail has not yet graced us with her presence, Your Highness,” the servant replied.

“Then we shall take a nightcap in my study.”

Timothee led Esme up a grand flight of stairs, down a long corridor, and past many doors before opening one that looked identical to all the others. The study was large, by Esme’s standards, and the walls papered pale blue and painted with white flowers. A solid oak desk stood before the windows, and two over-stuffed easy chairs sat by the fireplace. Another servant had managed to beat them to the room and was setting a fire. Timothee crossed to a side table, picked up a smoked glass bottle, and poured a creamy liquid into two crystal glasses. He offered one to Esme and gestured for her to take a seat.

Esme sniffed at the liquid before taking a sip. It looked like milk but the color was darker, though it was hard to judge exactly in the lamp light. It had a full, caramelized flavor, but kicked her back teeth as she swallowed. She had indulged in ale, wine, and honey mead on many occasions, but nothing compared to this.

When the fire had caught and the servant had taken her leave, Timothee set aside his glass and turned to Esme. “Please, if you will, enlighten me as to how you came to be in ownership of that horse.”

Esme hugged the glass to her chest, its surface cool against her fingers. She didn’t know Timothee, didn’t know if she could trust him with the truth, but she also didn’t think she could lie to him completely. It would be better to stick as close to the truth as she could.

“It is rather a long story, Your Highness.”

He settled back into his chair. “I am prepared.”

She told him of Finishing School, of being kidnapped by a rogue at the request of the fairy godmother, of being brought to the tower and guarded by the giant. She told him of coming downstairs and finding the door unlocked, the horse saddled, and the magical barrier penetrable. She admitted how improbable it seemed but didn’t explain the whole thing was fake or that Mistress Helene and Godmother were the same person.

Timothee, to her relief, didn’t dismiss her story off-hand. Instead, he leaned forward in his seat and said, “Tell me of the rogue. What did he look like?”

A wave of guilt flooded over Esme as she thought of Rory. “He was about so tall,” she said, standing up and indicating with her hand. “Slim build, but strong. His hair was short but almost the same color as mine. He was maybe all of twenty summers old.” She sank back into her seat, not knowing what else to say.

“Did he tell you his name? No, never mind, I’m sure he wouldn’t have given you his real one if he gave you one at all. Did he have any distinguishing features?”

“Like what?”

“A scar? On his stomach?”

Heat flooded into Esme’s cheeks.

Timothee knew Rory. She didn’t know if that was a good thing.

“My lord,” Esme said, to cover her reaction. “Why would you presume I have seen him shirtless?”

Timothee’s brows bounced. “Forgive me. I didn’t mean to insinuate anything.” He sat back and gazed into the fire, giving Esme time to regain her composure. “Aldermane,” he said finally, “was my cousin Gregory’s horse.”

Esme was glad his attention was caught by the flames, as she struggled to keep her emotions from showing on her face. How could she not have realized that Rory and Gregory, the Dead Prince, were one and the same? She had read his story in the genealogy; she had seen his scar.

“It has been five summers since he went hunting with my sister and never returned.” He gave a soft, weary smile. “Gregory had many flaws, but he was good with a bow. It must have been a stroke of bad luck that a boar got him. I always regretted we didn’t recover his body, couldn’t give him a proper burial alongside his father. Aldermane never came home either. She was no warhorse, but she was well-trained. I suppose even the best horses get spooked sometimes. But to see her now, after all these years, so close to home …” He focused back on Esme, his gaze sharp. “I would very much like to meet this rogue of yours.”

“I don’t think that will be a problem,” Esme murmured. “I’m certain he hunts me even now.”

Timothee stroked at his beard. “I hope he isn’t in town. If Abigail sees him—”

“My lord,” Anora snapped.

Timothee looked up and gave her a tight nod, as if she had prevented him from saying something he shouldn’t have. But Esme didn’t need the truth spelled out this time. Rory had gone hunting with Abigail. He hadn’t been gored by a boar. He was afraid of knives for a reason.

Because Abigail had stabbed him and left him for dead.

Timothee pushed to his feet. “Thank you, for telling me your story. I’ll have a servant show you to your room, and tomorrow, I hope you might consider letting me give you that tour of Braefield.”

“I would be honored.”

A tour might give them time alone, time away from prying ears, when Esme might be able to ask Timothee if he had heard any rumors about illegitimate children in the royal family.

 




Esme slept in a luxuriously large bed, woke the next morning to find a servant had brought her a freshly laundered set of clothes, and received an invitation to the morning room for breakfast. Timothee was already there, dressed in midnight blue trousers and a matching waistcoat over a lilac shirt. She almost laughed at how overdressed he was for breakfast, until she realized she was most likely underdressed.

He stood when she entered the room, gave her a sparkling smile, and pulled out her chair. Servants swarmed around, offering her tea and fruit and pastries. She accepted one of everything, unsure when she would eat so extravagantly again.

She’d finished her tea and was gratefully waiting as a servant refilled her cup, when the door flew open and Princess Abigail stepped into the room. There was no need to wait for an introduction. She may have been wearing nothing more than an artfully embroidered morning gown, her strawberry blond hair pulled back in a simple ponytail, her complexion as pale as if she had recently recovered from a fever, but her poise marked her as royalty and her face bore a strong resemblance to Timothee’s. The prince let out an amused cry of, “Sister, you have returned!”

Abigail’s gaze fell on Esme. “Who is this? I thought we agreed, brother, that your guests were to leave before breakfast.”

Timothee cleared his throat. “Allow me to introduce the lady Igraine.” He gave Esme an apologetic look. “M’lady, you have the honor of meeting the princess Abigail, heir to the throne of Caveline.”

Esme rose from her seat and bobbed a curtsy. “Your Highness.”

Abigail snorted dismissively as she stalked across the room, her steps labored by a limp, before thudding into the empty seat at the head of the table. When the servants did not react quickly enough, Abigail poured her own tea. She winced as if the simple action caused her pain.

“Long night?” Timothee asked, his gaze raking her with concern.

“Nothing you need to worry about.”

Timothee gave a tight smile. “I thought I would take the lady Igraine on a tour around Braefield this morning.”

“Yes, it’s best if you amuse yourself,” Abigail said, as she reached for a pastry filled with sticky apricot jam. She was, Esme noted, keeping one arm curled tight against her chest. “I have another busy day ahead collecting the taxes required to run our realm.”

There was a vein of meaning under the princess’s words that Esme couldn’t decipher.

“I’m sure the lady Igraine wouldn’t mind deferring if you require my assistance,” Timothee offered, and again Esme was sure he was saying something other than simply the words she could hear.

“No,” Abigail said quickly, then more thoughtfully, “we both have our strengths. I’ll stick to leading the Royal Guard; you stick to entertaining pretty ladies from …” Her gaze shifted to Esme. “Where are you from? No, never mind, it matters not.”

Esme didn’t waste any energy being offended by Abigail’s dismissal—after all, she’d traded barbs with the fairy godmother, who was much more formidable—and yet, she was somewhat appalled by the princess’s behavior. For all Abigail knew, she had mightily offended someone of equal rank.

“I’ll be in the city today,” Abigail said to her brother. “The Guard and I—”

“North Lynnborough,” Esme said, putting on her thickest Lynnbrovian accent, so the words ran together and sounded more like “Norflynbro.”

Abigail’s gaze zeroed in on her. “Excuse me?”

“I’m from North Lynnborough,” Esme repeated. “A small, humble village, I’m sure you won’t have heard of it: Daggerton.” She kept her expression placid as she nibbled on a slice of apple.

Abigail had, of course, heard of North Lynnborough’s capital city, and her eyes narrowed as she re-evaluated Esme’s presence at their table. “What did you say your name was, Lady …?”

Esme let out a simpering laugh. “Oh, Princess Abigail, how droll you are, pretending to have forgotten my name the moment it left your brother’s lips.” She turned to Timothee. “I’ll be certain to tell my father how pleasant the Cavelian royal family has been during my stay.”

“Your father?” Abigail asked. Her tone was somewhat hesitant. She was suspicious of Esme’s story, but not enough to voice her concerns and risk offending someone important.

“Yes, he himself.” Esme let out another laugh. “So pleasant.”

Abigail shot Timothee a concerned look. He gave her a tiny nod, and the muscles around her eyes twitched. “I was unaware we were expecting any delegates from North Lynnborough.”

“We weren’t,” Timothee murmured. “It was rather fortunate I bumped into the lady as I was carousing.”

“Very fortunate,” Esme said, giving Timothee a conspiratorial wink. Timothee stifled a laugh, which, fortunately, Abigail did not see.

“Well, brother,” she stumbled, “I suppose—”

Esme plucked her napkin off her lap and laid it on the table. “Are you finished, Your Highness? I’m ready for that tour.”

“Certainly, m’lady,” Timothee said. He rose from his seat and gave the bewildered Abigail a reassuring pat on the shoulder before offering Esme his hand. “Don’t worry, sister. Keep yourself amused leading the Guard while I entertain our Lynnbrovian guest. I am certain we’ll easily fill in the day.”

“Yes, well, fine,” Abigail said, as Timothee led Esme from the room.

The door closed behind them, and they were well down the corridor before Timothee laughed. “That was an excellent performance, m’lady.”

“Who do you suppose she thinks I am now?”

“A Lynnbrovian princess sent to spy on our tax collection, I’m sure.”

“I shouldn’t laugh,” Esme said. “If she ever finds out I was having her on, she’ll become my enemy for sure.”

“People have become her enemy for less,” Timothee said, his tone suddenly serious.

Esme slipped her hand into the crook of his elbow, and a tiny smile pulled at his lips.

“Well, m’lady, shall we start our tour and see if we can catch the attention of your rogue?”

Regret and worry rose in Esme’s chest like heartburn, but she forced herself to return the prince’s smile. “Yes, let’s.”

 




Despite having a slightly dismissive attitude toward Braefield, Timothee clearly had a soft spot for the town. He showed Esme interesting architecture and glorious gardens, crowded markets and boutique bistros, but his favorite spot was a public square where a variety of performers plied their trade for donations.

Aldermane had seemed out of sorts when they'd collected her from the stable, but if she was attempting to convey a message with snorts and snuffles, Esme couldn’t fathom what it could be, and she settled down quickly enough.

They hitched their horses and wandered around the square with Anora trailing discreetly behind them. Every time they paused in front of a performer, Timothee dropped a coin in their collection plate, or upside-down hat, or open fiddle case. The louder Esme gasped at their tricks, the more coins Timothee bestowed. She applauded the acrobats, feared for the fire-eater, and marveled at the magician performing sleight of hand.

Once they had completed the circuit and returned to their horses, Timothee glanced around as if he expected Rory to simply appear in the crowd. Esme’s gaze was drawn to every shadowy tree and dark alley, but she couldn’t see him either.

“You haven’t seen him, have you?” she whispered to Aldermane.

The horse blinked, and her lips pulled back in a semblance of a grimace before she nodded her head wildly.

“You have?” Esme asked. “Where? When?” But, of course, the horse couldn’t answer. Esme glanced at the soft glow of Rory’s father, who had been shadowing them all morning, but he could provide no answers either.

“There is a cheesemonger that makes the most delicious spreads,” Timothee said, drawing her attention back to her current situation, “if you don’t mind going a little way out of town.”

If Aldermane had been attempting to tell Esme that Rory was here in Braefield then he was most likely watching them even now, and heading away from the crowds would give him a chance to approach them. Esme was ready. “That sounds delightful.”

They followed the main road as the houses thinned, then turned onto a narrower path that threaded through fields filled with wheat and oats and apple trees. Again, they chatted comfortably, until Esme’s apprehension about being kidnapped by Rory a second time caused her to fall silent.

“You have no need to fear, m’lady,” Timothee said, guessing the reason for her silence, though not truly understanding it. “Anora and I will protect you. Well, mostly Anora.”

Esme gave him a faint smile and pushed aside her fears, because he’d given her the perfect opening. “I’m not ashamed to admit I’m afraid. If the rogue takes me prisoner again, I’ll find myself back in that tower, at the fairy godmother’s mercy, waiting to be rescued by a prince.” She caught her lip between her teeth and noticed Timothee noticing. “You could tell me a story to distract me. Surely there is plenty of Cavelian royal gossip that girls like me would never be privy to.”

“So you are a Lynnbrovian spy?” he teased.

She raised her hands in mock surrender. “Please don’t turn me over to your sister. Any secrets you tell me will stay between us. I promise.”

“My family is just like yours, I’m sure. We all have a collection of madness, murder, and mongrels.”

“Mongrels?”

Timothee had the grace to look abashed. “Illegitimate children.”

Esme gasped as her heart leaped into her throat and tried to choke her.

“Not me.” His misunderstanding of Esme’s shock caused him to ramble. “Forget what Abigail said about my overnight guests. I don’t do that very often. And I take precautions. And if I did father a child, I would do my duty, I wouldn’t send them away—”

“Does that happen often?”

“I assure you, I haven’t—”

“Not you, Your Highness. I mean, in general. Do you know of someone who had a child, named her after Esmeralda the First, and then sent her away?”

Timothee’s mouth fell open.

Esme swallowed hard. She shouldn’t have been so direct, but it was too late to take the words back, and her desperation to know made her eyes burn with unshed tears.

“Have the rumors of the Lost Princess reached North Lynnborough?” Timothee murmured.

Before he could say any more, before Esme could ask him to explain, a sharp whistle cut through the air, and Aldermane slammed to a halt. Timothee drew his own horse to a stop and twisted around in his saddle.

“Anora, keep—Anora?”

There was no trace of Anora or her horse behind them.

Timothee circled his horse and pulled abreast of Esme. “Do not fear, m’lady. I will protect you.”

“I think you’ll find you’ve more than met your match.” Rory was standing in the middle of the road ahead of them. He wore all black again, and his hood cast his face in shadows, which meant Esme couldn’t tell his mood from his expression, though she was sure it probably fell somewhere between vexed and irritated.

Timothee wheeled his horse around again. “Cousin?” he said. “We don’t have to fight.”

“What makes you think I spoke about myself?”

Timothee’s gaze snapped back to Esme. “You are a spy? Is this a ruse? To what end?”

“No. Everything I told you was true. That”—she jabbed her finger in Rory’s direction, suddenly feeling less guilty about stealing Aldermane and abandoning him—“is the rogue who kidnapped me.”

“You weren’t meant to tell anyone,” Rory growled, speaking Lynnbrovian. “We had a deal.”

“Our deal ended the moment we reached the haven.”

She didn’t need to see his expression to know he was glaring at her.

“You truly kidnapped her?” Timothee asked in Cavelian, his tone appalled. “What has become of you, cousin?”

“At least I have become more than a corpse.” Rory’s voice came out low and menacing. “I will not let you finish Abi’s work.”

“Finish Abi’s …” The color drained from Timothee’s face, and he tensed so much in the saddle that his horse danced sideways. “What are you saying?”

Rory stalked forward, and now that Esme was watching him, she could tell he was favoring his right side. His left arm, which he held close to his body, was awash with blood. “Just step aside and let me take the girl.”

Timothee slipped down from his horse and drew his sword. “I don’t wish to fight you, coz, but I will defend myself and the lady, and I believe my reach is still greater than yours.”

Rory paused a short distance in front of Timothee. With a swift movement, he flicked a dagger out of his bracer and fired it into the ground between Timothee’s feet. Then he flicked his wrist and another dagger appeared in his hand, though Esme could not fathom how he had hidden two in a single bracer.

“Your reach is not as useful as you think,” Rory said. “You had one chance. I do not have to miss.”

Esme suddenly realized what Rory had meant by his speech disorder. Everything he said in Cavelian came out in a particular rhythm. She didn’t have a name for it, but it consisted of a series of five pairs of syllables, alternating soft and hard.

“Wait,” Esme called before the stand-off between the two men turned deadly. “It doesn’t have to be this way.”

“No,” Rory said, switching back to Lynnbrovian, though Esme could feel a headache forming from the constant changes. “It’s not meant to be this way. He’s meant to rescue you from the tower; you’re not meant to run off and find him.”

He was right. Mistress Helene had made a deal with her mother. She would be a queen, even if it meant waiting to be rescued and marrying a prince. Esme had been so busy making assumptions about what would happen afterward that she’d failed to consider it might, in fact, be the correct path. Especially if the prince who rescued her was someone like Timothee.

“I’ll come with you if you let the prince live.”

“What?” Timothee gasped. “When was my life threatened?”

Rory’s posture shifted, and he pushed back his hood. “You think I’m going to kill him?”

“Well, aren’t you? You threaten murder like a baker giving away yesterday’s pastries.”

“I know you’ve only known me all of three days, but how many people have I killed in that time?”

Esme hesitated. He’d seemed menacing beside the river in Mairtown; he’d fought with Madam Mariel and the coachman; he’d threatened their hosts at the inn. “None?”

“None,” he confirmed.

“You’re not planning to kill him?”

Rory’s eyes narrowed, and he switched languages once again. “I’m not the one who planned familicide.”

“Familicide?” Timothee asked. “If you’re making an accusation, cousin, speak it plainly.”

Rory let out a dry laugh. “Unfortunately, plain is not my style.”

Timothee winced. “I didn’t mean—”

“He wasn’t gored by a boar,” Esme said. “Your sister stabbed him. Didn’t she, Prince Gregory?”

Rory’s frown deepened at the use of his real name, but he had the grace to give her a guilty look. “Indeed.”

Esme waited for him to continue the pattern, but somehow he stopped short.

“I didn’t know,” Timothee said, and though Esme didn’t know him well, he sounded sincere. “And if I had, I would’ve attempted to dissuade her.”

“The sword you’re holding says that isn’t true,” Rory said.

Timothee sighed then tossed the weapon aside. “Better?”

Rory didn’t reply, but he flicked his dagger back into his bracer.

“We appear to be at a stalemate,” Esme said, “but I may have a solution.” When both men turned her way, she continued, “You’ve been so kind to me, Timothee, and I hate to impose on your hospitality further, but would you be at all interested in rescuing me from a tower guarded by a giant at the behest of the fairy godmother?”

Timothee didn’t hesitate. “I would rather prevent you from returning to the tower at all.”

“I have to return, because once I am rescued properly—officially—Rory will complete his deal with the fairy godmother and be free to go wherever he pleases.”

Timothee’s concerned gaze turned on Rory. “Are you truly indebted to someone, coz?”

“She saved my life,” Rory replied. “My life is hers to take.”

“Then I will rescue you.”

“Rescue me,” Esme said, “and you’ll save him. There’s a forest, not two hours’ walk from the village of Leith. You’ll know you’ve found it when you get the urge to turn away or find your focus caught on something else.”

“Esme!” Rory snapped. “If you have secrets you would like to spill, don’t tell them to the people who would kill.” He paused with an irritated look on his face then added, “Me.”

Rory must have spent the past five years scared that Abigail would find him and finish what she’d started, but Esme believed, at the very core of her being, that Timothee wouldn’t share Rory’s location with his sister. She turned from one prince to the other. “You won’t …” Her words faded away at the look on Timothee’s face.

“Esme?” he choked out.

“By Godmother’s gown,” Rory muttered in the common language, likely to his father, “I know.”

She glared at him. “You accuse me of spilling secrets, yet I wasn’t fool enough to use my real name.”

“In my defense,” Rory began, but he didn’t get a chance to explain.

“You’re the Lost Princess?” Timothee murmured.

“She does not know the truth of who she is,” Rory told him.

Esme’s heart pounded so hard in her chest that she could barely hear the words she spoke. “Who am I, then?”

“King Gregory’s first child,” Timothee said.

“And thus the rightful heir to Caveline,” Rory added.

“Princess Esmeralda, who was sent into hiding when the king’s first marriage was annulled.”

“My sister who I did not know I had.”

“No,” Esme said, though she couldn’t see a reason for either of them to lie. “I am not your sister. I am not the daughter of a king. I’m a peasant. I grew up in a cottage in a tiny village talking to the mice who lived under my bed. I’m just Esme.”

“And destined to be queen of Caveline,” Rory said.

Esme’s emotions hardened into a cold lump of fury that she couldn’t understand. All she knew was that she couldn’t stay there any longer, facing her brother and her cousin who had both grown up so differently from her, both knowing exactly who they were. So she nudged Aldermane with her calves, yelled, “Go!” and thanked her lucky stars when the horse broke into a gallop.








