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THE KINGMAKER


Everleigh
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I AM SIXTEEN YEARS old and I will die on the morning of my seventeenth birthday. 

As tradition dictates, I will be sacrificed and my life’s blood will determine which one of my two brothers will be King. 

My blood will kill one and crown one. 

My name is Everleigh and I am the Kingmaker. 
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Lanorie
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BECAUSE THERE’S LESS than a week till Everleigh’s seventeenth birthday, it’s the Kingmaker’s feast. It’s the biggest celebration I’ve ever seen, and I’ve been with her since I was seven and she was nine. 

The food – more dishes than I’ve ever seen, and they usually have a lot. This is something else, though. There’s a cooked duck with all the feathers pushed back in so it looks like it’s still alive and a peacock with his tail all fanned out. 

Everleigh is eating and drinking like she hasn’t a worry in the world. I think I’d feel too sick if I was her. To be honest with you, I don’t know how she does it; she’s never miserable. If I knew someone was going to slit my throat in less than a week’s time I wouldn’t feel like a feast.

Ah, well, that’s that – she’s the Kingmaker as her aunt was before her. She’s a princess too so she gets the best of everything. Oh, you should see some of her clothes, the dresses and furs – fit for a Queen, never mind a princess. And her jewellery, you’ve never seen anything like it. One of the King’s favourites sent her an emerald the size of an egg.

She lets me have her cast-offs too – I’m the best dressed handmaiden this castle has ever seen. 

I mean princess is one thing, but Kingmaker is something else. Everyone loves her, no one can take their eyes off her. It’s like everyone wants to make up for the fact that she’ll die so young. 

Look at Addyson. She’s a princess too but no one cares about her. But then she’s got the curse on her, so maybe they would if she wasn’t cursed. We’ll never know that though, will we? 

The curse? Oh, well her mother died in childbirth. It’s so unlucky, to start your life by ending another – it’s the worst thing. She’s cursed now. Of course, lots of women die during child birth, so all those children can’t be cursed, but little Addyson killed a Queen, see. A Queen is sacred. The King himself can hardly look at her. Her brothers are nice enough and Everleigh’s like a mother to her. But she probably won’t ever marry, nor have children of her own. What man would want to marry the cursed one? Poor Addyson. Of course, she doesn’t know any of that. She doesn’t understand why the King can’t stand the sight of her and bless her, she trails around after him, like one of the hounds trailing around Cook for some scraps. Poor girl. 

Hang on, Everleigh’s caught my eye. I bet she wants topping up – the amount of wine she can put away – oof.

I was right; wine. 

Oh, it’s just so fancy and lovely here tonight. I topped up her drink and then Millard caught my eye – that’s her brother, you know – one of the brothers who might be King. I reckon it’ll be him – Macsen’s too soft. Kings need to be strong and powerful – and you should see the muscles on Millard.

So, I topped him up too. Oh, he’s awfully handsome. He’s younger than Macsen but I bet it’ll be him. They don’t even look like brothers really, if you didn’t know you’d never be able to tell. Millard is more handsome. He is tall, with a mop of dark hair and dark eyes. Macsen is shorter and fatter, his hair is blonde like Addy’s and his eyes are a lighter brown than Millard’s. He’s not ugly but he’s not as pleasing on my eye as his brother. 

Anyway, where was I? Oh yes – this feast. So, I’m standing on the side of the great hall and, oh, it is great. When you walk in through the doors, the throne is straight ahead of you, but so far it would take you five minutes to get there. It’s full of tables and benches now but usually it’s a bit less crowded. The walls and the ceiling are painted with glorious pictures. It’s so beautiful. I’m on my tiptoes trying to see it all. 

I’ve never seen a Kingmaker’s feast before and it is fancy. The main table’s enormous and covered in dishes of food and jugs of ale and wine, too much for any of them to eat – we’ll have a feast tonight in the kitchen, I tell you.

There are so many visitors here too – hundreds of people that I’ve never seen before. A Kingmaker’s feast is something to behold, apparently. It makes me sad and cross. We’ve always known it was coming, of course, but knowing it and being here are different. I feel sick all the time.  

Everleigh’s face is flushed from wine, and she’s eating loads. She’s waving her spoon around as she talks to Macsen. She looks so lovely tonight. Lots of the King’s men have their eye on her, especially Brett. Not that there’s much point, though. Poor Everleigh, she’ll never marry, of course. What would be the point? She’ll be dead soon. 