CHAPTER NINE




As Rory watched Esme flee on Aldermane, he knew, despite his decision to stop doing things he needed to apologize for, he still had many apologies ahead of him.

“I will find you, cousin,” Timothee said. “You and Lady I—er, Esme. And I won’t breathe a word of your continued existence to Abigail.”

“Alas, you’ll find that she already knows.”

“I assume you were the cause of her long night, then?”

“Indeed.”

“Regardless, I’ll keep our meeting to myself.” Timothee stooped to pick up his sword and slid it into its sheath. Then he wrenched Rory’s dagger from where it was buried in the dirt and approached with the weapon held hilt-out.

Rory fought his instinct to back away, took the proffered dagger, and tucked it away in his bracer.

“How many of those can you fit in there?” Timothee asked, quirking his eyebrow.

Rory studied his cousin.

Due to his proximity to the throne, Rory should have been top of the pecking order among the royal cousins, but due to their ages, Abigail and Timothee had occupied the highest spots. Rory had never cared much for his multitude of younger cousins, but he’d been desperate to impress the older ones, and Timothee had always been the one who allowed Rory to tag along. Abigail, being the oldest, had most likely looked at him the way he had looked at the others: a mere child she couldn’t be bothered entertaining until she entertained the thought of shortening the queue to the throne.

Timothee had been gifted with a natural charm that always made Rory admire and despise him in equal measure, and the past five years had done nothing to diminish his charm nor Rory’s feelings, yet, he had to admit he couldn’t imagine Timothee involving himself in Abigail’s plot.

“I find I have as many as I need,” Rory said, flourishing his hand to show the dagger was well hidden.

“I assume you have acquired the skill to use them?”

“I’m better now than when I was a child. Though I’ll admit that prize came with a price.”

Timothee reached out to touch Rory’s shoulder, Rory flinched back and snapped a dagger into his hand, and his cousin’s hand fell back to his side.

“I’m glad you’re alive, Gregory.”

“You may as well just call me Rory now.”

“If that’s what you’d prefer.” Timothee looked as if he would say more but only gave an awkward sigh before changing the topic. “May I ask what you did with Anora?”

“She’s over yonder, tied up with her horse.” Rory slipped his dagger away again before gesturing behind his cousin, into an apple orchard.

Timothee gave a sharp nod. “I don’t know how long it will take, but I’ll find you, cousin.”

“It’s Esme who needs rescuing, not me.”

“I’ll save you both, if I can.”

“As long as Wybert and your sister rule, I will not have a place in Caveline.” Rory shook his head. His father had claimed speaking Cavelian made him more eloquent, but it simply wasn’t true. His inability to speak plainly meant he often struggled to get his point across, despite how sweet the words sounded. Luckily, Timothee had plenty of experience hearing the message behind the words. “If they discover Esme has been found, I think they will ensure she is not crowned.”

Timothee gasped as he grasped Rory’s meaning. “I will ensure no one makes an attempt on her life. You have my word.”

Rory hesitated a moment, considering the wisdom of what he intended, before saying, “If allies in your quest you think you need, may I suggest you look in fair Mairtown?”

“Can I assume that’s in North Lynnborough?”

Rory nodded.

“Well, it’s probably time someone went on a diplomatic sojourn there, and since Abigail is busy collecting the taxes, I may as well go in her stead.” Timothee regarded him shrewdly. “If I get a little sidetracked along the way, no one will be any the wiser.”

 




By the time Esme made it to the village of Leith, she had worked through a range of emotions. First, she had let the rage fester in her chest while she attempted to work out who she was angry with and why.

With her father for sending her away.

With her mother for not telling her the truth.

With Rory for not admitting what he knew.

With herself for waiting so long for her destiny to arrive without ever really questioning why.

In the end, logic lanced her rage.

Her father must have had a reason to send her away.

Her mother must have had the same reason to keep her hidden.

Rory must have only found out about her during his conversation with his father in the library, as before then he had been attempting to help her find out.

As for herself, she’d grown up in ignorance, as a peasant, and had no reason to suspect she was actually a princess, no matter how often her mother spoke of her destiny.

Regardless, her decisions were in the past. There was no point regretting them. All she could do now was try to make the best ones moving forward.

After rage came sorrow.

She finally knew who her father was, but she was five years too late to meet him. Grief hit her harder than she expected. How could she miss a man she’d never known? And yet, how could she not? Once her tears had run dry, she consoled herself with the knowledge that his ghost lingered, and through Rory, she could converse with him.

After sorrow came determination.

She could see a path forward now, even if it meant more time waiting.

But she would use that time.

She would take Mistress Helene’s advice and learn everything she could about Caveline. Rory would be the perfect person to educate her about royal life. Once Timothee rescued her, he would be the perfect ally in the royal city.

All she had to do was find some way to depose the king, let everyone know her true identity, and instate herself on the throne.

Hopefully, Timothee wouldn’t rescue her before she’d figured out how.

As she approached Leith, the scent of smoke accosted her, and when the village came into view, she realized why. She drew Aldermane to a halt in front of the bridge, or what was left of it. The village and surrounding fields had been razed.

 




“By the hem of Godmother’s gown,” Rory muttered in Lynnbrovian as he stepped up beside Esme. “How could she?”

Esme jumped. “You’ll have to teach me how to sneak like that.”

Rory now understood why the Royal Guard had smelled of smoke.

“What happened here?” Esme asked. “I passed by yesterday and it didn’t look like this. How could a fire get so out of control as to burn the entire village?”

“Because it was carefully lit and guided.”

Esme stared down at him. “Who would do such a thing?”

“Abigail was here yesterday with the Royal Guard, collecting taxes. I can only assume the manor liege either protested the amount due or tried to negotiate better terms.”

“So they burned the village?”

“Abigail was always easily offended and fond of using fear to control the people.”

“How will they rebuild? How will they survive?”

“If they work together, look after each other, and pay their fines, they’ll recover in time.”

Or they wouldn’t. The people might disperse, to Braefield or other surrounding villages, and Leith would cease to exist. But he didn’t think Esme needed to hear that.

“With the bridge gone, they’re cut off from the main road. My first goal would be to rebuild it, after checking everyone was all right, of course.”

“If you were queen,” Rory said. “You could allocate funds to aid in the recovery efforts, send resources and people to help.”

“But I’m not queen.”

“Not yet.”

Esme’s lips set into a firm line, and fire flared in her eyes.

She wanted to rule. Not because she had been told it was her destiny, not for the glory and adoration, but because she could use her power to make Caveline a better place.

“She’s something special, isn’t she?” Gregory asked.

“Father thinks you’ll make an excellent queen,” Rory told her.

Her gaze drifted to where the ghost floated. “Thank you … Father.”

“I suppose we should all talk,” Gregory said tightly.

Rory fought past his own discomfort, determined to avoid another tantrum. “Father would like to know if we should talk now or after we return to the tower.”

Esme didn’t answer but studied him, her gaze sticking on his injured arm. “How did that happen?”

“Abigail enjoys stabbing me.”

“Didn’t you have time to dress it? Or at least clean it?”

“I was in rather dire straits at the time.”

“I suppose we should return to the tower then,” Esme said, nudging Aldermane into a walk. “We can talk while I tend your wounds again.”

“In my defense,” Rory said, falling into step beside his horse. “The last one wasn’t my fault. How did you save me, by the way, in the labyrinth?”

Esme didn’t meet his gaze as she said, “I politely asked the creature to catch you as you fell.”

It seemed ridiculous that she would even contemplate addressing one of the labyrinth’s creatures directly when, as Rory knew from his repeated experience, they didn’t have human intelligence. But that was Esme’s way. She didn’t consider them beneath respect.

“The same way you saved yourself from the spider?” he asked.

Esme gave a faint nod.

“Are you aware that Aldermane has not been acting much like a horse lately?”

Aldermane snorted, as if grateful someone had finally spoken that truth out loud.

“I don’t know how horses are meant to act, but … yes, I had the feeling she was unique.”

“It’s because of you.”

Now Esme gave him an appalled look. “I have done nothing to your horse.”

“I don’t believe you can help it. It’s your royal gift.”

“I’m impressed you figured it out, son,” Gregory said. “Though I suppose it was obvious.”

“My royal gift?”

“You were born a princess, Esme, and every royal baby is visited by a fairy who grants them a gift,” he explained. “Some can sing like a bird. Others can break curses with a single kiss. Abigail was given the hearing of a bat, Timothee received charm—”

“Charm?”

“—and I got a gift for languages, though it came with the drawback that when I speak Cavelian, my native tongue, the words only ever flow in iambic pentameter, and sometimes, for emphasis, in rhyme.” And he had a rather good idea of which fairy had given him his gift.

Esme stifled a laugh, and he couldn’t blame her. It sounded amusing. She was probably imagining him wandering through the castle, speaking in sonnets, making young folk swoon. Then her face fell. “Does that mean there are some things you cannot say, no matter how hard you try?”

Rory’s jaw sagged. No one ever seemed to realize how debilitating his speech disorder could be, yet Esme had reached that conclusion in mere moments. “Yes,” he said, “exactly.”

She gave him a sympathetic look. “That must be hard.”

“It’s fine,” he demurred. “I have plenty of other languages to choose from.”

“Well, I don’t have your way with words, my singing voice is appalling, I’ve never broken any curses, and I don’t think I have the power to make horses act strangely.”

“Did you ever, perhaps, have birds that helped you dress?”

Esme laughed again at the absurdity of it all. “Of course not.”

“A lizard you could talk to like your best friend?”

“No.”

“But you had mice that did your chores?”

Esme opened her mouth to dismiss the idea, but her protest drained away. “There was a family of mice under my bed. I used to talk to them all the time, and they would listen and sometimes bring me things I’d dropped.”

“Father has confirmed it. You can talk to animals.”

“It might only work with mice,” Esme murmured.

Rory shook his head. “It’s Aldermane, too.”

Esme snorted. “I’ve had precious little idea what Aldermane has been trying to tell me over the last two days.”

“I didn’t say you could understand them, though I’m sure you could with time and practice. But they definitely understand you.”

Esme looked as if she would continue denying it, but she didn’t. “In Braefield, she wouldn’t let me enter the first two inns I found. And she gave the stable hand a right talking to.”

“She was always a smart horse, well-trained, good at following commands.” Rory reached over to stroke Aldermane’s neck, and she nickered in pleasure. “But now she has an opinion and is not afraid to let it be known. You have made her more.”

“Oh, Rory …” Esme’s hand covered her mouth, muffling her next words. “I’m sorry. I didn’t do that to Aldermane on purpose.”

“I’ll admit I was slightly peeved when I first noticed.” He gave Esme a faint smile then turned to stroke Aldermane’s neck again. “You don’t have to stay with me if you’d rather be Esme’s horse.”

Aldermane snorted and rolled her eyes. He took that to mean she wouldn’t abandon him yet.

“What would happen to her if I left?” Esme asked. “Would she revert to being a normal horse?”

“I suspect so, though it might take time.”

“That’s sad,” Esme murmured. “I’ll have to be more careful.” She was silent for a long time before saying, “Though it could prove a useful skill.”

“I believe it already has.”

 




Esme tensed on Aldermane’s back as they approached the magical barrier around the haven. Rory glanced left and right as if he expected to find Mistress Helene waiting for them in the meadow. To Esme’s relief, she was not. Perhaps they’d returned quickly enough that Mistress Helene hadn’t noted their absence. They headed straight to the stable, and Rory made quick but thorough work of stripping the riding equipment from Aldermane and brushing her down.

As she watched him work, Esme contemplated their conversation. If she truly had been gifted with the ability to talk to animals, she would also have to learn the extent of her power, because asking a simple request of a spider or long-armed creature seemed different from slowly imbuing a mouse or horse with human-like intelligence.

Once Rory had finished with Aldermane, they crept inside the tower. There was no sign of Mistress Helene in the entryway, or Rory’s chambers, or the kitchens. Rory looked toward the stairs with dread in his eyes.

“Do you believe she is up in my chambers?” Esme asked.

“There’s only one way to find out.”

Rory brushed past Esme to take the stairs first. She followed closely behind, but at the top of the tower, her room was as empty as everywhere else. Rory shook his head with a furrowed brow and gestured for Esme to descend again. As soon as her foot touched the bottom step, Mistress Helene’s voice rang out. “How was your little adventure?”

Esme froze and threw her arms out, doing her best to keep Rory behind her. She was determined to shield him from Mistress Helene’s punishment this time, no matter his protests.

The fairy godmother sat on George’s chair, the size of the furniture making her look like a child’s doll. She was as elegant as ever in a long velvet gown, a teacup and saucer in her hands. She sipped at the cup and raised her eyebrow, waiting for an answer.

“It was enlightening,” Esme said.

“Don’t tell me you finally discovered your true identity?”

“I did,” Esme said, “but I’m certain you knew that already.”

“Of course.” Mistress Helene’s eyes narrowed. Her gaze flicked over Esme’s shoulder. “Shall we get on with your punishment?”

“No,” Esme said.

Mistress Helene’s gaze snapped back to her. “No?”

Rory’s fingers brushed her shoulder. “Esme …” he whispered hoarsely. “Let her do her worst, and then she’ll leave.”

Fear crouched in his eyes, but there was determination too. It was likely he didn’t believe Mistress Helene could be dissuaded, and any attempt on Esme’s part would only make things worse. 

She gave a small nod, and Rory squeezed past her to stand in front of Mistress Helene.

The fairy godmother slipped off the chair, floated to the floor, and landed softly, as if gravity itself held no power over her. She stepped forward and stroked her hand through Rory’s hair. He stiffened under her touch.

“The labyrinth?” Rory asked.

“Don’t be foolish, child,” Mistress Helene chided, with what sounded like genuine affection in her voice, though it was surely fake. “We’re done with all that.”

“Done with it?” Rory murmured, but she ignored him.

“No, we need to focus on the dungeon now.”

Rory dropped through the floor as if a trap door had opened beneath his feet, but when Esme dashed forward, she found the stones intact. She dropped to her knees and clawed the ground in a desperate attempt to find a handle, a gap, a loose stone, something that would let her reach him.

Mistress Helene cleared her throat and Esme looked up. “What are you doing?”

“I’m trying to get down to him.”

Mistress Helene let out a whimsical laugh. “He isn’t down there, child. Come along. Let us go and see how the Dead Prince is doing.”

She headed for the door, and Esme pushed to her feet to follow.

“Whatever you’re doing to him,” she growled, “he doesn’t deserve it.”

“He thinks he does,” the fairy godmother said simply, before leading Esme across the meadow to the Time Court. They headed through another blue door and found themselves in front of a squat, crumbling stone building shaped like a dome. The entranceway had collapsed in on itself, but the stones blocking their way shuffled aside as they approached.

The building had only one room and contained nothing more than cobwebs and a set of stairs leading down.

“After you,” Mistress Helene said.

Esme took the first few steps carefully, until her eyes adjusted to the dim light provided by sconces set in the stairwell wall. Then she ran, her feet flying over the steps in her haste. The deeper she ventured, the cooler the air became, and it carried with it a dank, rotten odor. When she finally reached the bottom, she found herself on a raised ledge overlooking the dungeon. The room was also dark, lit by similar sconces, which sent trails of thick gray smoke toward the ceiling. From what Esme could see, the walls and floor were solid rock, as if the space had been carved out rather than constructed like the building above. Archways were set in each wall, and although she could see nothing inside them, they gave Esme a terrible sense of foreboding.

Rory crouched in the center of the room, hunched over with his fingertips braced against the floor and his eyes screwed shut.

Esme stepped forward, about to call his name, but Mistress Helene’s fingers brushed her arm.

“I wouldn’t make a noise if I were you,” the fairy godmother said, her voice barely above a whisper.

Esme was loathe to do anything the fairy godmother told her, but scared of making things worse for Rory, she complied and stood silently on the ledge, searching for a way to help him.

Rory reached one leg out and shifted his weight sideways before pulling his other leg in and freezing in his original crouched position, only one step closer to the ledge. Every movement was carefully orchestrated and precisely executed, all with his eyes shut.

Esme had no idea where the danger lay, but she didn’t doubt it was there. It wouldn’t be a punishment if he weren’t at risk.

He moved and froze again. It was clear he was making his way toward the ledge, and the soft glow around him meant his father was helping him find his way.

Esme held her breath. He might make it.

Mistress Helene hovered over her shoulder. Her breath tickled Esme’s ear as she whispered, “He is far too good at this. Shall we make it more of a challenge?”

An invisible force clamped around Esme’s ankles, and her boots started to scrape across the stone toward the edge. She struggled against the strange force, but it was as if she were bound with iron shackles, and her feet resisted all efforts to lift them. Esme threw herself backward, hoping to tumble to the ground, but the force caught her in mid-air, and she hung, bent over like a horseshoe, staring upside-down at Mistress Helene. She made a desperate grab for the fairy godmother’s skirts, but her fingers only brushed the fabric and couldn’t catch hold. Mistress Helene waved her fingers in a mocking goodbye as Esme’s toes reached the edge. The invisible force pushed her upright then forward until she was suspended over the edge. The drop wasn’t even twice her height, which was unlikely to kill her but very likely to hurt.

She sent a panicked glance in Rory’s direction. He was still making his way across the floor.

Then she fell.

 




Rory knew Godmother and Esme were watching him. He didn’t have Abigail’s advanced hearing, but he’d caught the edge of Godmother’s whispered words, and there was no one else she would be talking to. He did his best to ignore them. Getting distracted by Godmother was a sure way to lose his concentration and slip, and slipping was a sure way to alert the ogre he was here.

He needed to reach the safety of the ledge before that happened.

Then he heard a thump and Esme’s muted cry of pain, and he knew he was in trouble.

He froze, tilting his head to listen.

From his right came Esme’s strangled whimpers. Godmother must have warned her not to make a sound. From his left, nothing.

“She’s bruised but not broken,” Gregory said. There was no need for him to whisper as the ogre couldn’t hear him, but he did anyway, as if the gloom and silence of the dungeon weighed heavily on him too. “Angle slightly more to your right, son, and you will reach her.”

Rory stretched his leg out, turning as he did so, and carefully shifted his weight. As long as she stayed still and quiet, they could be all right.

Then she let out a shriek. She cut it off quickly, and Rory could not blame her for it. More things dwelled here in the darkness than just the ogre, and Rory had to suppress his own exclamations when they slithered over his skin.

A thud sounded from his left, followed by a long, low screech, like a wooden club dotted with metal spikes being dragged over stone.

“Run!” Gregory yelled.

Rory sprang to his feet and broke into a sprint, his eyes clamped shut, his heart pounding, his brain screaming for him to stop, convinced each step would land him in a hole or smash him into a wall he couldn’t see.

“Three!”

Rory took two more steps and slammed to a halt.

Esme gasped, the sound coming from right in front of him. He dropped into a crouch and reached out to her. He found her shoulder and slid his hand up to cover her eyes. He leaned in close and brought his lips to her ear.

“Keep your eyes closed,” he said, the words barely forming on his tongue. He couldn’t risk saying more than that. He couldn’t explain that the ogre’s appearance was so wrong that a single glance would overwhelm her brain, leaving her unable to run or fight as she studied the disparate pieces of the ogre, trying to understand how they held together, how they functioned as a single entity. She would simply stand there while the ogre scooped her up and swallowed her whole.

Esme nodded under his hand.

Relief washed over him. He couldn’t explain, but she was willing to trust him regardless.

He helped her to her feet, and she seemed to have survived the fall uninjured, as she moved freely enough. He had to get her back onto the ledge before anything worse happened to her. He took her hand and traced her fingers over the first few holds in the rock face, and her hand squeezed his briefly to show she understood.

“Quickly,” Gregory urged, as if Rory were giving Esme a climbing lesson for fun.

Esme let out the tiniest grunt of effort as she hoisted herself off the ground.

A roar sounded behind them. Rory flinched.

It was a short climb, and he had no doubt Esme could do it, given enough time. But she was vulnerable. She couldn’t run or duck or fight off an attack while she clung to the rock face. He had to distract the ogre long enough so it couldn’t pluck her off the wall.

Keeping his eyes closed, he turned around and padded forward and to his left, to move away from Esme and give himself space. He stood in a half crouch, waiting.

The ogre walked with a scrape and thump, scrape and thump as it dragged its misshapen feet toward him. Its breath blew like the wind through a deep cave, and each exhale was accompanied by a hollow whistle that made bile rise in Rory’s throat. He’d been the one to give the ogre that whistle, and he fought down the memory before it swallowed him.