Oh, when I say it like that, so matter of fact – which it is – oh, it still makes me shiver. How can she live knowing she’ll die at such a young age? It would kill me. 

I think this feast is quite sad really, celebrating the last days of her life. Cook said there’ll be a blessing later, not sure who does it though, probably the wise woman. Wait till you see her, oh she is creepy.

Well, the entertainment has started, there’s singing now and it’s wonderful. There’s the usual crew, three of them. They sing and play for the King’s entertainment and it’s so good. 

Hang on, summoned again.

Oh, cheeky Millard – he just patted me on my backside. He’ll be King for sure – I might not be Kingmaker, but you can just tell, can’t you?

Why not just make him King then? Indeed. It would spare Everleigh’s life, wouldn’t it?

No, the tradition of Kingmaker has been around forever. Every King is made by the Kingmaker. It’s always the first-born daughter that comes after at least two boys. That’s the one who holds the magic. Well, magic’s not my word – I’m not one for all that dilly dallying. But magic they say it is.

So, King Henry had his two boys and then Everleigh, and then Addyson. So Everleigh will die and so will one of the boys. 

Oh, I don’t understand it all really. Apparently, the Kingmaker has the magic blood of the royal line in her. So, when she dies this magic passes on to one of her brothers. Whichever one survives drinking her life’s blood will be King. Eugh, I know – I love Everleigh but I wouldn’t want to drink her blood. They don’t drink much but it will kill one and crown the other. 

Ah well. So, the singers have finished and now come the dancers. Soon they’ll all join in and well, to see Everleigh dance you’d think she hasn’t a care in the world.

I love dancing. We dance up a storm in the kitchen at night. I’m not allowed to dance here, of course, but I can’t stop my feet tapping.

I don’t sleep in with Everleigh – she likes her peace, so I leave her to it. It means I get to eat, dance and drink in the kitchen all night, so I’m happy.

Well, there’s something to see. The King is dancing. He doesn’t normally dance. In fact, this might be the first time I’ve seen it. And tonight, of all nights. He probably feels guilty.

Well, the mood’s a funny one. Macsen is his normal self; I can tell – nothing seems to bother him. Cook reckons he’s a little soft in the head, but that seems a bit harsh to me. He’s always smiling. And Millard seems happy enough too. He’s a born King, if you ask me. And our poor King Henry. Maybe he’s dancing to celebrate his last week as King. He’ll be shipped off somewhere when the new King is crowned. Not sure where they go, really. I’ll have to ask Cook. 

Only thing is he’ll have to go by himself. Oh, poor man, he never got over the Queen dying like she did. Everleigh looks so much like her, and Addyson probably will as well. No wonder he can’t look at Addyson. It broke his heart when the Queen died.  

What can I say? One daughter’s got the death curse on her and the other’s the Kingmaker. One boy will die, and one will rule, and the King’ll be sent elsewhere anyway. 

Who would ever want to be King? 

Anyway, he seems happy enough tonight. I like watching him dance. He looks younger. They’re good dancers, both of them. He adores Everleigh. Don’t know how he’ll cope when she dies, but what can he do? She is the Kingmaker. That’s what she was born to do.

I only asked her about it once – being Kingmaker, you know, and she was so matter of fact about it I didn’t ask again. There was no weeping or wailing, no tears. Not that I was hoping for any, of course. She just said: I am the Kingmaker, with a little shrug of her shoulders. 

I suppose if you’ve known something since you were so young you wouldn’t even think to question it. 

That’s what she said to Cook when Cook asked her too. She said, do you question why you are a cook and I’m a princess? Why one man is King and another a pauper? Why one new born child will die, and one will live? How some can survive the black death and others will die almost instantly? 

It’s true though. This world is a funny one – I think I’d rather be me than her. Poor Everleigh – she’s too lovely to die. 

Well, I’m glad I’m just her handmaiden. Maybe once she’s gone, Millard will give me a job in the new royal household. Aye, he’ll be looking for a wife too. You never know my luck.  

Oh, I can’t believe I even thought that. Don’t listen to me. I’m quite giddy with this wonderful night. The music, the laughter, the dancing – the spirits are high in everyone, not just me. Cook brought out a dish earlier and was dancing a jig with one of the stable boys, and she normally just hits them. The girls are grinning, and the boys are laughing. The would-be Kings are relaxed and smiling. The King is as happy as I’ve ever seen him. And I see him every day. 

And Everleigh.

Well, this girl who will die too soon is something else. All eyes are on her. She’s so lovely.  