The heavy footsteps stopped, but the rush of wind continued. The ogre’s eyesight was poor, but it was drawn to sound. And the only thing making noise in the room was Esme.

Metal scraped across stone as the ogre swept his club into the air. If he swung it at Esme, she would be crushed.

“Hold …” Gregory murmured. Then again, “Hold …”

Rory’s legs ached with tension. His heart was trying to smash through his chest. His fists were clenched and slick with sweat. If he got this wrong, they would both be doomed.

“Now!” Gregory cried.

Rory darted forward, flicking his wrists to release the daggers from his bracers. The right one slotted into his palm with a reassuring slap. The left one did not. He wasted a precious moment trying again before wondering if the injury to his arm was affecting his movement. He switched the one dagger he had to his left hand and tried to produce another from his right bracer without luck. They always gave him daggers when he needed them, and if they did not, it was because Godmother didn’t want them to. She wanted him to fight the ogre with only one.

His nerve failed him, and he stumbled and crashed face-first to the ground. He kept hold of the dagger on sheer instinct and thrust his other hand out to break his fall. The rough stone floor grazed a layer of skin off his palm, and he rolled once to land sprawled on his back.

“Come on, son,” Gregory called. “You’re more graceful than that! Get up! Get moving! Before—”

“I cannot,” Rory groaned. His courage failed him, and his cowardice took him back five years in time. His eyes were shut, but that didn’t matter. He could see what was above him with perfect clarity.

The outcrop. Abigail stood at the top with a long, thin dagger in her hand. His blood dripped from the blade.

“I’m not climbing down there to finish you off,” she said. “So do me a favor and die quickly.”

Pain flared in Rory’s stomach. Every breath hurt. His heartbeat slowed.

“It’s fitting that no one will ever find your body,” Abigail continued. “The mealy-mouthed ballad-monger doesn’t deserve a spot in the royal crypt.”

She moved away from the edge, out of his sight, which was growing dark at the edges.

His father’s visage drifted into view. “What are you doing? Lazing around like a dull sluggard?” Despite drowning in pain, his father’s words had hurt. “Get up, you idle ape.”

“I can’t,” Rory murmured. He was fairly certain he’d broken a few bones in the fall.

“Get to your feet, Gregory, damn you,” his father snarled. Gregory. His father only called him that when his patience had shuffled off this mortal coil. The present blurred with the past as he continued, “You aren’t the only one in danger here.”

Esme screamed.

Esme!

“The ogre has her!”

Rory rolled to his feet, pushing away the memory that stabbed him like he was a pin cushion. “Where?”

“Hard left. Move! Move!”

Rory bolted left.

“Jump!”

He might not be able to see the ogre, but he knew what it looked like, and once he was in contact with it, he would be able to feel his way with his father’s help. He jumped, his foot landed on the ogre’s kneecap, and he used it to launch himself up. He caught hold of the ogre’s massive arm and swung around to straddle it.

“Esme?” he called. It was too late to keep quiet and more important to find out if he was holding the correct arm.

“Rory!” she cried from somewhere to his left.

Perfect. He had the arm holding the club.

The ogre let out a roar and raised his arm, but it did him no good. Both his hands were full: one with Esme and one with the club. Rory clung tightly as he buried his dagger in the ogre’s elbow joint.

The ogre wasn’t a natural creature as far as Rory could tell. It looked as if it had been constructed out of clay, its various body parts built separately and mashed together by a careless giant child before being animated by magic. All Rory had to do was break the pieces apart, and he and Esme would have plenty of time to escape before the magic pulled the pieces back together.

He didn’t do this part often—usually, he was able to work his way silently across the dungeon and escape without alerting the ogre to his presence—and the previous time he had possessed two blades to sink into each joint and force them apart. Having only one made the task so much harder.

He grabbed the hilt of his dagger with both hands, forced it in as deep as he could, then threw all his strength into pulling it toward him like a lever.

The ogre, though it didn’t seem to feel pain, knew he was attempting to dismember it. It dipped its head and snapped its teeth a hair’s breadth from Rory’s back, but he knew how to position himself just out of reach.

With a faint pop, the ogre’s forearm fell to the ground, taking the club with it.

Rory scrambled to his feet and bounded up to the ogre’s shoulder, fighting to keep his balance as it shifted under him. Now the club was out of the way, the ogre’s next best weapon was its mouth, and since Esme was already in its hand, it would probably attempt to eat her first.

Rory tried in vain once more to bring another dagger to his hand, before bending over to bury his one dagger in the ogre’s neck joint. He planted his shoulder behind the ogre’s massive, misshapen ear and heaved.

It was like trying to topple a boulder, which was something Bernard had made him do on occasion, but Rory wasn’t built to make simple work of it. When Bernard had first gotten a look at him, he’d said, “Well, you’ll never be able to rely on brute strength, so you’ll have to learn to be smart.”

Rory needed to be smart.

He wouldn’t get the ogre’s head off fast enough, but maybe he didn’t have to.

Esme screamed again, but this time there was less panic in the sound and more rage. As her scream faded, it was followed by the unmistakable sound of a dagger slamming into clay.

Somehow she’d gotten hold of a dagger, and she was more than willing to use it.

The ogre howled. It might not feel pain, but it could feel anger.

Rory pivoted on the ogre’s shoulder and buried his dagger in the ogre’s jaw joint. Esme let out a string of expletives that would have made a normal royal blush.

“Stab him again!” Rory yelled as he planted his foot against the ogre’s lower jaw.

The clash of steel on clay was accompanied by a grunt of effort and rage from Esme.

Rory heaved, and the ogre’s jaw dropped to the ground.

“The wrist!” he called. “Get your dagger in and try to lever it apart. And be ready to hit the ground.”

“Ready?” Esme growled in a fair imitation of their father. “I’ve been ready and waiting for years!”

Rory made quick work of separating the ogre’s upper arm from its shoulder before scrambling down its body to attack its knee.

Esme crashed to the ground beside him before hacking once more with the dagger, muttering, “Let go of me, you brute.”

The legs were always the worst, since the weight of the ogre held them together, but Rory caught a break as the ogre stepped forward. One well-timed thrust meant the ogre left his foot behind and stumbled to the ground.

“Left two steps,” Gregory barked, and Rory moved.

“Esme?” he called.

“Here,” she said from right beside him, making him jump. Her fingers wrapped around his upper arm.

“This way,” Gregory said. “Quickly now, before it recovers.”

With their backs to the ogre, it was worth the risk of opening their eyes to make quick time to the rock face. Esme didn’t require his assistance to find the handholds this time and started to climb immediately. He backed up then bounded forward, planted his foot against the wall to give himself a boost, caught the top, and hauled himself up. Keeping his head turned away from the ogre, he lay on the edge, listened for the faint rainfall of stones caused by Esme’s climbing, and when she was close enough, caught her hand to help her onto the ledge.

As they sprawled on the hard rock, panting, Esme whispered, “I’m glad that’s over.”

“Well,” Rory whispered back, hating to contradict her, “the worst part is over.”

“Worst part?” she choked out. “There’s more?”

“Now we have to make it back to the surface.”








CHAPTER TEN




Esme sat and stared at the stone wall. The staircase wasn’t there. Neither was Mistress Helene.

“Has she gone?” Esme asked.

“She usually leaves when it looks as if I’ll win.” There was a tightness in his voice she couldn’t fathom. He should have been somewhat relaxed now they’d left the ogre behind. Unless the next part was worse.

“Does she punish you further if you win?” She studied him carefully out of the corner of her eye.

“No. Win or lose, it’s the fight that matters. Landing in the middle of the floor, knowing the ogre is listening for me, knowing any noise will attract its attention.”

“It was terrifying,” Esme murmured.

“Yes.”

She reached out to give his hand a sympathetic squeeze, and he squeezed back.

“Where did you find a dagger?” he asked.

“Oh, it simply appeared in my hand.” She plucked it from where she had tucked it into her skirts for the climb, and offered it to him. “One of yours, I believe.”

“Huh,” he said, taking it. “Were there three others, by any chance?”

The first one had surprised her as she was climbing the wall. The second and third came soon after, but she couldn’t loose her hand quickly enough to catch them. “I’m sorry, but I dropped them all.”

“It matters not.” He flicked his wrist and a new dagger appeared in his hand. Then another and another. “Of course they appear when I no longer need them,” he muttered, before slotting one after the other back into his bracer.

Esme turned her attention to the next problem. “How do we get up?”

“We climb.”

The stairwell hadn’t gone completely. A narrow cleft in the rock remained, as if sometime during their fight with the ogre, the stairs had collapsed in on themselves.

“It’s difficult,” he said, “but doable. Try not to think about the weight of all that rock above you.”

“Rory!” she growled, because now she could think of nothing else.

“I apologize,” he said. “Try to remember that Godmother won’t actually let us die.”

That wasn’t exactly reassuring either.

The cleft in the wall was at chest height, and Rory pulled himself into it easily. He disappeared inside then reappeared a moment later, head-first, to offer her his hand. His eyes were closed, since he was facing the dungeon again, which was good, as Esme felt incredibly graceless as she clambered in beside him.

It was pitch black inside the cleft, and Esme’s brain rebelled. The cleft rose at the same angle as the stairs, but she barely had enough space to lift her head. She couldn’t see what dangers lay ahead, she didn’t know if more of the creatures that had crawled and slithered over her on the dungeon floor were waiting for her to shuffle toward them. She couldn’t avoid them if there were.

“I cannot do it,” she said, her voice breathy with panic.

“Father?” Rory called.

His soft, silvery glow appeared ahead of them, lighting the way.

“Can you see now?” Rory asked. “Does it help, or was it better not knowing what lies ahead?”

“This is better,” Esme murmured, her gaze locked on that reassuring glow. “Though I feel as if I’m about to be pounded like grain in the mill.”

It was agony. The only way to move was to stretch her arms out and cling to the uneven rock with her fingertips then bend her leg out to the side like a lizard, find purchase with her toes, and drag herself forward. The rough surface bit at her exposed skin and stabbed through her clothes. Every fourth or fifth pull, her foot would slip or the rock would break off under her fingers, and she would slide. Once, she grabbed Rory’s ankle in panic, dragging him halfway back to the start before he could stop them both.

“I’m sorry,” she murmured, tears making her voice thick.

“You are doing admirably,” he said, and he sounded like he meant it. He inched backward until he was beside her, and lay with his cheek pressed to the floor, his face pale in their father’s glow. At least the cleft was wide enough for that. “This is meant to be hard. It’s meant to drain you of hope. That’s why it doesn’t matter if I win against the ogre because I always lose in the end.”

“How—” Esme choked out. “How have you done this for five years?”

“Because,” he said softly, “I really, sincerely did not want to die.”

Esme let out a muted laugh. It wasn’t funny, but of course he was right. People clung to life, no matter how torturous it was. He smiled faintly. There was no judgment in his expression, no disappointment, only faith in her. He thought she could do this. She wasn’t about to let him down. She wasn’t going to lie here waiting for someone to rescue her. With Rory beside her and their father ahead of her, she would crawl until the rock tore her clothes and abraded her flesh and she emerged at the top victorious.

Rory stayed by her side as they worked their way up through the zigzag cleft until they finally tumbled out onto the ground in front of the squat building. Esme lay in a crumpled heap for a long moment, regaining her breath and reveling in the fresh air. When she looked up, Rory was sitting with his back against the wall of the building, his arms hugging his knees, his head resting upon them.

Esme dragged herself closer so she could touch him. He must have been exhausted. Though she didn’t know how he’d spent his night, she knew he’d encountered Abigail. Judging by the heat emanating from his skin, the wound on his arm was infected. And now he’d battled an ogre.

“It’s over,” she murmured. “We’re safe.”

He said something, but his words were muffled by his arms.

“Rory?” she said, determined to find some way to draw him out.

His head whipped up. “I almost let it eat you.”

“What?”

“I only had one dagger,” he moaned. “I could have lain there, silent, unmoving, and he would have eaten you and left me alone.”

Overwhelming dread burst to life in Esme’s stomach as she contemplated what could have been, but she tamped her feelings down to focus on his. The only reason she’d managed to escape was because Rory was with her. He may have doubted himself, but she knew he wouldn’t abandon her.

“But you didn’t.”

“But I considered it.” His expression twisted in disgust. “Father was right. I am a coward.”

Esme recoiled. She couldn’t believe their father had told him that. She couldn’t imagine her mother ever telling her something so disheartening, even if it was her truly held opinion.

“Our uncle orchestrated our father’s demise,” Rory murmured, his gaze unfocused. “He poured poison in his ear whilst he slept, and father spent the morning violently ill before he finally perished. I didn’t even know that he was sick.” His voice hitched, but he continued. “Abigail had invited me to hunt, and we left early that same morning. I should have suspected treason was afoot because she never spent time willingly in my company. We tracked a stag deep into the woods, but the only prey that day was me.”

He swallowed hard, and Esme wanted to tell him to stop, that he didn’t need to share this painful memory with her, but she suspected he wouldn’t hear her.

“We’d positioned ourselves upon a high outcrop when a shimmering light caught my attention. I went to investigate and found our father’s ghost. He bid me to avenge his foul demise. With our father dead, I was the king, but I was also an orphan with few friends. Accusing Wybert of murder could turn what few I had against me.” He paused. “I said no.”

The words hit Esme like a punch. “Rory …”

“In the end, it mattered not. Abigail chose that moment to act. Father barked a warning, but I only turned in time for Abigail to thrust her dagger into my gut.” His hand drifted to his stomach. “I staggered backward over the outcrop. The fall may have hurt, but it also saved my life. Abigail didn’t want to risk the climb to finish me when my death was clearly imminent.”

“But you survived,” Esme said, attempting to pull him out of the memory and back to the here and now.

“Only because—” He frowned up at the ghost, who hovered before them. “Neither of us comes out of this too well,” he muttered, before continuing in a tight voice, “As I lay there dying, Father said: ‘Pull yourself together, son. How are you going to avenge me like that?’”

“He didn’t!” Esme gasped.

“And I replied, ‘I wish you’d go away.’”

I wish. The words he’d been so paranoid about. He’d made a wish, and the fairy godmother had appeared to offer him a deal. Saving his life was a side-effect, he’d said. He’d made a deal to get rid of his father in exchange for completing ten tasks, knowing his life would be saved in the process, but not realizing his freedom would be forfeit.

“If I’d been less of a coward, if I’d agreed to avenge him, if I’d tried to fight—”

“Then what?” Esme demanded. “Abigail would still have been right behind you, ready to thrust a knife into your gut.”

Rory’s head whipped around at her tone, his mouth hanging open.

“Remember, I’ve seen your scar. No one could fight off an assailant with a wound like that, so if you’d stood your ground, she would have dispatched you. And even if, by some miracle, you’d fought her and won, you were in the middle of the woods. Do you think you would have reached help before you were beyond help?”

Rory’s jaw snapped shut, and he murmured, “I never thought of that.”

“Surely I cannot be the first person to point it out?”

Rory looked away. “I’ve never told anyone else.”

Pity surged in Esme’s chest, and she had to fashion her lips into a dam to stop a torrent pouring out. He’d never told anyone. Ever. In the five years since it had happened, he’d never trusted anyone enough to share.

Until now. Until her.

Rory had carefully chipped away at the mortar of his ramparts to pull a single brick free and let her peek beyond, and she was loathe to say the wrong thing in case he closed the gap back up.

“You were fifteen summers old,” she said. “That was a perfectly reasonable reaction to the circumstances in which you found yourself. I don’t know if our father is the type of person who would hold a moment of weakness against you, but I certainly won’t. I assume getting eaten by the ogre would have hurt, but I wouldn’t have actually died, would I? Mistress Helene wouldn’t have left me rotting in pieces in the ogre’s stomach, would she?”

“It didn’t hurt, exactly,” Rory said, his voice and expression softening.

“You’ve been eaten by the ogre?” Esme gasped.

“Once. The first time, before I knew not to look at it. It swallowed me whole, and I’m certain it would have done the same to you. If you found the cleft cramped, the inside of the ogre is worse.”

“How long were you trapped in there before Mistress Helene let you out?”

He shook his head. “She didn’t. I had my daggers. I cut my way out. That’s why it makes that whistling sound when it breathes, because the wound didn’t seal completely behind me.”

“Why does it breathe?” Esme asked. From the little she had interacted with the ogre, she’d surmised it was some sort of magical automaton.

Rory opened his mouth to answer then closed it again. His expression twisted into one Esme couldn’t identify. A little bit of disgust mixed with disappointment and a smattering of irritation. “I do not know,” he finally said. Then he started to laugh. “It doesn’t have lungs. I would have seen them if it did.”

Esme joined in his laughter with relief then pushed to her feet and offered Rory her hand. “Will you let me see to your wounds now?”

“I suppose if I say no, you will merely wait until I pass out from exhaustion and do it anyway.”

“Indeed.”

He eased his hand into hers. “Then I won’t say no.”

They made their way back to the tower, and in the kitchens, Rory pointed Esme to a jar of medicinal herbs, which she steeped in warm water so they could soak their battered hands. The water stung her torn fingertips, but once the wounds were clean, she could see she’d only done superficial damage. Rory had a massive graze on his hand which Esme insisted she bandage before moving on to the wound on his left arm.

“This will need to be stitched,” she said.

Rory winced. “Can you knock me out first?”

“I thought you’d never ask.”

In the end, he sat stoically with gritted teeth while she pinched his flesh together and sutured the wound. It wasn’t all that different from embroidering. Then she checked and redressed the wounds on his back.

She’d lost all sense of time, but the kitchen produced a light supper of a relaxing herbal tea, apple tarts, and thick slices of bread that were still warm enough to melt a knob of butter. Esme carefully laid everything out on a tray then ushered Rory into his bed chamber. Once he was seated comfortably on his cot, propped up with pillows, Esme laid the tray on his lap.

“No one’s served me since—” His jaw clicked shut as if he regretted what he’d started to say.

Esme didn’t push him to finish. She took her tea and sat on the other cot. “These beds are rather small,” she said, running her hand over the thin blanket beneath her. “Have you ever slept in any of the ones upstairs? Those beds all seemed much bigger.”

Rory swallowed a mouthful of tea. “Climb all those stairs when there’s no guest in residence? No.”

Esme kept her eyes on the blanket. “What about when a guest is in residence?”

Rory coughed and spluttered on his tea. At first, Esme thought it was because he was appalled by the idea, but the stunned look on his face said she may not have been so far from the mark. Eventually, he choked out, “Most of them didn’t look at me close enough to see anything more than a servant, and the one who did was happy to sleep where you’re sitting.”

Esme risked looking up at him. “Mistress Helene didn’t punish you for that?”

He shook his head, his jaw clenching. “The guests are welcome to go where they please within the haven until the night they’re to be rescued. And I believe Godmother warns them in advance of that.”

“So I would be able to sleep here?” Esme fought hard to keep too much hope from slipping into her voice.

“You—” Rory stared at her, a piece of bread forgotten in his hand. “Of course, my lady.”

“You don’t have to call me that,” she sighed, worried that her request had made him switch back to the overly polite persona he used to put on when they’d first met. Belatedly, she added, “Your Highness.”

“And you don’t have to call me that. In fact, it’s better if you don’t.”

“Rory …” She hesitated, and he watched her warily. “Am I truly your sister?”

He set his bread down. “I believe so.” His head tilted and his gaze shifted toward where their father’s glow floated in the corner of the room. “He apologizes for abandoning you, but it was the only way to keep you safe.” He paused, frowning as he listened, before relating their father’s words. “He loved your mother very much, but they gave him an ultimatum: get the marriage annulled and send you both far away, never to be seen again, or”—his voice hitched—“or you would suffer an accident.”

“They would have killed us?” Esme gasped.

Rory nodded, his gaze boring into hers before dropping. “His marriage to my mother was a political union, to strengthen the ties with Morrovia and form a united front against their neighbors to the south, who’d been pushing over the borders and trying to claim land.” He frowned as he asked their father, “Who made the threat?”

There was a weighted pause before Rory winced and muttered, “I hate my family. It was his parents, the king and queen at the time, who made the arrangements. He couldn’t seek you out as long as they lived, as they would’ve seen you as a distraction and dispatched you.” His gaze flicked back to their father. “What about after they died?” His face fell. “Oh.”

“What is it?” Esme asked.

“Me,” he said. “Your very existence was a threat to my claim on the throne. With my mother dead, I was the only link to Morrovia, and if I didn’t become king, the deal would fall apart and our borders would once again come under threat.”

Esme closed her eyes. Ruling a realm was a lot more complicated than her lessons had taught her. “It was a difficult choice to make,” she said, turning toward their father’s glow, “but you made the right one. I grew up safe and well and happy.”

“Thank you,” Rory said, and Esme knew the words were their father’s.

“My mother wasn’t bitter, and she didn’t fill me with hate or set me on a quest for revenge. She only wanted to restore the destiny that had been snatched from me, and it appears she found a way. But I want to be more than a decoration on someone’s arm. Do you think Timothee will be able to rescue me before another prince—”

“Or princess.”

“—shows up to do the job? Will he rescue me at all? I want to be able to use my position to help people, like those in Leith. I want to ensure the Royal Guard is respected, not feared. I want to improve relations with our neighbors so they don’t feel the need to steal our land. I want …” Her voice faded. “I’ve spent twenty-two years doing nothing. I want to do something.”

Rory sipped at his tea absently. “Timothee can be charming in a way that makes you believe you’re the most important person in the world to him when you’re nothing more than a nameless face in a crowd, but in this case, I believe he was sincere.”

“Do you think between the three of us, we’ll be able to usurp the king?”

Rory hesitated, his gaze lost in his tea. “I think with his help, you will achieve your destiny.”

“Not with your help?”

“I can’t help you. Abigail has tried to kill me twice. She won’t stop until she succeeds. And if my Morrovian relatives learn I’m alive, they may attempt to reinstate me on the throne at your expense. No, once Timothee rescues you, I’ll exile myself to one of the other realms.”

“Rory!” she cried, but she had no argument. As far as anyone knew, he was dead, and he’d suffered for five years to stay alive. She couldn’t ask him to sacrifice more for her. And she certainly didn’t want him used as a pawn by Morrovia.

“I’ll help prepare you,” he said, still not meeting her gaze. “But then I’ll leave you to your destiny while I try to figure out mine.”

 




Esme insisted Rory take a few days to rest and recover from his injuries, then they fell into a routine, and the days turned into weeks.

They spent time in the library discussing Caveline’s history and politics and the quirks of castle life. With Rory acting as a go-between, their father educated Esme on the inner workings of Alderness Castle, how the household was managed by a very accomplished steward named Burridge who’d been with the family since Gregory was a boy, how relationships with the other realms were maintained and wars averted, how the ordinary people were convinced to pay the taxes needed to run the realm without driving them into poverty and causing a revolt. He expressed regret that there was so much more he’d wanted to accomplish, how his plans for both the realm and his lineage had been derailed.

Surprise flicked over Rory’s face as he echoed their father’s words, as if they’d never discussed this between themselves, not before Gregory’s death, nor after.

“I don’t think I would have been the king you hoped me to be,” he murmured.

Esme didn’t hear their father’s reply, but his words weighed heavily on Rory. Not as a chastisement would. More like a reassurance Rory couldn’t accept.

They worked together in the training room, performing calisthenics, sparring, and sinking daggers into a pair of dummies. It would probably take five years of concerted effort for her to become as quick or skilled as he was, but she began to feel better equipped to battle another magical creature. And when she became a queen, if someone threatened her loved ones, she would be able to defend them rather than send them away. Every few days, they went to play with Tomarriss, and once a week, Rory would head into North Lynnborough to give Donella her Brettish lesson.

The first time he departed, he was hesitant to leave Esme alone, though she insisted she would be fine, but when he opened the door to leave, a goblin was standing outside, her hand raised to knock.

“His Majesty, the great goblin king,” the diminutive creature squeaked, “would like to extend an invitation to Princess Esme to join him for lunch in his castle.”

“He’s never invited me to lunch,” Rory grumbled.

“Is this an invitation I cannot decline?” she asked.

Rory shook his head. “He has no power over you.”

“Then I shall accept.”

The goblin king was as enigmatic as the last time she’d met him, but it seemed he had an ulterior motive for inviting her. After they’d eaten, he took her for a walk through the labyrinth. More than a simple maze, it was dotted with small settlements where the goblins lived. Houses were built right into the labyrinth walls, gardens grew between cobblestone courtyards, and animals clustered in pens. One such settlement was under attack by one of the creatures that had accosted Rory. It resembled a bird but was as tall as a human. It had a large, round body, long legs and an equally long neck, and a viciously sharp beak, with which it was attempting to break through a wooden fence in order to reach the chickens beyond. The goblins were desperately trying to fight it off and protect their animals and homes.

The goblin king tutted sadly. “If only there was someone who could persuade that creature to move along.”

Esme didn’t know how the goblin king had learned of her royal gift. She supposed he could have guessed after she’d saved Rory, but Mistress Helene might also have had something to do with it. She picked her way through the devastation the creature had already wrought and paused a short way away from it.

“Excuse me, friend,” she called.

The creature whipped its head around to stare at her, let out a squawk, spread its wings, and fluffed up its tail in an attempt to look intimidating.

Esme was already intimidated.

“I don’t suppose you would consider leaving this settlement in peace?”

The creature squawked again, which she took for a no.

“There must be something else you can find to eat.”

The creature narrowed its large eyes and started to stalk toward her. It must have thought she was offering herself up as a tasty treat.

Esme stood her ground and planted her hands on her hips. “Well, that’s not very neighborly, is it? We don’t go around threatening to eat our friends or stealing that which belongs to others.”

The creature let out a pitiful squawk, curled its wings against its body, and hung its head.

“Now, be off with you.”

The creature turned away and took two steps before glancing back at her. Esme sighed, stepped up beside it, and gently stroked its neck.

“You simply must choose your hunting ground with more consideration next time.”

The creature let out a cheery chirrup, snapped its beak playfully at Esme’s hair, then loped away down the labyrinth’s pathway.

Her lingering doubts over her royal gift had been removed, and every time Rory went to visit Donella, an invitation arrived from the goblin king who would take Esme into the labyrinth to practice using it.

After one such visit, Rory arrived back from North Lynnborough as Esme was making tea. He gratefully accepted her offer to join him in a cup. She had rummaged through the cupboards, most of which were empty, and found a small jar of tea leaves labeled simply “Pax.” The blend smelled divine. She set a cup in front of Rory before sitting at the table opposite him. She inhaled the intoxicating aroma of the tea before raising the cup to her lips.

“No!” Rory cried, reaching across the table to bat the cup out of her hands. She jerked backward, managing to avoid the hot liquid as it splashed onto the table.

“What was that for?” she gasped.

“Where did you get that tea?” Rory demanded.

“I found it in the back of the cupboard. I didn’t recognize the variety, but—”

“What variety?”

“Pax.”

Rory winced. “Pax isn’t a tea. Pax was a guest. And he used that tea to poison me.” He wiped at his lips. “I thought I recognized the scent.”

“I’m sorry, I didn’t know.”

“No, of course not.” He picked up Esme’s fallen mug and, along with his own, took it back to the bench to make a new, non-poisonous cup. As he waited for the tea to brew, he said, “Paxton was the first guest I kidnapped after Bernard left. He was much like the others at first: haughty and filled with dreams of life in a castle. But, well, I stopped him from eating some poisonous berries and we got along after that.”

He carried the cups back to the table.

“Then why did he poison you with tea?”

Rory gave her a self-deprecating smile. “I assume he did it so I wouldn’t attempt to interfere with the rescue and risk scaring off his prince, but I don’t know for certain as he left with neither an explanation nor a goodbye.”

“But why would he think—”

“I was young and lonely. I may have seen more in our friendship than he did. He was there to marry a prince, after all.”

Esme murmured her sympathy as she reached across the table to take his hand, but Rory, clearly still smarting from being abandoned by someone he considered a friend, drew back, drained his tea, and took the cup to the sink.

Another day in the library, Rory handed her a book before sprawling in an easy chair with a small volume of Morrovian poetry. He sat with his leg slung over the arm in a pose that reminded Esme of the goblin king.

“Myths?” she asked upon opening it. It was a change from the histories and biographies she’d been reading.

“Don’t be fooled,” Rory said. “Though the stories have evolved over time, I’m fairly certain they’re all about the same witch and they’re all based in truth.”

“Mistress Helene?” Esme gasped. The book was ancient. “How old is she?”

“I dared not ask.”

After reading a story of a witch who kept children in cages to fatten them up for eating, another who disguised herself as someone’s grandmother to, again, gobble the child up, and a third who, jealous of her step-daughter’s beauty, poisoned her with an apple, Esme closed the book. These couldn’t all be Mistress Helene. She was so cruel.

“Shall we have another riding lesson?” Esme asked, desperate to get away from the library and the stories she’d just read.

“Of course.” He set aside his book. “I’ll tack up Aldermane and meet you at the stable.”

Esme carried her collection of books back to their spots on the shelves. She knew from experience that if she left them, they would return of their own accord, but there was something familiar and grounding about doing the job herself rather than leaving it to the magic of the haven.

When she returned to where the lectern stood, her heart leaped into her throat. Mistress Helene was seated in one of the easy chairs.

“Come,” Mistress Helene said, indicating the chair beside her. “Take a seat.”

“I’ll stand, thank you,” Esme replied, not moving.

“Have it your way,” the fairy godmother said, “but tell me, has Finishing School been to your liking?”

Esme had to fight to keep her emotions in check. “Finishing School? You can drop the pretense. I know I’m merely a prisoner here until some adventuring royal rescues me.”

Mistress Helene raised an eyebrow. “You came here expecting to take the final steps on your journey to become a queen. Do you not feel that you are finally ready?”

Esme couldn’t hold back a snort. Strangely, she did feel ready. Her journey through North Lynnborough, her brief excursion into Caveline, and the weeks she had spent here in the haven had solidified the theoretical learning she’d done at her mother’s knee. “No thanks to you.”

“No thanks to me?” Mistress Helene spread her arms wide. “Did I not provide you with a stocked library, a training room, and two willing and capable tutors? Did I not grant you ample opportunity to learn how to control your royal gift?”

Esme flinched.

Rory often spoke of Mistress Helene as if she were all knowing and all powerful. Was it possible that she had arranged all this? That it had been her plan all along? Was she behind Esme’s encounter with Prince Timothee?

Esme didn’t want to believe it, and she didn’t want Mistress Helene to see her doubts. “To what do I owe the honor of your visit?”

“As much as I’m impressed by all you’ve learned, I’m afraid it won’t be enough to make you queen.”

“So you’re not as powerful as you would have us believe?”

“Well, I certainly cannot do everything myself. You’ll need to do some things yourself, and to that end, you may want to locate the original page from the genealogy. It will prove your claim to the throne.” She rose from her seat and swept toward the door. “And I suggest you hurry. You are, after all, getting rescued three nights hence.”

“Wait,” Esme called after her. “Why do I need the page if marrying a prince is my path to the throne?”

Mistress Helene paused in the doorway. “Whoever said anything about marrying a prince?”

“You did. You said I’d get a prompt proposal.”

The fairy godmother let out an amused laugh. “Not a marriage proposal.”

Indignation closed Esme’s throat at the woman’s trickery, and she had to swallow before she could demand, “Where do I find the page?”

“I’m sure I do not know,” Mistress Helene threw over her shoulder before the door closed behind her.

 




Rory was still in the stable when Esme arrived. Her brow was knotted.

“What’s wrong?” Rory asked, unsure if he wanted to know.

“Mistress Helene visited me.”

Rory winced. “Don’t let her play mind games with you.”

“It’s too late for that.” She studied him over Aldermane’s back. “She said I am to be rescued in three nights’ time.”

“Oh,” Rory said. After so many weeks, it seemed so abrupt. There’d been a certain comfort in the three of them living together.

“I think she knows our plan. I think it was her plan all along. I don’t think she ever intended for me to marry my rescuer.”

“But that’s how it always works.”

“You said yourself that I was different. I wasn’t the one who made the wish. I didn’t know the kidnapping was a ruse. I’m actually a princess.” Esme paused, anger turning her face red and making her breathing erratic. “How am I to prove my claim on the throne? Anyone could show up at the castle pretending to be the Lost Princess.”

“You have our father’s ring.”

“I don’t think that will be enough.”

“In truth, I have one the same. I used to wear it all the time, and if my body had lain out in the forest, it’s possible someone might have come across it and attempted to use it to pretend to be you.”

“Mistress Helene mentioned the original page from the genealogy.”

“That was destroyed when the marriage was annulled.” He glanced at his father’s ghost. “Wasn’t it?”

“It’s buried with my body,” Gregory murmured.

“Pardon?”

“Burridge kept it safe.”

“What’s he saying?” Esme asked.

Rory passed the story on as their father told it.

William Burridge was the castle steward, a man Rory mostly remembered for constantly chastising him for wrinkling his fancy clothing, or coming through the kitchens covered in dirt. He’d been ordered to burn the original page from the genealogy but had saved it from the fire.

Hoping to keep the page protected after Gregory had died, he’d found a witch to cast a spell which meant only one of the dead king’s offspring could retrieve it. Then he’d hidden it in the king’s crypt in Alderness. The spell had been made with Esme in mind, of course, since Rory was thought to be dead.

He would have put it down to good luck that the spell also applied to him, but he had a sinking feeling about who that witch had been.

“She knew we’d need the page this whole time, didn’t she?” Esme asked.

Rory nodded tiredly. “I’m almost certain of it.”

“You have to go, don’t you?”

“If you leave the haven, I’ll be punished again.”

“But you’re more likely to be recognized in Alderness than anywhere else.”

“I know the city. I can slip in and out in one night. No one even has to see me.”

“Rory …” Esme’s voice was full of remorse. “You cannot go. You’ll be delivering yourself into Abigail’s hands.”

“For all we know, she’s scouring the realm for me. Alderness is the last place she’ll expect me to be.”

“Still—”

“It’s fine,” he said. “I told you I would help you prepare. I can do this for you. Let me do this for you.”

“While I sit around and wait,” she said. “It’s what I’m best at.” She sighed and stroked her hand down Aldermane’s neck. “I suppose the worst won’t happen. Mistress Helene won’t let you die, after all.”

Rory gave her a reassuring smile, hoping the churning in his gut didn’t show on his face.

So far, Godmother had kept him alive, but as soon as Esme was rescued, their deal would be over, and there was no guarantee she wouldn’t throw him into the fire.

“If I only have two days, I suppose I’d better get started.”

It didn’t take Rory long to prepare for the next day’s journey. He packed light. It was a risk to take Aldermane to Alderness, as she was possibly as recognizable as he was, but without the horse, he wouldn’t make it there and back in time.

Before supper, he excused himself and headed through the Time Court into North Lynnborough. Donella was delivering flagons of ale to a table in the middle of the crowded tavern, and she smiled shyly when she spotted him.

“I wasn’t expecting you tonight,” she said in her improving Brettish.

“I came to apologize. I have to go on a journey tomorrow and will miss our lesson.”

Disappointment made her lips tremble, and she folded her arms across her chest like a shield. “Of course. I look forward to the next one.”

Rory found that disappointing Donella was the last thing he wanted to do. He reached out to touch her shoulder, to guide her away from the crowds. Her gaze snapped to his hand, her cheeks flared, and she moved stiffly across the room with him.

When they had a modicum of privacy, Rory leaned in closer and said, “For the past few years I’ve been in someone’s employ, not free to do as I please, but one way or another, that ends in two days’ time.” He licked his lips as he searched for the right words. It was an unusual feeling to struggle to find them. “If I leave, will you come with me?”

Her eyes widened. “To Bretland?”

“If you want.”

“I would leave with you right now.”

Rory grinned, but after a moment it faded. “I have no money,” he said. “I have no prospects. I have nothing to offer you.”

“Donella!” her father bellowed from the kitchens. “Where are you? There are paying customers waiting.”

Fear flashed in Donella’s eyes, and Rory wanted nothing more than to head to the kitchens and teach her father a lesson in respect, but he knew well enough the consequences of starting a fight in a crowded tavern.

Donella’s hand closed over his. “I’ll accept your offer of nothing if it means I get to leave this life behind.”

Rory fished out a coin for her. “Give me two days to finish my business, and I swear I’ll return.”

Donella squeezed his hand. “I’ll be waiting.”

 




Rory left the next morning and rode through the day and into the night to reach Alderness, only stopping briefly whenever Aldermane needed to rest. The city sprawled over rolling hills that led up to a promontory overlooking the sea. The castle sat at the far edge, with the city to protect its front from any attacks and the cliff to protect its back. Rory slipped in through the easternmost gate, which was overseen by two bored guards who seemed more interested in watching for approaching hordes than paying attention to a single rogue. 

He picked his way through the narrow streets to where the cemetery lay against the castle’s outer wall. It was surrounded by a tall, ornate fence, and the gate creaked as he opened it. He led Aldermane between moss-covered gravestones, marble statues, and mausoleums of every shape and size. Rory took each familiar turn without hesitation, grateful for his father’s glow to light the way. He’d come here often as a child, visiting long-dead relatives, though he hadn’t seen the point, having never met any of them. Even when his grandparents passed, his opinion hadn’t changed. The place gave him the shivers, knowing they lay rotting in their crypts.

The royal mausoleum towered over those beside it. Rory pushed the iron gate open and stepped inside. Aldermane pushed in behind him.

“Stay here,” he murmured.

The horse snorted in protest.

“You’re much too big.”

Aldermane harrumphed and withdrew.

The air in the crypt was cool and tasted stale. The wall on the left offered pride of place, and he followed it along, reading the names of every Esmeralda and Gregory who had ever ruled Caveline. Eventually, his father’s glow stopped in front of his own crypt, and Rory traced the letters of his father’s name and the dates of his birth and death that were carved into the stone.

If he bothered to search, he would probably find a stone marked for himself, somewhere across the room, hiding an empty crypt.

He didn’t bother to search.

He pulled out one of his daggers to chip away at the mortar holding his father’s crypt stone in place. He couldn’t do it. He couldn’t make his hand move.

His father lay in there.

He’d spent so much of the past five years with his father’s ghost at his side that he’d managed to ignore the fact that his father was dead. But as soon as the crypt was open, he wouldn’t be able to deny it.

“Hold your mettle, son,” Gregory murmured. “It isn’t me in there, merely the crumbled remains of someone I used to be.”

Rory swallowed hard. He couldn’t dislodge the lump in his throat, but he knew he had to dislodge the crypt stone. He scraped at the mortar, working carefully down one side, across the bottom, up the other, and finally across the top. He wedged his fingertips into the cracks and wiggled the stone forward. It wasn’t until he finally worked it free that Rory remembered the spell.

Wind burst out of the crypt with a deep roar, bringing a thick stench of fire and sulfur with it. Rory dropped the stone and threw his arms up to shield his face. The spell licked him like a long-dead dragon’s tongue. It battered him, tasted him, and only subsided when it was satisfied.

He let out a long breath and dropped his arms.

His father’s glow didn’t reach deep enough to reveal his remains, for which Rory would be eternally grateful. A leather canister sat just inside. He lifted it out, twisted off the lid, and pulled out the single sheet of rolled parchment. He uncurled the page. There it was. Identical to the one in the genealogy, only with Teresina’s name in place of his mother’s, and Esme’s name in place of his own.

The dates of the marriage and Esme’s birth were clearly marked. There could be no denying she was the rightful heir.

He placed the page back inside the canister, closed the lid tightly, and headed out into the night.

Somewhere in the distance, a gate creaked. Rory froze, listening.

“Let me check the way is clear,” Gregory said before disappearing.

Rory blinked against the sudden darkness. He felt for Aldermane’s saddle as he waited for his vision to adjust, and strapped the canister onto it.

Gregory appeared beside him. “A patrol of Royal Guard is heading this way.”

“Do you think they’ll come in or pass us by?”

“They aren’t roaming the streets. They’re aiming for the cemetery.”

Rory cursed. The guards at the gate mustn’t have been as inattentive as he’d supposed.

“Is Abigail with them?”

“No,” a voice said behind him. “Abigail is right here.”








CHAPTER ELEVEN




Rory turned to face his cousin, her features turned cold by Gregory’s glow. He scanned the cemetery, but couldn’t see any other members of the Guard. She’d reached him first, probably hoping for the chance to kill him before anyone else recognized him.

He brushed his fingers against Aldermane’s flank. “Go.”