So, this is it. Less than a week to go. I can hardly believe it. It’ll fly by, I tell you. 

Oh, hang on the King’s on his feet, Everleigh’s taken his arm. They’re going to the throne. Oh, he’s sitting down now. She’s kneeling in front of him. Hang on; I’m going to stand on my stool. She’s still kneeling on the floor and he’s still sitting. 

I can’t see – I think someone’s come in to the hall – everyone’s looking but it’s too far away. Curse me for being short.

It’s the wise woman.

Ooh, I can’t help but shudder when I see her. She scares the life out of me. I avoid her at all costs. Whenever I pass her, wherever we are, I can’t meet her eyes. I did once, when I first came here, and a shiver went right through me and I swear, all my hair stood on end. 

She has the highest place in the court, except for the King and his children, but she’s a scary old thing, if you ask me.

She’s shuffling across to the throne. Her face is covered with the dark hood she always wears. She’s stopped in front of Everleigh. 

Oh, I hope she’s not the one who sacrifices her. She’s enough to frighten someone half to death without raising a knife to them. I don’t like to ask Everleigh anything about it, so I just nag Cook. 

Everleigh’s head’s still down, her neck must be killing. The King is watching the wise woman. Her name’s Halfreda and I make it my life’s work to stay out of her way. I like the witch from the village better, Ginata. She’s so pretty. I try not to take much notice of Halfreda to be honest. She looks at me like she’s judging me. I keep right out of her way. 

She’s put her hands on Everleigh’s head. Ooh, I did – I shivered again – I can’t help it.

Everleigh’s standing up now, everyone’s looking at her. Millard’s eyes are so wide. He’s smiling too. I bet he’s thinking he’ll be King.  

Oh, what’s she doing now? She’s saying something, but I can’t hear it, I’m too far away. Everleigh’s kneeling again and now the King is standing. He’s talking now. 

I can hear mumbling, but I can’t make out the words.

Oh, Millard and Macsen are going to the throne now. One’s standing either side of Everleigh. Halfreda has a hand on each head. 

Everleigh just stood up. She’s got a hand on each of their heads now too. Ooh, they’re kneeling. 

Oh, I don’t really know what it’s all about. Another question for Cook. No wonder she rolls her eyes when she sees me coming.

Ah well.

Now the singers are singing again and Everleigh’s hugging her father and her brothers.      

Oh, they’re coming back to their seats. I think it’s all over with. 

Well, it was a bit exciting. The countdown begins now I guess.

Less than one week until she’s dead. And then what?
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THE FIRST TIME EVERLEIGH’S mother, Isabella, Queen of the Realm, explained to Everleigh her duty, her role as Kingmaker, her cruel fate, she couldn’t stop crying. She started with silent tears, trailing down her beautiful face, as she explained both the age-old traditions and the potent magic that combined to make Everleigh’s life so special. 

Then the sobs came, her whole body shaking, as she told Everleigh how she would live a short but very special, very important life.

Finally came the deep shuddering breaths as she fought to regain some control while she tried to make her daughter understand that she would die so that one of her brothers could become King. 

Her father Henry, the King of the Realm, took over, letting her mother’s lady in waiting take her away and call the doctor for a sleeping draught. She was heavily pregnant, and he wanted to spare her from too much upset.

Her father sat next to her; she was only five years old, and he told her about the magic that filled her blood, the sacred traditions that all Kings must follow, and the special, special little girl that she was. 

When he asked her if she understood, if she felt okay with it all, she nodded, as she always did when her father asked her anything. She always wanted to please him.

He was the most important man in the whole Realm and he loved her. He sought out her company. He tried to make her laugh. She had always felt special because of him and she wanted him to love her more. So, she always dressed prettily. She always tried extra hard at her reading. She practised sewing for hours, pricking her thumb repeatedly, just to initial clothes for his birthday. She didn’t really understand what being Kingmaker meant. But she nodded, because that was what her father, the King, wanted.

Her day to day life didn’t change after they told her. She was only five, so she spent most of her days playing. A nurse looked after her and her two brothers, Macsen and Millard, and together they would splash in the river, trail through the forest and ride horses. 

Her mother, Isabella, looked pained every time she saw her and didn’t spend a lot of time with the three of them, because of the baby; everyone in the castle knew she was hoping for another little girl to replace Everleigh. But with her days filled with laughter and play Everleigh wasn’t bothered that much. 