He couldn’t afford to say more within Abigail’s hearing, but Aldermane didn’t need to be told her job was to get the page back to Esme, even if it meant leaving him here to face his fate alone. She wheeled around and fled through the cemetery without hesitation.

Abigail took a step forward, but Rory moved to intercept her.

“Sending your horse away is a curious move,” she mused in Cavelian. “Wouldn’t it have been better to mount her before she fled?”

“Alas, that might have been the smarter play.”

Abigail took another step. “How far do you think she’ll get, with whatever you stole, before she tires and goes looking for food and shelter?”

“I’m sure she’ll make it farther than you think.”

“It must have been important if you were willing to risk coming here after our last encounter.” She took another step and eased her sword from its sheath, unaware he could see her every move. “Then again, you never were particularly bright.”

“And you were always jealous of my rank. It’s good to know that some things never change.”

Abigail lunged forward, swinging her sword in the direction of his voice. He dodged easily, drew the dagger from the sheath at his waist, and slashed across her stomach. She let out a hiss as the blade bit into her flesh.

Rory threw himself sideways, sprinted around the corner of the mausoleum, and froze. Abigail might not have seen which way he’d run, but with her gift of hearing, any sound he made would carry to her through the still night and pinpoint his location.

“You can hide from me, cousin,” Abigail called, “but you cannot run. My Guard has reached the gates. Soon they’ll sweep through here, probing every crevice, checking under every rock until they find you. And then I’m going to finish what I started five years ago.”

Abigail was right. Running would make too much noise and draw her to him. He was in for a fight, but the longer it took them to find him, the more time Aldermane had to escape the city.

And Rory was nothing if not patient.

He dropped into a crouch, braced his fingertips against the uneven ground, and slowly stretched his foot out to the side.

With his father’s help, he avoided the Guard for most of the night. But they were clever, sweeping through the cemetery in a grid-like pattern, circling around like waves, pushing him away from the exit and closer to the solid wall of the castle. Every time he managed to slip between them, another wave came through.

By the time the first hint of dawn touched the sky, his legs were cramping from moving so slowly, and he’d lost the advantage of darkness. He was near to the ornate fence that enclosed the cemetery. Only one guard stood in his way. Rory held his position for nigh on half an hour, waiting for him to move, but as the guards’ search had proved fruitless, they’d become lazy. Only Abigail’s stout belief he was still here kept them looking when they would no doubt rather be home in their beds. It seemed this particular guard was content to wait for Rory to come to him. He was about to get his wish.

The guard yawned, a huge motion that stretched his mouth wide and scrunched his eyes shut. Rory moved.

“No, son,” Gregory cried, but Rory was committed. If he waited any longer, his legs would lack the strength he needed to scale the fence.

Rory sprinted straight for the guard, leaped into the air, and slammed the hilt of his dagger against the guard’s temple on his way back down. The guard crumpled to the ground unconscious, but before Rory could start to climb, movement flashed to his left. He ducked on instinct, and a sword rang out against the fence where his head had been. Rory rolled backward over his shoulder and sprang back to his feet.

Stupid. Father had tried to warn him another guard was near.

“Here, Captain!” the woman called as she aimed another swing at Rory’s head.

Rory ran. Speed was more important now than silence. He was almost out of time. He turned a corner into a small courtyard where the backs of the surrounding mausoleums formed a square, and a single grave sat next to a fountain that had long run dry. Abigail appeared out of a narrow alleyway between two mausoleums on the other side. Rory turned left then right, but there were guards on both sides. Finally, he spun back around, but the guard who had been chasing him had already caught up.

He backed up slowly, toward the fountain, scanning his surroundings. More guards filed into the space until a dozen surrounded him.

“He’s mine,” Abigail warned them.

Rory ran and vaulted onto a gravestone. His eyes were already on the mausoleum in front of him—judging the distance, calculating the effort needed to get his hands onto the roof so he could haul himself up—when the gravestone under his foot toppled. His balance was thrown, his momentum gone, but he jumped anyway. He cast his dagger aside to grasp desperately at the roof of the mausoleum. His fingers caught, and he braced his feet against the wall, but someone grabbed the back of his vest before he could boost himself up. They hauled him down and he hit the ground hard, driving the air from his lungs. He rolled onto his knees, kicked out at the guard, and forced himself to his feet before he managed to suck in a breath.

The guards surrounded him.

He searched for an opening between them and waited to see who would attack first. If they were smart, they would all attack at once.

“This rogue is nobody,” Abigail said to the guards, and Rory turned to face her. “He wasn’t here. You didn’t see him. But most of all, he doesn’t leave this cemetery alive.” She gave him a sly smile. “Luckily, I have the perfect place to hide your body. The last place anyone would ever look: inside your empty crypt.”

That was quite brilliant, though Rory had no intention of telling Abigail he thought so. He also had no intention of dying. But he needed to give her a reason to keep him alive.

“I must admit I find myself relieved,” Rory said. “I thought before you put me in the hole, you’d torture me to find out what I stole.”

Abigail’s mouth twisted in disgust. She’d always hated it when he rhymed. “Nothing you found in the family mausoleum is of any interest to me.”

She nodded, and as one, the Guard moved closer, tightening the circle around him. Rory flicked his wrists, finally bringing his daggers into his hands. No matter how many he could pull from his bracers, he was only one person, and he wouldn’t prevail again a dozen guards each armed with a sword. But it was better to fight than to lie down and die.

Rory edged toward one of the gaps, but the guards on either side moved closer to each other, closing it up. He threw a dagger across the circle where it thudded into a guard’s chest, sending him to the ground with a howl of pain. Rory darted toward the open space, but the other guards moved to block him and he was forced back.

He drew another dagger from his bracer and turned in a slow circle, watching, waiting.

“You’ve lost,” Abigail said. “Give up.”

“Alas, I will not let you kill me twice.”

The fight began in earnest, then. The Guard stepped forward, one at a time, now from his left, now from behind him. He parried and dodged, slashed and blocked, lunged forward and danced back, all the time waiting for someone to make a mistake he could capitalize on, but he had to fight constantly while they shared the load and slowly edged closer.

He tired first.

A tight circle of sword points surrounded him, poised like the teeth of a dragon about to snap closed. He stood panting in the center, bleeding from a dozen cuts and unable to even raise his arms without slicing himself on their blades. He waited for Abigail to finish him.

“Drop the daggers,” she said.

“No.” Just because he was doomed didn’t mean he wouldn’t attempt to die with what little dignity he had left.

She laid the edge of her sword against the back of his hand. “I will not ask a second time.”

“You did not ask the first time, I’m afraid,” he pointed out.

She swept the sword down, and the blade sliced into his skin. He clenched his teeth and stood firm as more of his blood fell to the earth.

“Drop them, or I will cut so deep you’ll never make a fist again.”

“I cannot make a fist if I am dead.”

She let out a faint snort, as if his resistance surprised her. “Have it your way.”

She raised her sword to rest against his neck, pulled the blade back, and swung.

 




Esme watched Rory disappear into the forest. She knew he wouldn’t return until the following night and there was nothing she could do to hasten his return, but instead of filling the day as she usually would, she found herself at a loss.

The library couldn’t hold her interest; her gaze kept drifting to the window, as if she would see him riding across the meadow. The training room didn’t distract her, as without a partner to parry her thrusts, she felt like she was merely shooing away flies. When a goblin appeared to invite her to the castle for lunch, she couldn’t face making polite conversation and sent her apologies instead.

She did need to eat, though, so she retreated to the kitchens and found a pot of chicken soup on the stove. She served herself a small bowl and had barely sat down at the table when another knock sounded on the door. She wanted nothing more than to ignore it—the only person she wanted to see was Rory, and he wouldn’t knock—but the knock came repeatedly and persistently until she heaved herself out of her chair and opened the door.

The goblin king himself stood on the doorstep.

Esme tensed, suddenly doubting Rory’s reassurance that the goblin king had no power over her.

“Well,” he said, “there is no need to look at me as if I am here to rain vengeance down upon you. I thought you might want some company during our dear Rory’s absence.”

“If I wanted company,” Esme said, firmly, but not rudely, “I would have accepted your invitation to lunch. And how did you know Rory isn’t here?”

“I know what I need to know,” he replied, which reminded Esme of Rory’s demurrals when he was pretending to be nothing more than a hired kidnapper.

Esme didn’t move aside to invite the goblin king in. “Thank you, but I would rather be alone.”

The goblin king glanced away and cleared his throat, and when his gaze came back to hers, it was as if he’d taken off a mask. Even his voice lost some of its resonance. “Then maybe it is I who requires company.”

“Why would you care? Rory said you’ve never even met.”

“Is he still vexed about that?” His lips twitched in a smile. “It did amuse me greatly to deny him an audience. He was rather arrogant, back then.”

“Why would you be so cruel?”

“Because I genuinely want the boy to win.”

“Win?” Esme gasped. “Is this all some game to you?”

“A game, a diversion, an amusement. When you’ve lived as long as I have, you learn not to take everything so seriously.”

Rory had said the fairy godmother made bargains because it amused her. It seemed the goblin king was no different.

“You’re not a prisoner like Rory,” she said, “and you’re not a servant like George or Tomarriss. You’re like her, aren’t you?”

The goblin king blinked, and his mask fell back into place. “I have enjoyed our lunches, and I am sad to see you go. I hope your new life is all you wished it to be.”

“I never wished for it,” Esme said. “I never wished for any of this.”

“Indeed, you did not.” The goblin king took a step backward and turned away.

“Wait,” Esme called. “If I am to be rescued tomorrow, will it be Prince Timothee who rescues me, or will Mistress Helene thwart our plans and send another royal my way?”

The goblin king paused in his stride and glanced back over his shoulder. “Who says they are your plans to thwart?”

His answer gave Esme no comfort, and she lay in the narrow cot in Rory’s room that night, replaying their conversation in her head. Again, she felt as if she were trying to piece together a puzzle.

Much like George had when Esme first arrived at the tower, the goblin king was playing a role, and, today, he had let her glimpse his real self. He seemed to know more of what was going on than he should have, and he’d given her clues that Mistress Helene was playing some sort of game with Rory, which only increased Esme’s anxiety over his absence. But she was unsure how that would help.

It was the fairy godmother who had told her to retrieve the original page from the genealogy. She must have known Rory would have to go. And with her penchant for punishing him, Esme worried it meant the task would not be as easy as it seemed.

Therefore, she was entirely relieved when, as the sun was setting the next day, Aldermane’s hooves thundered outside the tower door. Esme ran outside but found the horse alone.

“Where is he?” she cried.

The horse, of course, couldn’t answer, but neighed a response and jerked her head in the direction of her saddlebags where Esme found the canister containing the page Rory had gone to retrieve. She clutched it to her chest.

The only reason Rory would have sent Aldermane back to the haven alone was if he had no choice. He was in trouble, and Esme wasn’t about to abandon him to his fate again.

She pulled herself into Aldermane’s saddle, spun the horse around, and found herself face to face with Mistress Helene.

“And where,” the fairy godmother intoned, her arms crossed, “do you think you’re going?”

Aldermane stamped her hooves and huffed out a breath.

“I’m going to find Rory.”

“That is not your job.” Mistress Helene’s gaze darkened as she stepped closer. Aldermane, who was as brave a horse as Esme could imagine, stepped back. “Your job is to sit in the highest room of the tallest tower and wait for a royal to rescue you.”

“I’m done waiting,” Esme said.

Mistress Helene’s lips curved in a cruel smile. “Not yet.”

A giant hand clamped around Esme’s chest, and she let out a cry of surprise as George once again carried her up the side of the tower and deposited her through the window of her room.

“George!” Esme clambered to her feet and leaned out the window. “How could you?”

“I’m sorry, Miss Esmeralda,” he said, not meeting her gaze. “I don’t have a choice.”

Despite what Mistress Helene said, Esme had no intention of waiting any longer. It had been weeks since she’d been up in this room other than to retrieve fresh clothes from the wardrobe, so she took some time to familiarize herself with it, hoping she might find something to help her escape.

Nothing was helpful. If only she’d had some forethought, she could have brought a rope up from the stable.

Maybe it wasn’t too late.

She went back to the window, but before she could call for help, she spotted him.

Even in the quickly fading light, Rory’s black outfit stood out. He darted around George’s feet, jabbing and slashing with a sword.

“Rory!” she called, but he was too far away to hear her. She could only hope something else would. She may have a terrible singing voice, but that didn’t stop her sending a warbling cry into the air. “AAAaaaAAAH, AAAaaaAAAH, AAAaaaAAAaaaAAAH!”

She filled the sound with her need.

At first, nothing happened, and she feared she’d done nothing more than make a fool of herself, but then she heard the beating of leathery wings and dozens of small, furry bats burst from the trees surrounding the haven. They swept through the air and stopped by her window, circling like a tornado.

“Please,” she cried, “defend my friend from the giant. And if some of you would see fit to fetch the longest rope you can find from the stable, I would greatly appreciate it.”

Half the bats swooped down toward the stable while the others circled George’s head. The giant staggered backward, swiping at them, but they were so small and so numerous that they easily dodged his hands to bite his ears, claw his nose, and pull his hair.

When the other bats returned with a rope, Esme didn’t stop to worry that there was no way it could reach the ground. She simply tied it to her bed, tossed the end out the window, and with a grim determination not to look down, climbed to the first ledge where she tied the loose end to the gargoyle-shaped waterspout. At her request, a trio of bats flew up to untie the other end from her bed and brought it down to her, and that way, one section at a time, she made her way down the tower.

By the time she reached the final level, her legs were trembling, her fingertips were raw, and she could barely tie a knot in the rope. But she dared not quit. Rory was still worrying at George’s ankles, the bats were still circling his head, and even Aldermane was kicking at him with her hooves and neighing in a disapproving manner.

She pulled the knot as tight as she could, threw the rope down, and leaned her weight against it as she searched for a toehold on the brick. She found one then another and then the knot slipped.

Esme screamed as she dropped backward. She dragged desperately on the rope as she tried to stay upright, tried to keep her feet under her. But one foot slipped and the ground rushed up to meet her. This was higher than the ledge in the dungeon. This was going to hurt more.

Then Rory was there. She fell into his arms and he caught her with ease. Too much ease. He was stronger than she remembered. Broader, too. And taller. When she reached up to yank back his hood, it wasn’t Rory who grinned charmingly at her.

“Timothee?”

“Were you expecting someone else?”

“Why are you dressed like a rogue?”

“Prince Timothee would draw too much attention adventuring around the realm seeking a damsel to rescue, whereas a rogue is left well enough alone. I took the inspiration from my cousin. Where is he, by the way?”

“Gone.”

“Gone?” Timothee’s brow furrowed.

“To Alderness.”

“To Alderness?”

“Are you going to repeat everything I say?” Esme squirmed in his arms, and he absently set her on her feet.

“Alderness is the last place he should be.”

“We both knew that, but he felt he had no choice.”

George let out a howl of rage, and Esme flinched.

“I don’t anticipate being able to dispatch the giant,” Timothee said, “so may I suggest we beat a hasty retreat?”

“Agreed,” Esme said.

He took her hand, whistled for the horses, and they fled toward the forest.

 




Abigail wasn’t stupid. That was the only reason Rory was still alive. He’d dropped a hint that he’d stolen something important from the mausoleum, knowing she would initially dismiss the idea as nothing more than the posturing of a younger cousin who’d always been desperate to impress. He also knew it would start to niggle at her. Why had he come to the cemetery when it was the last place he should be? Abigail’s suspicions had bloomed just in time. She’d knocked him out instead of killing him and must have gone to inspect the mausoleum. Finding his father’s crypt open would have convinced her he’d taken something, which was why he had awoken on the floor of the dungeon, instead of not waking up at all.

The dungeon had been formed from a natural cave system under Alderness Castle. The walls were solid rock, the ground hard-packed dirt, and there was only one door in or out. Rory knew from the times he’d tried to sneak down here as a child that it was kept locked and guarded all hours of the day and night.

Rory’s cell was large enough to pack in a dozen prisoners, but he had it to himself, except for a skeleton in rotted clothing chained to the wall. The ceiling was low and sloped jaggedly toward the ground. The only light—apart from his father’s glow—came in from the passageway outside his cell, flickering through the iron bars. They’d taken his daggers and sword belt, bracers and boots, and left him bound on the hard floor. The air was stale, and he shivered in his trousers and vest.

If not for his father, the darkness and silence would have crushed what little resolve Rory had left.

He spent the first day huddled against one of the cold, damp walls, nursing his thumping head, wondering if the regular bouts of unconsciousness he’d experienced since meeting Esme would leave him with permanent damage, and waiting for Abigail to come and kill him.

On the second day, he started to suspect she wasn’t coming. That instead of killing him quickly, she would leave him here to rot, only coming down if she wanted to amuse herself by playing with him, the way Godmother had. He worked on freeing himself from the ropes binding his wrists and ankles. It took all day, first tugging at the threads with his teeth to get his hands free then working his numb fingers to release his feet. It took even longer to rub the feeling back into his extremities so he could explore the reaches of his cell.

The third day, after the guard had passed a cup of water and a hard chunk of bread between the iron bars of the door, he jogged around the cell, making sure to avoid hitting his head on the low outcrop in one corner or stepping on the collection of rat bones in another.

He was moving so slowly that he could practically hear Bernard’s exasperated tone telling him to pick up the pace. But after two days of barely enough bread and water to keep him alive, he had little enough energy for even this. With each completed circuit of the cell, he stopped to perform some of the calisthenics Bernard had taught him. If nothing else, it was a way to pass the time.

That afternoon, as Rory lay down on the hard ground, resting his head on his biceps for a pillow, something vibrated at the small of his back. He sprang to his feet and spun around, expecting to see a rat or worse.

“What is it, son?” Gregory asked. His glow marked the spot where Rory had been lying, showing nothing was there.

The vibration came again. He grabbed wildly at his back, hoping to dislodge whatever was clinging there before its actions turned into a full-on attack. Again, there was nothing. It was only when the vibration came a third time that his addled brain recognized the sensation. He slipped his hand into the secret pocket of his vest and retrieved Godmother’s magic mirror.

“That witch …” Gregory murmured.

Rory stared at the mirror for a moment, wondering how it had gotten there. He certainly hadn’t grabbed it before he’d left the tower. In fact, the last time he’d used it was to find Esme in Braefield.

It vibrated again and would continue to do so until he opened it and read whatever message Godmother had sent him. But, as far as he knew, Esme had been rescued already. His final job was complete. His deal with Godmother was over. He didn’t have to respond to her whims any longer.

He pulled back his arm.

“Wait!” Gregory said, and Rory held his arm despite himself. “Stop, son. Think.”

Rory tried to think, but his brain refused to offer any suggestions. He fired the mirror at the wall. It hit with a clang that echoed around the cell, and dropped to the floor, undamaged. “I will yield to her demands no longer.”

Gregory gasped.

“Well,” Godmother said from behind Rory. “That was a little dramatic.”

Rory flinched and turned. Godmother stood with her fingers pinching the skirts of her gown so the hem didn’t drag in the dirt. Her face expressed distaste as she surveyed the room, as if she hadn’t spent many hours happily watching him in the ogre’s dungeon.

“If you didn’t wish to speak to me,” she said, “you could have simply said so.”

Simply said so? Rory’s jaw dropped. She had never cared for his opinion before. Why would he assume she would start now?

Godmother stepped forward, placed her fingertips under Rory’s chin, and eased his mouth shut.

“I’m merely here to inform you that Princess Esmeralda was successfully rescued the night before last, and thus, you’ve completed your end of our bargain. Thus, I will complete mine. Your father’s ghost will be gone by dawn.”

Rory had no response. His gaze drifted to his father.

“Esme, of course, was rather devastated when you didn’t return as expected.”

Rory clenched his fists, digging his nails into his palms. If he told Godmother to leave Esme alone, which was exactly what he wanted to do, it would only ensure she harried her more.

Seeing that he had no plans to speak, Godmother continued to needle him. “It’s terribly sad. She thinks you’re dead. Again. The Twice-Dead Prince of Caveline does have a nice ring to it. But it means there will be no rescue attempt.”

Rory hadn’t expected to be rescued. He hadn’t expected to be kept alive long enough. But though he hadn’t expected it, a tiny ember of hope, that a miracle would occur to get him out of this predicament, had refused to be doused.

“Hold fast,” Gregory said. “She attempts to crush your spirit.”

Rory didn’t point out she’d done that long ago, and his momentary show of defiance had been nothing but the last gasps before it died for good.

“Now, I know what you’re thinking,” Godmother said. Gregory floated over to stand beside her, and she flicked her hand his way as if batting at a swarm of gnats. “Yes, she’s still planning to usurp the king and take her rightful place on the throne. I’m fairly confident she will succeed.”

Rory swallowed hard. It was always impossible to tell if she meant what she said or if she was mocking him by saying the opposite. Usually, whatever would cause him the most pain turned out to be true.

“Now, the question you need answered is whether she will succeed before Abigail comes down here and carves your heart out of your chest.” She paused contemplatively. “What do you think? Are you willing to bet your life on it?”

Rory closed his eyes. He’d long suspected that Godmother was all powerful, but he was fairly certain she was all knowledgeable too. She already knew the answer to her question. That was why she was here.

He took a long breath, tried to steady his erratic heartbeat, tried to still his trembling hands.

The choice was his: to live under Godmother’s rule or die by Abigail’s hand. The choice, though it seemed like it required discussion and a weighing up of the options, had already been made. A moment ago, he’d said he would not yield, but if he didn’t, she would ensure he broke. When it came down to it, Rory knew he was a coward. He would choose life, every time.

He opened his eyes.

“What would you have of me?”

She arched her eyebrows. “I’m sure I don’t know what you mean.”

He sighed, but he knew he had to play by her rules. He would never win the game, but at least he would be alive to play. “I wish to get out of this dungeon alive. What would you have from me in return?”

“That, dear boy, is simple. All I require is for you to complete ten simple tasks.”

Rory sucked in a ragged breath. Ten tasks! It had taken five years to complete the last ones. How long could she drag them out this time? Another five years? Fifteen? Fifty? And yet, he’d already made his choice.

He glanced his father’s way, but the ghost was silent, and that silence spoke volumes. As bad as the deal was, Gregory wanted him alive to avenge his death.

He stuffed down his despair. “Agreed.”

“Excellent.” She smiled, and he looked away. “Keep the mirror close,” she said. “Wait for my signal. Oh, and you will need to procure a dagger.”

A dagger!

Rory’s head snapped up. “Where am I meant to find—” He stopped short. Godmother was gone.

Gregory let out a tired sigh.

“Happy?” Rory asked. “It looks as if I shall have plenty of time, if not the inclination, to avenge you.”

“I’m happy you’ll live,” Gregory said. “But I would not wish that existence on anyone, especially not you, and as for what comes next …” He paused then cleared his throat, as if he had a throat to clear. “I relieve you of your burden. I will be gone by morning regardless. I don’t wish for you to be plagued by thoughts of vengeance for the remainder of your days.”

The words pummeled what was left of Rory’s spirit. “Father—”

“I’ll take my leave for a while, if you don’t mind the darkness. I’d like to spend some time in the presence of my daughter before I go.”

“Of course,” Rory said, and a moment later, his father’s glow blinked out, leaving Rory alone in the dungeon with darkness both without and within.

 




Abigail came, from what Rory could tell, after dusk. Rory was surprised she had waited three days. If she believed what he’d stolen was important enough to keep him alive, surely she would have been eager to start torturing him to find out what it was. But then he realized Abigail didn’t know who he was, only who he had been. This was the torture. Fifteen-year-old Rory would have been terrified after spending three days alone in the cold and dark. He would have been begging for release and willing to tell her everything.

If Abigail was expecting the cousin she’d once known, then that was the role he would play.

Gregory hadn’t yet returned from visiting Esme, and Rory eased back into one of the deepest, darkest corners of his cell. Abigail stepped in through the door, holding a copper lantern aloft. The orange light spilled across her face but did nothing to warm her expression.

“Come out where I can see you, cousin,” she said.

Rory hesitated before speaking. “I’m sorry, but I don’t think I can stand. Do you think you could come and lend a hand?”

Abigail set the lantern on the floor and stalked across the cell toward him, treading carefully in the gloom. When she got to the corner where he was crouched, she bent over, squinting, and smacked her forehead on the overhang. She let out a curse and pulled back.

“Please …” Rory murmured. He held out a hand. It wasn’t his hand, but the grimy bones of the skeleton.

Abigail grabbed it and yanked hard. She would have hauled Rory halfway across the room had he not been able to let go. She let out a disgusted grunt and dropped the bones. “You odious little freak.”

She leaned down again—careful to avoid the overhang this time—clutched the front of his vest with both hands, dragged him out of the corner, and slammed him up against the wall. He didn’t resist. He needed to save what strength he had for the right moment.

“Enjoying your stay?”

“I must admit, this place is not that nice. I don’t think I would want to stay here twice.”

Abigail pulled him forward and slammed him back again, sending his head cracking back against the rock. He let out a muted hiss of pain.

He’d forgotten how much fun he could have when he relaxed into his speech disorder, how satisfying it felt when the rhythm flowed and the rhymes fell into place. Abigail never could abide it, and he’d found it amusing to enrage her with half-rhymes, fractured rhythms, and filler words.

Thinking back on it now, Rory couldn’t remember which had come first. Had he tormented Abigail because she disparaged him, or did she only disparage him because he tormented her? Even if it were the latter, he didn’t think it justified her gutting him like a fish.

“What did you find hidden in your father’s crypt?” she demanded.

“I’d tell you, coz, but you did not say please.”

She backhanded him across the face. His head snapped sideways, his cheek throbbed, and he tasted blood.

“Answer me.”

Rory licked blood off his lip. “What I found buried in the dust and bone, will stop you ever sitting on the throne.”

Abigail’s face twisted into a frown. “Nothing could do that. I’m in direct line after my father.”

Rory gave her a sly smile. “Partaking in a murderous affair, did not eliminate the rightful heir.”

Abigail’s lip curled up. “I may not have succeeded in dispatching you last time, but I won’t make the same mistake. You won’t leave this dungeon alive.”

Rory shrugged as if he’d told the truth and could offer her nothing more to assuage her doubts.

“Unless …” Her eyes narrowed shrewdly. “You weren’t speaking of yourself.”

Rory sucked in a small breath of surprise. As quiet as it was, Abigail caught it.

“Don’t take me for a fool, cousin,” she said. “I know you. You’ve played dead for five years because you were too much of a coward to reclaim your throne. When you finally returned to Alderness, you did so as a thief under cover of darkness. Every fiber in your being would have been urging you to flee and save yourself. To stay and face me would take more courage than you have, which must mean you’re here at someone else’s behest.”

Her words sent Rory reeling. She was too close to the truth.

“Tell me this,” Abigail continued. “Has the Lost Princess finally been found?”

“No!” Rory cried, his reaction too strong to hide the truth. “I—” Words jostled for position on his tongue, tripping over each other and choking him. He hadn’t meant to bring Esme to Abigail’s attention. “I—”

A satisfied smile pulled at Abigail’s lips. “Now I know she’s attempting a coup, she won’t succeed. Forewarned is forearmed, after all.”

“No,” Rory murmured again.

“Before I kill her, I’ll be sure to let her know you betrayed her.”

“No!” Rory shoved off from the wall, sending Abigail staggering backward. She pulled him with her before throwing him to the ground. He hit the floor hard and tried to roll, but his coordination was lacking. He pushed to his hands and knees, but before he could scramble away, her boot smashed into his stomach. He toppled sideways, struggling for breath, drowning in pain. She kicked him again, and fire flared in his ribs. He curled into a ball, moaning in agony.

“I might keep you alive a little while longer, so I can see the look on your face when I tell you I’ve killed your sister. But don’t entertain any ideas you’ll escape this dungeon. No one knows you’re here except for a few of the Royal Guard, and they’re all loyal to me. There is no future for you. You should have stayed dead.”

She reached down and pulled him to his feet. Pain pulsed through his chest. Stars sparked at the edges of his vision. His stomach revolted and splattered its meager contents on Abigail’s armored tunic. He grabbed her to stop himself from collapsing.

“How many days do you think it will take me to return with the Lost Princess’s head?” she asked.

“You’ll. Never. Find. Her,” he choked out.

“Oh, I will, though I hope you don’t die of starvation first,” she said, and dropped him.

He collapsed like a rag doll—his hand carefully shielded by his leg, his face pressed into the hard-packed dirt—and sobbed faintly.

Abigail grunted in disgust at what must have been a pitiful sight. She snatched up her lantern, locked the door behind her, and retreated up the corridor.

Rory stopped sobbing. He pushed himself to his knees and pressed his hand against his ribs. By Godmother’s gown, that had hurt. If he hadn’t spent five years being tormented by someone he couldn’t fight for fear of escalating the situation, he was unsure he would have been able to let Abigail do that to him. He’d been so tempted to punch her, or kick her, or stab her. But he would’ve still been trapped in the dungeon, he would’ve had to fight his way out past the guards, and Godmother hadn’t yet given him the signal.

But, at least, he’d done what she’d asked.

He glanced down at the dagger in his hand. He couldn’t see much detail in the darkness, but he was sure Abigail wouldn’t carry an inferior weapon. In the end, it’d been almost too easy to slip it from the sheath on her waist while she was spouting her threats and distracted by his pathetic display.

Now, he had to hope Abigail wouldn’t notice its absence before he could escape.








CHAPTER TWELVE




“Are you certain this is the best course of action?” Esme asked as a handmaid laced her into a dress made of the finest silk. Another maid had spent a long time brushing out her hair before pinning it back into an elegant bun, and she was now securing a thin gold band studded with diamonds across the top of Esme’s head.

“Yes, of course,” Timothee replied. Esme couldn’t see him, as he was discreetly positioned behind an artfully painted room divider, but she could hear the quiet confidence in his voice. “The midwinter feast draws nobles from all over Caveline. There’s no better time to announce your arrival. And all the better to do it quickly, before Abigail gets wind of our surprise.”

Mistress Helene had been right about Timothee’s proposal. It had nothing to do with marriage and everything to do with Esme claiming the throne.

They’d taken a leisurely two days to travel from the haven to Alderness. Timothee hadn’t brought her to the castle, which she’d assumed was their destination, but instead to a glorious three-story building in what he referred to as the patricial quarter of the city. The houses were all as grand as each other and filled with nobles both resident and transient. Lady Igraine of Daggerton was not out of place here.

The maids finished their work, leaving Esme to slip her feet into a pair of court shoes that seemed entirely impractical. She was grateful her mother had made deportment—and learning to walk in high heels—part of her education.

Esme stepped out from behind the divider and twirled on the spot. “How do I look?”

Timothee’s jaw slackened then he blinked and cleared his throat. “I wasn’t wrong when I declared you the most beautiful woman in the Boar’s Tusk, cousin, and tonight, you’ll be the most beautiful woman in Alderness Castle.”

“I’m not certain that will be of any benefit.”

“Trust me,” he said, stepping forward to give her hands a reassuring squeeze. “When you want everyone’s attention, shining like the sun at the midwinter feast is an excellent way to get it.”

A knock sounded on the door, and a valet let himself in.

“Your guest is here, Your Highness,” the young man said.

“Ah, excellent, send her in.” He turned to Esme with a glint in his eye. “I must apologize for springing this surprise on you, but I feared she wouldn’t arrive in time.”

“Who is this guest?”

“It’s me,” a soft voice said from the doorway.

Esme’s breath caught as the familiar tones of the voice caressed her. Her feet started moving before her head even turned, and she flew across the room and into her mother’s arms, proving exactly how well she could run in high heels.

“Oh, my darling,” Mother said, holding her tightly. “You look more like a queen than ever.”

When Esme pulled back, Mother’s eyes were glistening. “How did you find me?”

Mother cupped her chin gently, as if she hadn’t seen her for one hundred years. “The prince found me. He told me of your plan, and I knew I had to come.”

“Will you accompany us to the feast?”

“Of course. I didn’t squeeze myself into this dress to hide here.” Mother wore a gorgeous lilac gown and looked every bit the queen she’d briefly been. “I’m so sorry about how you left.”

Esme frowned. “How could you make a deal with that wicked woman?”

“It may have taken twenty years,” Mother said, “but I don’t regret accepting her offer.”

A shiver crawled down Esme’s spine, like one of the creatures in the ogre’s dungeon. “When did you make the wish?”

“The day we moved to Mairtown.”

“And what did she demand in return?”

“Only that I didn’t reveal the truth of your lineage or our deal until, well, now.”

It didn’t seem that a high price—considering what Rory had paid for his deal—but Mother’s gaze dropped.

“When I agreed, it seemed so simple. But you can’t imagine how hard it was to keep that secret from you, the fear that I would accidentally let something slip and ruin your chance to claim the throne. I’ll always regret depriving you of stories of your father and making you feel you couldn’t ask about him.” Her voice wavered. “I’m sorry for the hurt I caused you.”

“Don’t be sorry,” Esme said as she pulled her mother close again. “I understand. You did what you had to.”

Twenty years Mother had held her secrets close, carrying the burden all by herself. Before Rory was even born, before their father had taken the throne, before King Wybert had killed him. If this was all some game to Mistress Helene, she had been playing it for a very long time.

 




The great hall of Alderness Castle was decorated with rich runs of fabric in blue and gold that matched Esme’s gown. She didn’t think that was a coincidence. Long tables stretched down the sides and one end of the room, groaning under the weight of a hundred different dishes. Exquisite chandeliers hung from the ceiling, each casting light from a hundred candles. People wearing gowns and suits of a hundred different styles and colors danced around the room to a lively tune played by a quartet of musicians.

Esme had to fight not to gape at the wonder of it all, especially when she realized she was drawing everyone’s attention. Except, of course, it wasn’t her they were looking at.

Prince Timothee cut a remarkable figure in his suit. His dark gray coat was perfectly tailored to accentuate the breadth of his shoulders, the high collar on his shirt seemed to make him taller, and the blue of his vest and neckerchief—which matched Esme’s dress—drew the eye.

“May I escort you to your seat, Lady Igraine?” Timothee asked, offering her his arm.

Esme inclined her head and said, “Yes, thank you, Your Highness.”

What she really wanted was to ogle the wonders in the hall with her mother at her side, but Mother had already blended into the crowd as if she were merely another noble. 

Timothee led Esme through the crowd, smiling and greeting people by name and generally being charming. The long table at the head of the room was set aside for the royal family and their esteemed guests. The largest and grandest chair—practically a throne—sat in the middle, for the king. Slightly less grand chairs sat to its left and right. Only one was currently occupied. Timothee’s mother, Queen Isolda, sat primly in a red velvet dress, her hair pulled back and coiffed under a matching decorative hood. Esme had imagined she would be cold and distant, but there was a soft smile on her face as she watched half a dozen children, ranging from about five to fifteen, perform a complicated dance routine.

When they finished, Timothee clapped loudly, and, in response, was pounced upon by the children, who called his name and hugged him and demanded to know where he’d been.

“All in good time,” he murmured, tussling hair and stroking cheeks. “But first, Mother, may I introduce Lady Igraine of Daggerton, North Lynnborough.”

Esme dropped into a deep curtsy, realizing that if her plans came to fruition, this woman would soon lose her position and standing.

“Welcome, Lady Igraine,” Queen Isolda said, and her voice contained more warmth than Esme felt she deserved. “Won’t you join us?”

“Thank you, Your Majesty.”

Esme let Timothee lead her around the table. He pulled out a chair for her, and she eased into it. The queen turned out to be as generous a conversationalist as her son. As they talked—not about anything important or controversial—they grazed on tray after tray of food laid before them by the servants. Dense, flavorful bread. Pickled vegetables. Roast fowl.

Esme was sure it was all delicious, but she barely tasted any of it as she waited for what Timothee had decreed would be the right moment—when his father gave the welcoming speech, wishing for the quick approach of warmer days and shorter nights.

Eventually—and to her relief, as Esme couldn’t imagine sitting still much longer—Timothee invited her to dance.

As Prince Timothee’s hand came to rest on her hip, and their feet moved in time with the music, Esme found herself spinning back through time to when she would dance around the kitchen with her mother.

Chin up, arms strong, and one, two, three …

The last time she’d danced had been with Daniel and Igraine. The three of them had held hands at the midsummer festival and pranced in circles, laughing as they tripped over each other’s feet and pulled each other to the ground.

By now Igraine had surely borne her baby, and Daniel would be well established in Daggerton, and Esme was still waiting.

But not for much longer.

 




One thing Godmother had never done was starve him, and for that, Rory would be eternally grateful. He dared not sleep away the hollow ache in his stomach, and it gnawed at him relentlessly.

His father hadn’t returned from visiting Esme, and Rory’s thoughts turned to Donella. He’d missed their meeting, and he wondered how long she’d wait before giving up on him. He didn’t want to face her—if she would even talk to him. He didn’t want to admit he had to rescind his offer, but he wasn’t sure he would be able to bear letting her think he had simply changed his mind, either.

“Your sister is upstairs,” Gregory said, his ghostly form appearing by the door, “dancing with your cousin.”

“She is doing what?” Rory asked, his voice little more than a whisper.

“Dancing,” Gregory murmured. “She’s so close. If only she knew you were here, that you were alive, I’m certain—”

“I don’t need Esme to rescue me,” Rory said. Godmother could be cruel, but she wouldn’t break her part of the deal.

“Of course, but—”

“And it’s better that she thinks I’m dead. She doesn’t need me turning up, challenging her claim on the throne.”

Not that he wanted it. No, it would be better for everyone if he stayed dead.

The mirror vibrated against his back. He drew it from the secret pocket and flipped it open. A series of pictures flashed on the surface, showing him what he needed to do.

He let out a grunt. Of course it wouldn’t be easy.

He worked quickly to get ready, not knowing how much time he had, then positioned himself beside the door to wait.

It wasn’t long before footsteps rang out in the corridor and the glow of a lantern filtered through the bars of the door.

The door swung open.

Abigail stepped inside the cell.

Rory pressed back against the wall, adjusted his grip on the dagger in his hand, and held his breath. The cold stone wall pricked at his skin.

Abigail’s head turned as she scanned the room, coming to rest on the crumpled figure lying half in darkness against the back wall: the skeleton, dressed in Rory’s vest and trousers. It wouldn’t fool her for long, but he only needed it to draw her a few more steps into the room.

“Wake up, cousin,” she called. “I believe you have something of mine.”

She strode across the room. Rory darted after her. The whisper of his feet on the ground, or maybe pure instinct, made her turn, but she was too slow. He smashed the hilt of the dagger into her temple, and she dropped to the ground.

Rory stood over her, panting from his sudden exertion.

It would be so easy to plunge the dagger into her chest or draw it across her exposed throat, but there was a vast difference between stabbing someone in the middle of a fight and stabbing someone who was helpless.

Rory couldn’t do it.

He backed out of the cell, locked the door behind him, and tossed the key across the corridor.

He’d been lucky to catch Abigail by surprise, but the guards at the dungeon entrance would be another matter. Accordingly, Godmother’s instructions had given him another route.

He padded up the corridor to where Gregory was waiting, his glow exposing a crevice high in the dungeon wall. All the times Godmother had made him climb out of the ogre’s dungeon would finally pay off.

He clenched the dagger between his teeth so he had both hands free, then ran at the wall, planted his foot on the cold stone, and threw himself up. His fingertips caught the crevice but couldn’t hold. He crashed to the ground, scraping the skin off his elbows and landing heavily on one knee.

He gave himself a moment to catch his breath before pushing to his feet. There was no point sitting around complaining about how difficult this was. Godmother may have shown him the way out, but it was up to him to do the actual escaping. He backed up, ran at the wall again, and put everything he had into the jump. This time, when his fingers caught the edge of the crevice, he didn’t wait to see if they would hold. He swung his legs up, hooked one foot into the crevice, and heaved himself the rest of the way.

For a moment, he teetered on the edge. If he fell head-first, he would surely break something when he hit the ground, and his chance to escape would be gone. With one final push, he slid himself into the crevice.

“Well done, son,” Gregory murmured. “Now, climb.”

With his father’s glow to light the way, Rory worked his way upward, crawling like a lizard slinking under a rock. The surface underneath him was jagged and sharp, dotted with loose shards that skittered away as he moved over them. They tore at his skin and bit through the fabric of his undershorts. But there was no help for it. He gritted his teeth around the dagger’s handle and climbed on.

After what seemed like an eternity, Gregory said, “You are nearly there.”

Rory paused to remove the dagger before clamping his aching fingers around another handhold. “I’m sorry I let you down,” he said. “I might not have been able to challenge King Wybert and win, but I should have tried.”