The three of them were extremely spoiled because they were the royal children. That was their privilege. If they wanted something, then they got it. Macsen didn’t want for much, Millard’s demands were extreme and Everleigh’s were somewhere in between.

Their father indulged them all completely, and Everleigh always got special treats that she hadn’t even asked for. Firstly, she was the only princess in the Realm, and secondly, she was Kingmaker. She was doubly special.

A month after Everleigh turned five Queen Isabella had given birth to a perfect baby daughter and died after complications but, as it does, life went on for the family and on her tenth birthday her father gave her an important book, enormous and leather bound, called The Kingmaker.

Everleigh sat in her chamber and flicked through the pages.  

It had all the information behind the tradition of the Kingmaker and it also had a page for every Kingmaker through the history of the Realm, with their likeness and story, the date they were born and the date they were sacrificed.

On the last written page was her name, the date that she was born and the day that she would be sacrificed.  

She hadn’t known that word. She was only ten.

It was times like that she had missed her mother the most. Without her to turn to she asked Nurse and she had told her: it was the offering of an animal, plant or human life, usually to please the gods. 

When Everleigh asked what an offering was, Nurse got a little teary eyed and had run out of the room.

And then Everleigh asked her brothers. 

She could still remember the look on both of their faces. 

Macsen had looked wide eyed and frightened. He bit his lip, and tears filled his eyes. He took a step towards her, he was so much taller, almost grown at fifteen, and slipped an arm around her shoulders. 

Millard’s reaction was completely different. His eyes were bright, but not with tears, Everleigh was only ten and hadn’t been able to read his expression. But she knew it wasn’t sorrow. He turned his mouth down and tried to look sad, but his eyes were shining with something else.  

With the sad look plastered on his face, he stepped between Everleigh and Macsen, “You’re the Kingmaker. You are the offering. You will die and one of us will be King.” Millard had been thirteen at the time.  

And so, it dawned on her.

And once it dawned on her, it became the very beat of her heart. 

From that day forward her first thought upon waking was that she was going to die. Her last thought before going to sleep was that she was going to die – but not naturally or at the random hands of fate like other people. Her death was decided when they announced she was a girl born and not another boy. She would die at the hands of someone on the morning of her seventeenth birthday. It was decided. 

Everything was coloured by her role as Kingmaker.

When her father disclosed the girls that her brothers would be betrothed to – should they live and rule, she couldn’t stop thinking that she would never be matched, that she would never dance in the arms of the man that she loved while he gazed adoringly in to her eyes. 

Her role and her duty defined her so completely. 

And now the countdown had really begun, less than one week left of her short, special life. 
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I HAVE BEEN SLEEPING so much more than normal. I believe the dreams are sending me messages. I have such a strong feeling about this one – stronger than I have ever had before; I think she might be the one. 

I know what people think when they look at me, half of them revere me and half of them fear me. 

I admit I exaggerate my persona but never ever my powers. My powers are real. I know things and I see things. I see things that haven’t happened yet but will happen. I know a person’s heart – I can see greatness and badness, trust or ill will. I know if someone is cursed before they tell me. I know if a woman is with child before she does. I know the private thoughts of people. Some people. Not everyone – some people are good at hiding their true self, blocking off the signals I pick up, but for the most part I can. 

My persona is something else. I do have a little fun with the chanting – not all of which is strictly necessary. I enjoy staring at someone and then letting my eyes roll back in my head as if I have been overcome with some secret thing to do with them – that trick gets everyone in a fluster.

But I’m a good woman and a useful one. I do help the King. I use my powers to advise him. I use my knowledge to guide him and I have never shown him wrong. The Realm is peaceful and prosperous, and I know that I have helped with that. 

But my real purpose, the reason my teacher placed me here at the castle, has eluded me thus far. Through no fault of my own, I must add. 

So, the blessing is over and here I am making up a future fire to see what I can see. 

I’ve gathered the wood and started the fire, the flames licking upwards and warming my room. I’ve put all the necessary ingredients in to my bowl over the fire. The liquid is swirling. I’m trying to see if my hunch is correct. If I’m right about Everleigh. 

Ah, I’m fed up of this puzzle. The fire will not show me anything, but does that mean I am wrong or that the future is too uncertain? 

Where is my knowledge now?

Every time a Kingmaker comes to this final countdown in their life I intervene. Everleigh is the seventh Kingmaker I have known. That may give you an idea of my age I know, and yes, I am older than anyone I have ever met. 

The teacher told me I will live until my life’s purpose is completed and my life’s purpose is to find the Kingmaker who is not the Kingmaker. 

Does that even make sense? 

When I met my teacher, I was only a teenager. I was rebelling against my power and trying to drown out my knowledge and gift with drink. Alcohol dulled the power and the voices inside me. 

My teacher helped me, guided me and allowed me to live with my power, enjoying the help it gave me and embracing it fully. He also told me that I had been chosen for a special and important purpose. 

He asked me if I had heard of the Kingmaker. Of course, I had – everyone had. The Kingmaker was a sacred tradition used to choose the new King of the Realm. 

The teacher had been privy to a prophecy told years ago, which told of the one Kingmaker who would not die, she instead would rule as the Queen and the greatest ruler that the Realm had ever known.

I was to learn my craft and then go to the castle and work as a wise woman to assist the King. But every time the Kingmaker feast came around, I was to secretly meet the Kingmaker and test if she was the future Queen.

I have a feeling with this one that I’ve never had before. I’m more excited than I’ve been previously to test her. I’m nervous too. The one thing the teacher never told me was what happened next. If I found the Kingmaker who should be Queen, how did I convince anyone else? 

My fire has let me down. I leave it to die and decide to finish for the night. After all, if she does as I’ve asked, I will meet Everleigh at the river at sunrise, which isn’t that far away. 

I lay in my bed, watching the embers of the fire flicker away, and as I do I see a crown forming in the smoke. Is it a trick of my imagination or is it a sign? 

I drift off to sleep pondering. 
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EVERLEIGH LEAVES THE feast with Addyson, her eyes are closing as she sits and her speech is sleepy. She lifts her up. “Come on sleepy head.”

Addyson snuggles closer to her sister, stealing her warmth and closing her eyes fully. “I don’t want you to die.” Her voice is a whisper, but Everleigh hears her; one tear rolling down her cheek. Her death only upsets her now in relation to how it will hurt others. She is resigned to it but would love to spare her family the pain. 

“Addy, baby, it’s always been coming. I wish I could stay with you. But you’ll be fine. Whichever of the boys is King will look after you even better than I do. I promise.”

“Stay with me.” Her voice is so quiet and Everleigh doesn’t know if she means now or forever. She lays her in her warm bed, a little maid already in place, and tucks her in. She won’t change her into night clothes and risk waking her fully, but kisses her forehead and her cheeks, resting her lips against her sweet soft skin, tears wetting her. She wipes them gently so as not to wake her. Poor little cursed Addyson. What would happen to her without her big sister to love and protect her? Everleigh is glad in a way that she will never know. 

Lanorie has readied a bath for Everleigh while she is taking Addyson to bed. The feast will go on for hours, but as a young princess Everleigh has a curfew she must stick to, no matter what celebrations are going on at the castle. Macsen and Millard are still enjoying the feast, which seems unfair to Lanorie. Everleigh isn’t bothered, though.

“The boys always get to do more than me. It’s only because I insisted to mother that I learned to read, write, ride a horse and shoot an arrow that I did anything. Most princesses sew, sing and play the lute.” 

Lanorie starts undressing her, unravelling the ties that do up her dress at the back. It’s a stunningly beautiful dress, made of shimmering red silk with panels of lace and satin. It’s not even one of her best dresses and it is breath taking. She undoes her necklace – a gold chain with a thick ruby hanging off it like a tear drop and takes off her bracelets and rings. 

“Still, unfair if you ask me.”

Everleigh laughs. “I’d rather go to sleep. My feet are hurting – I can’t believe father danced with me. He never dances. Oh, weren’t the singers great? I loved it.”

Lanorie holds Everleigh’s hand as she steps in to the bath. It is steaming hot and filled with fragrant petals. Lanorie grins. “It was the best party we’ve ever had, I’m just sad that-”

Everleigh interrupts her. “Don’t now Lanny. We know it’s coming. It’s fine.”

Lanorie purses her lips, nodding. Everleigh hates talking about her death, understandably. “Fine, how was the blessing then. I couldn’t see or hear a thing. How scary is Halfreda?”

Everleigh laughs and sinks a bit lower in the bath. She shakes her head, “Halfreda doesn’t scare me at all. She’s so clever and gentle.”

Lanorie shudders and shakes her head. “Is she the one who...?” She can’t finish the question. 

Everleigh nods and closes her eyes. Halfreda is the one who will slit her throat and collect the sacrificial blood in two cups – one for each brother. 