“No, son,” Gregory said. “I placed so much responsibility onto you as the crown prince at such a young age, I forgot you were but a child. In any case, it’s in the past. I shall be gone soon enough.”

“I wish—” Rory caught himself before he accidentally summoned Godmother. “I regret making that deal, though it saved my life, but I’m grateful Godmother didn’t grant my wish immediately. The past few years have been a gift.”

“All of them?” Gregory asked wryly.

“Well, maybe not every single day.” Rory tucked his face against his shoulder as his reaching fingers sent another avalanche of shards cascading over him. “I doubt I would have survived any of this without your company.”

“Well, I’m happy to be of assistance. Here.” Gregory floated to the side. “Merely a thin layer of dirt separates you from your freedom.”

Rory didn’t waste his breath complaining about having to dig his way out; the air was stale enough as it was without adding to it with bitter protestations. He shuffled sideways, gritting his teeth as another layer of skin tore off his knees, and stabbed at the dirt with the dagger. First, tiny nuggets of dirt broke free, then medium-sized chunks, and finally he was able to push his hand through and make a hole.

Fresh air caressed his face. He sucked in a deep breath, and for a moment, all his aches were forgotten. He dug and scraped and ripped at the dirt until the hole was large enough to force his tired body through. He collapsed on the ground, feeling as if he had escaped his own grave.

He lay on his back and stared at the stars before forcing himself up. He was standing in an internal courtyard, one the servants used to move between different parts of the castle. The stone walls towered over him on all four sides. Rather than finding his freedom, he found himself still trapped.

“This way,” Gregory said, drifting toward a small wooden door at one end of the courtyard. “From here you can get to the kitchens and out of the castle.”

Rory didn’t follow. He stepped away from the wall and looked up. Though he’d never seen it from this angle, he was sure he recognized what was above him.

“That is your balcony, is it not?” he asked.

Gregory returned to his side. “’Tis not mine any longer.”

A plan formed in Rory’s mind. He’d been running from this for five years, but now the perfect opportunity had presented itself. If he didn’t at least try, he would be haunted by his inaction forever, long after his father’s ghost had gone.

Rory glanced at the ghost, wishing he could better make out his father’s expression. “Is King Wybert in his chambers?”

Gregory hesitated, his translucent visage twisting in concern. “No. I won’t ask you—”

“You already did. Five years ago. Now tell me if he’s there before I waste what little energy I have climbing.”

The ghost’s glow blinked out before returning a moment later.

“Well?” Rory demanded.

“He is, but—”

“Save your buts, Father. I’ve been presented with the opportunity to avenge your death, and I won’t refuse your request again.”

He rolled his shoulders, returned the dagger to between his teeth, and began to climb. By the time he pulled himself over the balcony and dropped to the floor, his arms were trembling with exertion, his palms were coated with perspiration, mud, and blood, and his head swam from starvation.

“Well done, son,” Gregory murmured.

“No, you fool, leave it,” King Wybert bellowed from inside the room, his voice clear even through the closed balcony door. “I’ll finish it myself. And send for Burridge. I want a close shave, and he’s the only one who can do it right.”

“Yes, Your Majesty,” someone murmured in a trembling voice. “Right away.”

A door opened and closed inside. Gregory’s glow appeared by the balcony door.

“All clear,” he said. “He’s in the washroom.”

Rory crept forward. His pulse pounded in his ears as he peered into the room. It hadn’t changed since his father had lived here. A massive four-poster bed made of dark polished wood stood against one wall. Two plush chairs sat on the other, in front of a roaring fire. A platter of dried fruit and cold meat was laid out on a small table. As his father had said, there was no one here.

Rory clenched the dagger tighter, eased the door open, and slipped inside. His breath came fast and shallow as he ran to the bed and sheltered behind it. A pair of rich hose, a silk shirt, and a lavishly embellished doublet were laid out on the bed, along with a decorative sword.

Muttered curses came from the washroom, then King Wybert stepped through the door, dressed in a soft woolen robe.

Rory lurched to his feet. Gregory’s glow condensed around him.

King Wybert stopped short and his eyes bulged. “You!” He took half a step backward, his gaze fixed slightly above Rory’s head. “I killed you!”

“Yes, you killed me, brother,” Gregory intoned. “And I have come to avenge my death.”

“You were a weak king,” Wybert spat, “and a fool.”

Rory gasped. Not only could Wybert see the ghost, he could hear him too.

“You think me weak for caring about our people?” Gregory asked. “A fool for trying to make their lives better?”

Wybert’s expression twisted in disgust. “Peasants don’t deserve a better life. Their role is to work hard so their lieges can pay taxes to fill my coffers.”

“Their money is not yours, it’s for the realm.”

“I am the realm,” Wybert fired back.

“I don’t understand you, or how were we raised by the same parents.”

“I watched our father try to please everyone, holding court and dealing with their petty grievances. They didn’t respect him.”

“You’re confusing respect with fear,” Gregory said sadly.

“Well, one thing I know: I’m not afraid of ghosts.” Wybert lunged to snatch the sword from his bed. The hilt was encrusted with jewels, marking it as a ceremonial weapon, but as he drew it from its sheath, light glinted on the steel’s edge. He charged forward, his robe flapping around his legs, but again, his gaze was focused too high as if he didn’t see Rory at all, only Gregory.

Rory moved into a fighting stance and ducked as Wybert swung. The sword cut through the ghost, who was still as incorporeal as smoke, sending Wybert spinning off balance.

Rory stepped forward and thrust with the dagger. Abigail kept it sharp, and it slid easily between Wybert’s ribs and into his heart. He let out a small, strangled yelp of surprise then crumpled forward. Rory released the dagger and danced out of the way as Wybert flopped onto his back, mouth working like a fish, before his staring eyes glazed over.

Rory stood over him, panting like the fight had lasted hours instead of mere moments.

“That was for my father,” he murmured to his uncle’s corpse.

“That was rather anti-climactic, don’t you think?” Gregory asked. “After all these years, it’s over so quickly.”

“Well, Bernard did teach me to strike fast.”

Wybert was twice Rory’s size. In his weakened state, Rory wouldn’t have prevailed in a battle of strength or stamina.

“Thank you, Rory,” Gregory said.

Rory looked up. Gregory stood before him, a pale version of his living self, as solid as when Rory had first seen the ghost. Rory could make out every wrinkle around his eyes, every whisker of his beard. A tear rolled down Gregory’s cheek, and he brushed it away with his finger.

“You look like you’ve seen a ghost,” he said.

Words caught in Rory’s throat. In the past few years, he’d struggled to hold his father’s image in his mind. His broad shoulders, his big hands, his bushy beard, his bright eyes.

“What are you looking at?” Gregory asked, brushing at his beard. “Do I have something on my face?”

“Your face …” Rory staggered forward and wrapped his arms around his father. There was enough solidness to the ghost that, if he were careful, Rory could rest against him. He felt his father’s hand stroke his hair.

“When did you grow so tall?” the ghost asked.

“Lucky I’m not taller, or he would have taken my head off when he aimed for yours.”

His father’s gentle grasp eased him back. “It’s time to go.”

“I know. I cannot be caught here with the dead king.”

Gregory’s expression softened. “No, son. I mean me.”

“What?” Rory grabbed at his father, but his hands passed right through. “No.”

“I thought you wanted to be rid of me.”

“Yes, but, not right now.”

“I love you, son,” Gregory said softly, his voice like leaves rustling as they fell from the trees. “I couldn’t be more proud of the man you have become.”

“I love you, too, but please, don’t—”

His father’s form faded then dispersed into the air like smoke.

Rory’s arms fell to his sides. He let out a wavering breath.

“Goodbye, Father,” he said, though there was no one left to hear him.

Rory turned back to the balcony doors. He had no heart for the descent, but it was a better option than facing the guard who was sure to be standing in the corridor outside the room.

Muted voices sounded in that very corridor. The door handle rattled.

Rory was too far from the balcony to make it in time. He dove to the side, pressed himself flat against the cold stone floor, and shuffled under the king’s bed. He forced his breathing to slow but could do nothing for his heartbeat.

“You called for me, Your Majesty?”

Rory recognized the dulcet tones of the man who’d spoken. Burridge. The castle’s steward.

A gasp was followed by a clatter of something hitting the ground then the call of, “Guard! Guard!”

Rory watched Burridge’s feet come into view beside the king’s body. The steward dropped to his knees and laid his hand on the king’s chest, above the dagger.

The guard’s footsteps thundered in then slammed to a halt. He let out a curse.

“Has anyone entered the king’s chamber since Finlay left?” Burridge asked.

The guard let out another string of curses. Though Rory could see nothing above his knees, he could imagine the horrified look on the guard’s face. The king had died on his watch. Abigail wouldn’t grant him mercy.

“Focus, you fool,” Burridge snapped. Rory had never seen the man flustered, and it seemed the death of the monarch was merely one more administrative task that needed to be taken care of. “Did anyone enter after Finlay left to summon me?”

“No,” the guard said, then firmer, “not a soul.”

“She must have come in from the balcony.” Burridge’s fingers brushed the hilt of the dagger. “Who are you loyal to?”

“I—I don’t understand, sir.”

Burridge pushed to his feet, his knees creaking but his voice firm. “It’s a simple question. Are you loyal only to the captain of the Guard or the realm of Caveline?”

The guard didn’t hesitate before saying, “The realm, of course.”

“Go downstairs,” Burridge commanded. “Gather as many Guard who are loyal to the realm as you can, and meet me in the great hall.”

The guard didn’t move. “Pardon me, sir, but shouldn’t we be hunting for His Majesty’s killer?”

“You are,” Burridge said. “Do you not recognize the weapon that still stands in the king’s chest?”

“Sweet mercy,” the guard muttered, “that is the captain’s blade.”

“Indeed. Now get about the task I’ve set you. I’ll meet you in the great hall presently.”

Rory stifled a gasp. He hadn’t imagined they would recognize the blade nor blame Abigail for the king’s death. He should have taken some satisfaction in it, relished the fact she was to be blamed for something he’d done, after she’d suffered no consequences for attempting to murder him. But he felt only hollowness.

The guard rushed off, and Burridge stood over the body a moment longer before crossing the room, pausing to collect whatever he had dropped, and closing the door behind him.

Rory eased out from under the bed, pushed to his feet … and found himself facing Burridge, who was still on this side of the door. As their eyes locked, Burridge jumped and dropped his bundle of goods once again.

“Who are you?” he demanded, before recovering some of his demeanor. “How long have you been hiding under there?”

Rory took a step backward. He had to get out onto the balcony and start the perilous climb down before Burridge called the guard back.

Burridge’s gaze dropped to Rory’s naked chest before snapping back to his face.

Rory winced. Five years may have passed, but Burridge was sharp enough to recognize him, despite the fact he was older, taller, and supposedly dead.

“You … your h—” Burridge choked on his words before swallowing hard and saying, “You’re a mess, boy.”

He strode across the room, deftly circling the king’s body. Rory danced backward, confused by what exactly was going on, but certain he didn’t want to hurt the steward.

The steward had no such qualms. He grabbed Rory’s arm and propelled him toward the door. “Get yourself to the servants’ quarters,” he commanded. “I assume you remember where those are?”

Rory nodded.

“Clean yourself up and find some clothes.” He pulled the door open and forced Rory into the corridor. It was mercifully empty. “Take the servants’ passageway. I expect this place will be swarming with people soon enough, and I won’t have my reputation sullied, nor the midwinter feast ruined, by a valet running around improperly attired.”

“Yes, sir,” Rory said.

Burridge’s professional mask softened for a moment. “Quickly, go. I’ll have to raise the alarm soon.”

Rory headed down the corridor at a steady pace. He slipped into the servants’ passageway—one of many narrow corridors that offered shortcuts through the castle—and headed down the stairs to the servants’ quarters. They were eerily deserted, all the servants busy with the midwinter feast. That was why Burridge had told the guard to meet him in the great hall. It would be teeming with nobles from around the realm.

Abigail would either be declared a queen or a murderer in front of them all unless she was still lying unconscious in the dungeon.

Rory didn’t intend to be around for either announcement. He found a white shirt, gray jacket and breeches, white stockings, and a pair of polished leather shoes that fit him well enough and headed for the kitchens. From here, they gave the quickest way out of the castle.

The kitchens were not quiet. They were packed with servants preparing enough food to last the night. He weaved his way through the chaos, skirting past the cook, who whipped him with a tea towel and growled at him for appearing in her kitchen with dirt on his hands and face. He kept his head down and hurried on until he burst out into the kitchen garden.

He turned back to look up at the castle.

On the morning he’d left to go hunting with his cousin, five years ago, he hadn’t bothered to look over his shoulder. He hadn’t realized he wouldn’t see the castle again for so long. This time, the knowledge weighed heavy on him. It wasn’t the most beautiful of buildings, but it had been his home. He couldn’t imagine ever coming back again.

An ache settled deep in his chest.

Esme was inside somewhere, but nothing had changed. He had helped her as much as he could, but it was better she thought he was dead.

He turned and headed for the kitchen gate.

 




Dancing with Prince Timothee hadn’t been part of the plan, but it played to their advantage. When Esme took her leave of him to replenish herself with a drink, she was surrounded by nobles eager to introduce themselves and gain the favor of the lady who had gained the favor of the prince. Gossip spread like spilled wine about why she’d never been seen at court before.

When she was ready to make her move, all eyes would be on her. First, though, she needed the king to arrive.

As Prince Timothee took Esme for another circuit of the dance floor, Princess Abigail appeared beside them and grabbed his shoulder. His hands tightened on Esme, holding her steady before his sudden stop sent her off-balance.

“Do you mind?” he asked coolly. “Can you not see I’m in the middle of something?”

“I’m sure your companion can spare you for a few moments,” Princess Abigail ground out. She was wearing her Royal Guard uniform, rather than a gown or suit appropriate for a ball; a streak of dried blood ran from her temple, and her jaw was tight with fury. “We have a problem.”

The prince gave Esme’s hand a reassuring squeeze. “Can it not wait until the morrow?”

“No. We have a pest problem, and it needs to be eradicated before it spreads disease.” Abigail’s gaze swung Esme’s way. “You don’t mind—” Her face twisted with disdain. “You again.”

“Me again,” Esme replied pleasantly in her thick Lynnbrovian accent.

Timothee released Esme from his grasp and turned to his sister. “What is the matter with you?” he snapped.

Abigail gripped Timothee’s arm. “I cannot speak any plainer, brother. A pest we thought long dead has returned to the castle. I’d managed to cage him, but he escaped.”

Esme felt Timothee tense beside her as they came to the same conclusion. The pest Abigail was talking about could only be Rory.

“Rory’s still alive?” Esme gasped before she could stop herself.

Abigail’s gaze swung her way then back to Timothee then back yet again. “Don’t tell me it was no coincidence all three of you were in Braefield on the same night. Are you conspiring against me, brother?”

“Conspiring to right a wrong,” Timothee said.

Abigail’s hand went to the hilt of her sword. “The penalty for sedition is death.”

Esme started to hum, murmuring along in time with the music, reaching out to any animals who were nearby. Rats scurrying along the walls, waiting for someone to drop crumbs of food, bats hanging under the eaves outside the open windows, spiders perched in their webs in the corners of the ceiling. She didn’t know if any of them would hear her over the noise in the great hall, but she sent out a cry for help regardless.

Timothee didn’t flinch. “And you’ll play executioner again?”

In a loud voice that was sure to carry, Esme said, “Shall I tell the people how the Dead Prince really died, or would you like that honor?”

Time slowed as Abigail drew her sword from its sheath. Esme had a dagger strapped to her thigh, but there was no way to release it from under the many layers of her skirts in time, and it would be no match for the longer blade.

She sent out a desperate cry to the animals, but they were all still too far away.

Abigail raised her sword over her head and brought it down in a short arc. Esme flinched back as steel rang against steel. Timothee stood before her, his own blade blocking his sister’s.

“Fool,” Abigail hissed. “Don’t you realize she could reveal a secret that threatens our rule?”

“I realize you’ve lost your mind,” Timothee shot back. “You raised your weapon against a guest in a crowded hall!”

Abigail’s eyes shifted left and right. “I’m the crown princess,” she said. “No one will oppose me.”

“The king!” a voice rang out from the far side of the great hall.

The crowd, which had fallen silent at the spectacle of a fight breaking out in the middle of the dance floor, turned to watch the king’s entrance, but only a lonely steward stood by the doors. Royal Guard lined both walls.

“The king is dead!” the steward cried.

“No!” Timothee croaked, his sword falling to his side.

Abigail’s eyes glistened for a moment as her sword, too, fell. Then her expression hardened, and she called out, “Long live the queen.”

“Wait,” the steward called, holding a dagger aloft. “The king was killed with this blade. It belongs to Princess Abigail.”

Abigail’s head whipped around, and one hand moved from the hilt of her sword to the empty dagger sheath on her belt.

“Were you that desperate for the crown?” Timothee cried. “Should I be grateful I’m not the eldest? Would you have murdered me too?”

Abigail raised her sword, defensively this time. “I did not kill the king,” she called, loud enough for the entire crowd to hear her. “This is a ploy to smear my name.”

“Who else would dare kill our father?” Timothee asked. “Who else would have something to gain from that act?”

Abigail’s eyes narrowed at him.

All three of them were thinking the same thing. If Rory were truly roaming the castle, he was the most likely suspect, but Abigail couldn’t accuse him without admitting the whole truth of his attempted murder.

“Do not dare accuse the prince,” Esme said, knowing Abigail would realize which prince she meant, but that the rest of the crowd would incorrectly assume she meant Timothee. “All these esteemed guests will swear he has been dancing with me all night and didn’t have the opportunity to commit murder.”

“Watch who you’re speaking to,” Abigail growled.

“You should watch who you are speaking to,” Esme said, her tone sharp.

“I’m the queen,” Abigail cried. “Guard! Fall in.”

The Guard around the room started to move toward her through the crowd. The first arrived, along with the steward.

“Take this woman to the dungeon,” Abigail commanded.

The guard didn’t move to follow her order.

“And who might you be?” the steward asked Esme.

“She’s a nobody from North Lynnborough,” Abigail said.

“I am Princess Esmeralda of Caveline,” Esme said.

This time, a gasp rippled through the entire crowd, followed by murmurs of, “The Lost Princess?”

“That is quite a claim,” the steward said.

“It’s preposterous,” Abigail said. “You think you can claim my throne?”

“Yes,” Esme said simply. “That is exactly what I plan to do: claim my rightful place on the throne and save Caveline from the designs of the murderous princess.”

Abigail glanced around, as if finally noticing that not only had the Guard not sprung to her defense but that the entire court was watching. “We should move this conversation somewhere private.”

“Why?” Esme asked. “I have nothing to hide from my people.”

“Have it your way,” Abigail said. “No one has heard from the Lost Princess for twenty years. Who’s to say you’re even her?”

“She is the Lost Princess.” Mother’s voice rang out from across the room. “I should know; I was there when she was born.”

The crowd parted to reveal her, and she glided across the great hall. Esme had to fight the urge to run to her, because that didn’t seem like a very queenlike thing to do.

“Lady Teresina,” the steward murmured, offering a short bow. “How wonderful to see you back in court.” His tone suggested he’d expected her.

“Thank you, Burridge,” Teresina said, taking the steward’s hands and kissing him on each cheek. “It’s so good to see you.”

The steward—Burridge—blushed slightly at such familiarity. Teresina then came to stand at Esme’s side and clasped her hand.

“Your marriage was annulled,” Abigail said, clearly working through one argument after another, hoping something would stick. “She may have been named after a queen, but she is no princess.”

Teresina lifted her chin. “You are right—my marriage was annulled, but not until after Princess Esmeralda was born.”

“Of course you’d say that. You have much to gain from lying.”

Esme gave Abigail a pitying look. “We have proof.”

She pulled the original page from where it was hidden in the bodice of her dress and held it high. “I hold in my hand the original page from the Cavelian genealogy. It clearly shows that I was born before my parents’ marriage was annulled. I am the rightful heir.”

Abigail lunged forward, reaching for the page, but a disheveled brown rat darted in front of Esme and bounded up Abigail’s leg. She batted it aside as the guard at her side caught her sword arm.

“May I see that, Your Highness?” Burridge asked, using her title as if he had no doubts of her claim.

“Of course.” Esme handed the page over.