Lanorie shudders again and sits on the floor next to the tub. She trails her hand in the water, causing the petals to twirl and dance. 

“Tell me about the blessing, then.”

Everleigh keeps her eyes closed. Maybe if she does, it will all go away? Be a bad dream. She thinks about the feast and the blessing. 

The feast had been spectacular, even though it was strange to be an honoured guest at a feast that marked the almost end of your life. 

The food, drink, singing and dancing had all been wonderful. Everleigh had almost forgotten why they were there. She had danced with her father and chatted with her brothers and drunk far too much wine. 

Then her father had taken her arm and led her to the throne. She had felt as though this was her execution day.

The butterflies in her stomach had seemed to multiply and multiply until they filled her up and she could hardly breathe for their swooping.

She had to kneel on the floor, her head bent in supplication, while she waited to see what happened next. 

“You’ll be fine, darling,” the King had whispered to her. 

Everleigh had kept her head down and nodded. She didn’t know what to say. She might be fine now, but she wouldn’t be for long. 

The next thing she had seen was the scruffy hem of Halfreda’s dress. Halfreda wasn’t too bothered with physical appearance and tended to wear the same dress and hooded cloak every day. Her hair was long and silver, always curled into a bun at the base of her neck and usually covered by the cloak’s hood. She always dressed in black and had the appearance of an old crow as she moved around the castle and the grounds.

“Child.” Halfreda’s voice had sounded as old as she looked. Everleigh wasn’t sure how old Halfreda was but she was certainly the oldest person in the castle. Even her lines had lines, her wrinkles had wrinkles. 

Halfreda had put her hand on Everleigh’s head. She had flinched at the touch. 

“Child, do not fear me.” Her voice was low and sounded like it came from far away. Like it came from her mouth but journeyed a thousand miles before it reached Everleigh’s ears. As though it saw wonders and dangers and sadness, happiness, joy and fear and then burdened by the world, whispered whatever she needed to say. 

“Child, your job is a difficult one, but a special, sacred and important one. Rise up.”

Everleigh had stood as instructed but found her legs were wobbly.

“Rise Kingmaker. Rise history shaper, history maker. Rise Kingmaker.”

Halfreda had then moved around her, chanting low and strange words that Everleigh didn’t understand. 

“Kneel.” Halfreda instructed her again and Everleigh did as she was told. 

She could hear her father stand up from the throne and call Macsen and Millard forward. 

Everleigh saw her brother’s feet but still didn’t raise her eyes. 

“Rise, child,” Halfreda said and Everleigh stood. Halfreda had a hand on each of her brother’s heads. She took Everleigh’s hands and laid one on Macsen’s head and one Millard’s head. 

Everleigh saw her life with her brothers as she touched them. Games they had played, trouble they had got in to, laughs, jokes, teasing and tears. 

“Boys, kneel,” Halfreda said. And they did. 

Halfreda had started chanting again in a different language. Everleigh kept her hands on her brother’s heads, feeling the soft warmth. She had never forgotten that her sacrifice would kill one of her brothers. What an awful curse being the Kingmaker was. She would die, one of them would die and her father would be pushed aside. The traditions of the Realm were so far beyond her comprehension it didn’t seem fair that she had to abide by them.  

Eventually Halfreda’s droning had stopped and the boys had stood up. They had all embraced, the King included. 

Before Everleigh had returned to her seat, Halfreda had gently touched her on her arm and said: “Meet me at the river at sunrise. Tell no one.”

Everleigh had been taken aback. Why would the wise woman need to see her alone? Was it part of the blessing? Or something else?

Everleigh opens her eyes and smiles at Lanorie – her maid and her friend. “It was less scary than I thought.”

“What did she say?” Lanorie wants all the details to tell Cook later.

Everleigh shakes her head. “I don’t know. Mostly it was some funny language. Lots of chanting.”

Lanorie’s smile drops. Everleigh knows she is disappointed. “Sorry, Lanny, but it wasn’t that exciting.” 

“Well, it looked exciting.” 

Everleigh laughs and sits up and Lanorie washes her hair. One of the little maids has brought jugs of hot water for Lanorie to rinse Everleigh’s hair and the other one is warming her bedclothes by the fire. 

Lanorie helps Everleigh out of the water and wraps her in a cloak to dry. 

Everleigh yawns. “It’s been a long day.”