“It’s a fake,” Abigail cried. Her voice sounded hysterical as she swiped at her hair. Esme wondered if anyone else could see the dozens of spiders dropping from the ceiling.

“I’m certain it is not.” Burridge spoke clearly so everyone in the hall could hear him. “I was tasked with destroying this page of the genealogy after King Gregory and Lady Teresina’s marriage was annulled. I did not do so. I kept the page safe, and when King Gregory died, I hid the page in his crypt. It was protected by a spell that meant it could only be retrieved by one of his offspring. Since we all know Prince Gregory died on the same day as his father, that can only mean this young woman is indeed the Lost Princess Esmeralda.”

“No!” Abigail screamed. She shoved the guard holding her aside and swung her sword wildly in Esme’s direction.

Esme stepped back, pulling her mother with her, as Timothee again parried Abigail’s swing.

“Stop this, sister,” he said. “You’ve lost.”

“No.” Abigail swung again, and Timothee parried again. “I didn’t go to the trouble of dispatching our sniveling little cousin just to be deposed by the illegitimate daughter of a philandering king.”

Their swords clashed again.

“This is your fault,” Abigail said. “If only you’d shared the burden of claiming our throne, I wouldn’t have had to do everything myself.”

“Our throne?” Timothee spat. “If I’d so much as looked at it, you would have dispatched me too.”

Abigail struck again, but this time Timothee pushed back. He flicked his blade at her three times, striking fast, like a snake. First to the left, which she batted aside, then to the right, which she overreached for, then finally straight up the middle.

At Esme’s urging, the same brown rat threw itself at Abigail, distracting her so she was too slow to block Timothee’s strike. The point of the blade pierced her stomach. She doubled over and clung to Timothee’s shoulder, her sword falling from her fingers. The two of them crumpled to the ground, Timothee pulling his sister to him.

“I’m sorry, Abi,” the prince said. “I should have stood up to you a long time ago. Then maybe things wouldn’t have come to this.”

Abigail took a few choked breaths then fell silent.








CHAPTER THIRTEEN




Rory sat in the tower kitchens, his elbows propped on the table. It had been three days since he’d escaped the dungeon and avenged his father’s death. He’d barely said a word to anyone. Godmother hadn’t made an appearance, and George kept mostly to himself, like always.

Rory missed his father. He missed the gentle encouragements and gentle chastisements in equal measure. He missed knowing someone was always there. He missed the soft glow that lit up his room at night.

Ever since he’d returned to the haven, he’d been unable to sleep. Maybe it was the silence. Or the darkness. Or the loneliness. Or the knowledge he was doomed to live like this for years to come.

As yet, he’d lacked the courage to face Donella, but it might be better if he left her to forget him. Maybe she would think some accident had befallen him and he was dead, like everyone else did.

He studied the small jar in his hands. The one he’d taken from the back of the cupboard. The one with Pax’s name on the label. He deposited one spoonful into his cup, then a second for good measure, and filled it with hot water. When the tea had brewed, he lifted the cup to his lips. At least this way he would get some rest.

A knock sounded on the tower’s main door.

No one ever knocked. Except him, and only when he was delivering guests.

He set his cup down, slipped out of his chair, and padded into the main part of the tower.

The knock came again, an impatient hammering this time.

“Open up!” a gruff voice called. “In the name of the queen.”

Rory’s stomach dropped. He didn’t know how, but Abigail had found him.

He shouldn’t have remained in Caveline. He should have gone to North Lynnborough and stayed with Tomarriss, or to one of the other havens.

If he was lucky, he’d be able to make it to the Time Court now. If he wasn’t, he wouldn’t even get a chance to tell the dragon he wouldn’t be back.

Rory turned tail and fled back through the kitchens. He jumped onto the benchtop, shoved open the window, and leaped out. He rolled as he hit the ground and was halfway across the meadow, heading for the blue door, when someone called his name.

He glanced over his shoulder and skidded to a halt.

Esme was galloping after him on Aldermane, dressed in the finest riding garb he’d ever seen her wear.

“Esme?” He paused, shook his head in an attempt to clear it. “You are the queen?”

She drew Aldermane to a halt, threw herself out of the saddle, and flew into his arms. He hugged her back and didn’t slam her to the ground this time. Aldermane rubbed against his back and smacked her lips in his hair.

“I thought you were dead,” Esme said.

“I apologize.”

She pulled back and held him at arm’s length. “Why are you here? Why didn’t you let us know you were still alive?”

He dropped his gaze. “You may want to come inside and sit down.”

Esme told most of the Guard to wait outside, but two of them followed her inside, refusing to leave her unprotected in a strange tower. He led them to the kitchens, tipped out his pestilent tea, and put fresh water on to boil.

Esme told her story first. Queen Isolda and the steward, Burridge, had been privy to Prince Timothee’s plan. All the evidence they had presented at the feast had swung most of the court around to support her claim on the throne. Abigail’s disturbed reaction had cemented it, and Prince Timothee’s endorsement ensured it would continue.

Rory topped up their teas before telling his side of the story: the capture in the cemetery, his imprisonment, his escape. He skipped over his deal with Godmother entirely. He would have to tell her soon enough, but he wanted to delay her disappointment for as long as possible.

Esme gave him a soft look. “You avenged our father’s death.”

“I’m sorry you didn’t get a chance to say goodbye; I know he regretted missing so much of your life.”

Esme reached over and squeezed Rory’s hand. “I’m sad that he’s gone, but I’m glad you’re still here. We can make up for the past twenty years.”

Rory shook his head.

“If you’re worried that everyone thinks you’re dead, or that you will somehow threaten my hold on the throne, you don’t need to fear. We’ll find a way.”

Rory gave her a rueful look.

“What’s wrong?” Esme asked.

“What’s wrong,” Godmother said from behind him, “is that he skipped one small but significant part of the story.”

Rory winced. Of course she would turn up at the worst possible moment. She’d probably been waiting for her cue.

Esme’s gaze locked on Rory. “What part of the story did you miss?”

“The part when I came to him in the dungeon and offered to help him escape.”

The color drained from Esme’s face. “Please tell me you didn’t make another deal with her?”

He studied the whorls in the wooden table. “I had no choice.”

“Oh, Rory,” Esme murmured. “What did you agree to give her in return?”

“He agreed to complete ten tasks,” Godmother said. She crossed the room, trailing her fingers over Rory’s shoulders on her way past. “Though how long that will take is anybody’s guess.”

She poured herself a cup of tea, and steam rose into the air, though the pot should have been cold and empty by now.

“Ten tasks,” Esme murmured. “In exchange for what, exactly?”

“To help him escape from the dungeon, of course. As you can see, I fulfilled my part.”

“Is that true?” Esme asked, turning her gaze on Rory.

He nodded. Although he had done the work himself, Godmother had shown him what had to be done. He would have floundered and failed without her.

“Good.” She stood up. “Come, little brother, we’re leaving.”

Rory dared not move.

“You may leave,” Godmother said, “but the Dead Prince must stay unless he wants to find out what happens when someone breaks a deal with me.” Her voice practically purred. “In fact, I’m certain he can imagine exactly what will happen.”

Rory closed his eyes briefly. He could imagine.

Esme didn’t sit, but she didn’t leave, either. She aimed a steely gaze at Godmother. “Tell me, Mistress Helene, what happens when you fail to fulfill your part of a bargain?”

Godmother let out a laugh. “I promised to get him out of the dungeon alive. He’s out. He’s alive.”

“Not that deal.”

Rory risked a look at Godmother. Her expression was frozen, except for a muscle twitching at the corner of her eye. The tiny ember of hope in Rory’s chest flared back to life.

“You agreed to banish our father’s ghost in exchange for Rory completing ten tasks, correct?” Esme didn’t wait for Godmother’s confirmation. “You failed to deliver.”

Godmother drew up tall, and the room seemed to darken, as if a storm had rolled in.

“It wasn’t your fault,” Esme continued mildly. “You said you would get rid of him, but, unfortunately, Rory beat you to it. He killed King Wybert, avenging our father’s death, and therefore the ghost passed on of his own accord.”

“I suppose you think that changes something,” Godmother said. She’d recovered some of her poise, but her eye was still twitching. Esme had played her at her own game and somehow won.

“It changes everything. What if word got out that you couldn’t be trusted to follow through on a deal? No one would bargain with you again, or if they did, they certainly wouldn’t agree to your ridiculous terms. You would have to resort to running a stall on the village market circuit, selling love potions and lucky rabbits’ feet for mere coins.”

Godmother took a step forward. “Take care with your words.”

The two guards stepped forward to protect their queen, drawing their swords.

The threat of violence clung to Godmother like an overpowering perfume. Rory was afraid to move in case he upset the delicate balance of the room, but he was more afraid Esme would get hurt because she’d come here to help him.

He pushed to his feet. “If our deal is truly complete, I’ll take my leave.”

“Well,” Godmother said, planting one hand on her hip. Her other hand looked ready to crush the teacup she was holding. “Aren’t you a clever lot. Fine. Take your leave. Before I change my mind.”

Rory didn’t have to be told twice. He grabbed Esme with one hand and pulled her toward the door, gesturing for the guards to go ahead of them.

“Oh, Rory,” Godmother said when he’d almost reached the door. He glanced over his shoulder at her. “You know how to get hold of me if you ever find yourself in another tight spot.”

He nodded because yes, he did, but he also had no intention of ever making another wish again.

“I do so hope your wee girlfriend manages to find you, she seemed so concerned when you didn’t show up the other night.”

Rory’s blood turned to ice. “What did you do to Donella?”

Godmother gave him an amused smile then dropped her teacup. The sound of it smashing against the stone floor made Rory blink, and in the brief moment his eyes were closed, she disappeared.

He let out a long breath.

“Is she gone?” one of the guards asked.

“I don’t think she’s ever truly gone,” Esme said.

Rory agreed. They paused long enough to pack his meager possessions. He took his father’s ring—the one identical to Esme’s—strung it on a leather cord, and hung it around his neck. When they headed outside, the door closed behind them with a solid thud.

“Now that you’re free, you are coming back to Alderness, aren’t you?” Esme asked.

Rory shook his head. Despite her reassurances, he knew it was better if everyone kept thinking he was dead. Her crown would be more secure. And, he had something he needed to do. “If Godmother has hurt Donella, it’s my fault. I have to find her.”

“In that case, I have something for you.” She moved to retrieve something from Alderman’s saddlebags and presented him with his bracers.

He strapped them on apprehensively, unsure if they would still work now his deal with Godmother was complete. But when he flicked his wrist, a dagger slotted into his palm.

“Does this mean goodbye?” Esme asked.

“I promise we’ll meet again,” Rory said. “Now that I know I have a sister, I have even more reason to cling to life.”

Esme sighed before gliding forward and pulling him into another hug. “I’ll miss you.”

Rory held her tight and murmured, “Me too, Your Majesty.”

 




Helene stood in the highest room of the tower and watched out the window. Rory and Esme hugged one last time before the queen and her Royal Guard headed for the road, and the Dead Prince headed for the door that led to the Time Court. She pressed her hand to the glass. She should have felt happy, but there was only hollowness in her chest.

A whisper of movement heralded the goblin king’s arrival a moment before his hand caressed her back.

She turned to him, folded her arms, and arched her eyebrow. Her movement made his hand shift from her back to her hip. He gave her the cocky smile that made her heart flutter, but she refused to show any reaction on her face.

“Bernard,” she greeted him.

“Helene,” he murmured, the guise of the goblin king falling away.

“I won,” she said.

He tipped his head back and let out a sigh. “Always straight to business with you.”

“Isn’t that why you’re here?”

His other hand found her other hip, and he pulled her toward him. “It doesn’t have to be.”

“I won,” she repeated. “You bet I couldn’t grant Teresina’s wish to get the rightful heir back on the throne, but here we are.”

“It did take twenty years,” he pointed out, as if time mattered to either of them, as if twenty years didn’t pass in the mere blink of an eye.

Outside, Rory had reached the door. She briefly considered blocking it against him, but decided to let him keep his privileges. After all these years, he’d earned them. He pulled it open and disappeared through.

“It would have been quicker if you hadn’t been so soft on the boy,” Helene murmured.

“You were hard enough for both of us.”

“He needed toughening up.”

Rory never would have made it out alive, otherwise.

Bernard gave her a sly look. “You have a soft spot for him.”

“Ridiculous,” Helene said. “He was a pawn on a chessboard, nothing more.”

“You let him have a happy ending.”

“Maybe. Or maybe sending him on a quest for his one true love will be more torment than even I could dream up.”

“Shall I find you a different challenge?” Bernard’s hands stroked her waist absently. “New wishes are being made every day.”

Helene could feel them calling to her, but most of them were petty wishes that could be granted in an instant. They held no challenge and thus no interest for her.

“If you must,” she said in a bored voice.

Bernard had said that a new player changed the game, and he was right. Helene had just sent a couple of new players into one of her old games, and she was rather curious to see how that one would end.

“How else are we to fill in the years?” He pressed against her in a way that left no doubt as to his intentions.

She huffed out a breath. “I seem to recall that lasted mere moments, not years.”

He laughed good-naturedly at her veiled insult. “We have plenty of time,” he said, his lips brushing her jaw. “I’m sure we can do both.”

Helene cast one last look out the window, but the meadow was empty. She turned back to Bernard, let some of the cold cruelty of the beautiful enchantress fall away, and relaxed into his arms. “I suppose a short interlude wouldn’t hurt.”
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Once upon a time, there was a boy who lived in the lap of luxury until, one day, he found out his life was a charade.

Paxton needs to marry a prince. It’s the only way to save his family now their fortune had been squandered. When the fairy godmother offers to grant his wish, she only asks him to complete one simple task in return: he has to poison a rogue.

Paxton doesn’t even know any rogues, and sacrificing one stranger is better than letting his whole family fall into ruin.

Surely he won’t do anything as foolish as befriending the first rogue he meets.

Suddenly his one simple task seems incredibly complicated …




This short story is available exclusively when you sign up for my newsletter. Go to www.amberleymartin.com/subscribe to subscribe for occasional writing updates, book news, and exclusive content.





ABOUT THE AUTHOR




[image: amberley_sm]

Amberley Martin is an author from Aotearoa New Zealand.

She enjoys baking cookies and drinking tea and can often be found escaping to fantasy worlds.

You can find out more about Amberley and her writing at www.amberleymartin.com or join the conversation at www.facebook.com/AmberleyMartinAuthor





Read on for an excerpt from




The Demi-Wolf and the Hunter




Once upon a time there was a girl who dreamed of a better life. Donella had worked day and night in her father’s tavern from the time she was old enough to carry a flagon of ale without spilling a drop. She learned how to balance a tray of dishes while weaving around the tables, memorized the menu since she wasn’t very good with her letters, and mastered the art of summing prices in her head and calculating change.

When she was thirteen summers old, and her body had begun the long, slow shift from a child’s to a woman’s, she acquired an extra skill: avoiding the roaming hands of the patrons who treated her like an item on the menu.

She had no money of her own, no skills other than waitressing, and no friends to lighten her load. But she had her dreams, and her favorite way to imagine escaping her life of drudgery involved a gallant prince arriving on a white steed to declare his love and whisk her away to a life of luxury.

Whenever her father caught her daydreaming, he would cuff her over the head, or smack her with his spatula, and tell her to get her head out of the clouds. Cowed, she would throw herself into her work and tuck her dreams into the back of her mind, knowing they would never come true.

Then, one day, her dream walked into the tavern.

He wasn’t a prince on a white steed, he didn’t declare his love or whisk her away, and he was barely older than she was, but none of that stopped Donella from immediately falling in love, the way that only a thirteen-year-old can.

The boy was incredibly handsome, with brown hair and gray eyes, and was dressed in a fitted black vest and trousers. Donella felt frumpy and awkward in comparison. She had too many freckles, could never wrangle her red curls, and her dress fitted poorly because her father bought her clothes without consideration for her changing shape and she didn’t have the sewing skills to adjust them.

When she attempted to take the boy’s order, her words got tangled on her tongue. He’d come in with an older man, who was also dressed in black, and the boy gave that man a disdainful look as if to ask why he’d brought him to a place where the waitress was clearly incompetent. Heat flared in Donella’s cheeks, and as much as this boy was her heart’s desire, she hoped that since this was the first time he’d patronized the tavern, he was merely a traveler passing through and wouldn’t be back to patronize her a second time.

But he did come back. At least once a month. And he became a regular participant in Donella’s dreams of escape. On nights when the patrons were being particularly handsy, she survived on the hope he would kick down the tavern’s door, tell her father no one would ever treat her like that again, and sweep her into his arms.

Two years passed, her feelings didn’t wane, and the times the boy and his companion would arrive for lunch were the only bright spots in Donella’s otherwise dull life. Bright spots that quickly faded … until the boy turned up alone. He ordered the same bowl of chowder and flagon of ale he always did and sat down at a table away from the other patrons, his chin propped glumly on his fist.

Donella’s chest ached to see his distress.

She delivered his meal, turned away, hesitated, turned back, and finally, for the first time since they’d met, overcame her shyness to speak to him of something other than his order. “Where’s your companion today, sir?”

He blinked as he looked up at her, his lost expression causing the ache in her chest to deepen. “He has gone, my lady.”

My lady.

Donella was about the furthest thing from a lady she could imagine, but regardless, to hear him speak the words made her heart sing.

She cast a wary glance toward the kitchens, but her father was out of sight, so she slipped into the seat opposite the boy. “You don’t mean dead?”

He shook his head. “No, he’s gone home. At least, I hope he made it.”

“Maybe you could visit him there,” she suggested.

“I don’t know where there is.”

“Oh.” Donella knew she should get back to work—her father had a way of only noticing her when she was idle—but she couldn’t bear to leave the boy alone with his misery. “Where is your home?”

He looked at her as if the question confused him.

She shouldn’t have asked him something so personal. It was a common occurrence for her cheeks to heat in his presence, but the blush felt particularly strong this time, and she knew, with her pale, freckled complexion, it would stand out like rot on a potato.

“I don’t really …” he said, then, “I mean, I stay places, but I wouldn’t call them …” He floundered before finally offering, “Bretland.”

Considering that here, in the north of North Lynnborough, they were about as far away from the principality of Bretland as anyone in the Seven Realms could get, his Lynnbrovian was excellent, and Donella could have listened to him speak all day.

Before she could think of something else to keep him talking, her father bellowed her name from the kitchens. She jumped to her feet, her heart pounding at the thought of being caught slacking.

“Wait,” the boy said, before she could rush back to her work. “Donella? Is that your name?”

If her blush had been bad before, it came back with a vengeance at hearing her name on the boy’s lips. “Yes,” she murmured. “Named for my father, Donel.”

His lost expression was replaced by the most charming smile she’d ever seen.

Her heart pounded for an entirely different reason.

“It’s nice to meet you.” He offered her his hand, and she stared at it for a long moment before slipping her fingers into his. His touch was everything she’d ever dreamed: his skin warm, his grip firm but not crushing, and his lips soft as he pressed them briefly to her knuckles. She floated like a piece of driftwood on a wave, washing ashore in the kitchens before she realized she hadn’t asked his name.

Her father was as angry as a pot bubbling over on the stove. “Why are you lingering with that rogue when there are other customers to serve?”

Donella glanced back at the boy. She’d never considered him, nor his companion, to be a rogue. He did dress in utilitarian black and carry a dagger at his waist, but she’d always thought rogues spent their time selling their services to manor lords who wanted devilish deeds done without dirtying their own hands. She couldn’t imagine this boy hurting anyone.

“He was sad,” she murmured.

“Sad? Rogues are more likely to murder you out of spite than shed a tear over anything.” He grabbed her arm in his meaty fist and gave her a good shake. Her skin burned and she let out a whimper of pain. “Focus on the customers who are freer with their coins.”

Donella babbled promises that she would do as he asked, until he seemed satisfied and released her arm. She backed out of the kitchens and turned to face the crowded dining room. There was a flicker of movement from the boy’s direction, as if he’d been watching her through the kitchen doorway but had quickly glanced away.

She rubbed at her arm and returned to work, hoping he hadn’t seen her humiliation.
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  	Deceased parents and a ghost

  	Parental abandonment and identity issues

  	Kidnapping, captivity, and indentured servitude

  	Descriptions of injuries, treatments, and scars

  	Descriptions of past trauma (physical injuries and emotional abuse)
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