“We’ll get you dressed and leave you.” Lanorie nods to the two little maids. One brings a hairbrush and Lanorie starts brushing Everleigh’s long dark hair, letting the fire dry it as she does so. Then she dresses her in her warm nightclothes. Lastly, she pulls back the bed covers and takes out the hot bricks that have been warming it.

Everleigh lies down and tucks the covers up to her chin. Her room is warm now, but the fire will die out through the night. She loves her room. It is enormous, with an area to bathe, an area to sit and play instruments or cards and her bed. Her brothers both have several rooms that connect, one for sleeping, one for bathing, and one for everything else. Everleigh likes having one big space. Her room is bright and light. 

Lanorie kisses Everleigh on her cheek and the two little maids curtsey deeply before backing out of the room. 

“Good night, Everleigh, sleep well.” 

“Thanks Lanny, you too.”

Lanorie closes the heavy door behind her and Everleigh turns on her side, snuggling deeper in to her blankets, enjoying the warm spots from the bricks, then smiling to herself that such a simple thing could bring her enjoyment when she has so little time left to live. She pushes the thought from her head as she always does. When anyone asks her about her life as the Kingmaker – or more accurately, her death – she always shrugs and tells them that she is what she is.

The truth is, if she questions it too closely, thinks about the reality, really thinks about Halfreda slitting her throat and her dying in front of a cheering crowd, she will go insane. The same way her mother did because she knew her first born daughter would die; she can’t let it happen to her. The way to cope, the only way to survive until they sacrifice her, is to dwell on it as little as possible.

Why cry and wail over the love she won’t experience, the first dance, the first kiss? Why upset herself wishing for a child to call her own? Why think of anything except the here and now. And the here and now is six days. She has six days to live. And then a woman she has always loved and trusted will kill her.

She shivers and turns over a few times, trying to get comfortable. Time to think of something else, anything else.

There is the gentlest of knocks and she knows who it is before he pushes the door open.

Will pokes his head around. “You’re in bed! The shame.”

Everleigh smiles. She is never to be alone with a man, but everyone accepts her friendship with Will; he is not judged as a threat to her reputation. 

Will is the fool’s son, though not technically, as the fool is celibate, no woman would ever allow herself to fall in love with the fool; by the nature of his role he is ridiculed and never taken seriously. Will was abandoned as a baby at the fool’s front door and he hadn’t the heart to turn him away. He looked after him as his own, and Will is such a hoot, he is following in his father’s footsteps. He doesn’t dress like a fool yet, he just wears the castle livery most of the time, but he has a fool’s look. Everleigh can’t tell if it’s his eyes and the way they are just slightly too far apart, or his crazy wild curls, or just because she knows what he will be.

“How are you, sweetest pea?” He lopes to the bed and sits next to her. Everleigh sits up and lays her head on his shoulder. 

“I’m coping. I feel nervous and sick and frightened more than I ever thought I would be. But I am determined to keep my head.”

Will snorts and Everleigh hits him on his arm, though she is smiling.

“I am determined to keep my head while I am sacrificed. I will be strong and make everyone proud. Won’t I? Oh Will, I’m so scared.”

Will puts his arms around her and holds her tightly. She is shuddering. “You will be brave and courageous and make everyone proud. Or-” He pulls back and looks at her face, “Or, you could run away with me.” His grey eyes are serious.

Everleigh smiles, tears slipping from her eyes, wetting them both. “Oh, Will. Don’t tempt me. I am so frightened. I know that it’s what I’ve been raised for and I’ve always known it was coming. But truthfully, now it’s so close I feel like I’ll die before then. My breath will just cease, or my heart will just stop. How can I live with this before me?”

“So, run?”

“Run where and do what? I am a princess. I am known all over the Realm. I would be brought back in defeat and embarrassment. I must hold my head up high. I just hope that I can. Will you root for me? Can I look at your face in the crowd? A friendly face will give me courage.”

Will nods as he contemplates the horrific task she has just bequeathed him. He thinks he might die too, just throw himself upon Halfreda’s dagger. How can he live without his best friend?
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IT’S BEEN BUSY TODAY. I’ve made a fortune. Three sleeping draughts, seven love potions, rat poison and some remedies for coughs and colds and headaches. I thought it would be quiet since it’s the day of the feast, but there’s been no rest. 

I’ve closed the door for a while. I want to count my money and eat something before the afternoon rush. I get most of my visitors in the afternoon. I think people need to pluck up their courage before they come to see me. I think people feel nervous about what they don’t know and understand. They are nervous of putting their trust in me. Can I really do what I say I can? Can I really make someone fall in love with them, or ward off harm? 

I think people realise the power of the poultice, the strength in a potion or a poison and it scares them. People need time to realise that they are desperate and willing to try anything. 

It works for me. 

My feet are resting on one chair while I sit on the other. I finish my food – a tender stew with the best lamb and potatoes. I’m lucky to be paid in coin and food, clothes and favours. After all, if I am paid in coin I have to go to the market to buy lamb. If I am paid in lamb it saves me a journey and I will earn while I am here. I cannot earn when I am away from my home and my work place buying lamb.

Everyone in the village and from around knows my little cottage. I keep it well. I keep myself well. I wash in the stream every morning, and between custom I sweep the floor, I wash the windows, I sew, I bake. I am never idle. 

Idle people worry. Idle people make up the most of my custom. They sit, and they worry. Then they fret. Then they panic. Then they realise that without my intervention they may never sleep again. 

Idle people are idiots.

I am clever.

I have potions and poultices, brews and cordials, draughts and medicines, stimulants and tonics. If you need to sleep I can help, if you need to stay awake I can help. If you have an illness or affliction, a wound or a sore, I can help. If you need a tooth out I can dose you up and pull it out. If you need luck or love or even have someone to harm, I can and will help for the right coin.

I will give out a poison, but I will not give out a death draught. If someone buys poison and kills with it, then that is their fear and not mine. But a death draught is a different thing – there is no other use for it. I cannot feign innocence if I sell a death draught.

So, my food finished I start tidying. 

There is a knock at the door. Another idle person. 

I open the door and fix my enigmatic but friendly smile on my face. 

My idle visitor is coy. I presume it is a man because he is taller and broader than me. His cloak is down over his face though, and I don’t believe that he intends to look up.

“Miss.” His voice is rich and deep. A shiver goes through me. I don’t know if I like this customer. 

He steps towards me as though he wants to enter – no customer ever enters my cottage. I do all my business on the bench outside. I step forward to block him and make him step back outside but he stands his ground. I look past him and his cloak and see a guard with him. The man is dressed as a peasant and tries to stand looking nonchalant, but I recognise his bearing. He is leaning but isn’t stooped; he is not relaxed. He is on guard. Why would he be guarding this cloaked man? 

I decide to let him in. I am curious. I step back and gesture with my arm for him to sit. 

“Sir, how may I help you?”

Cloaked man coughs. I think he is trying to adjust his voice, make me unable to recognise it, which makes me alert; do I know this man and if I do, where from? 

“I need something from you. I presume you don’t report any purchases to anyone?”

I know what he’s alluding to. He wants to know if I’ll tell on him if he buys something he shouldn’t. I don’t report to anyone. I work for myself and I answer to myself. But he doesn’t need to know that.

“I work within the bounds of the law, Sir, if that’s what you’re asking?”

“Excellent.” Cloaked man didn’t sound like he meant that to me. 

“What are you after, Sir?”

“A little discretion, maybe.” 

I see an opportunity here. This man must have some funds to be able to bring a guard with him: one guard that I can see; masquerading though he is. 

“Sir, I must work within the bounds of the law or else I am risking my livelihood. I would have to have some recompense for that risk.”

“Certainly, madam. I feel a fool for even asking you to risk your good name. However, needs must.”

“Certainly Sir. Thank you for understanding a poor woman’s predicament.”

“I need a death draught.” He is bold this cloaked stranger. I try to hide the intake of breath by clearing my throat. I am shocked. I have never been asked so forthrightly for something so awful. A death draught is an abomination. 

“Sir, I cater for all sorts. But one of those, that draught, is not something I have here. It’s not something I could keep here. If it were to get in to the wrong hands...”

“Madam. Can you get me a death draught? For a reward?”

I try to think clearly, although the fear this cloaked man makes me feel, is clouding my thoughts. If a man will ask so boldly for a death draught, will he hurt me if I do not do his bidding? It’s possible, and I cannot risk an attack from this man or his cloaked friend.  

I hate what I am saying but I nod. “Absolutely. I can make anything, draughts, tonics, medicines...” My voice trails off; what am I promising here and why?

“I will visit you again in four days. I need it and I will pay well. I am hoping for your silence. I leave this as a sweetener.”

The cloaked man hands me a small bag of coins and leaves. He closes the door behind him and I dart to the window to watch him leave. I keep my head low and watch him stalk past the guard, who follows him away, until I can’t see either of them anymore.

For all my confidence, I am no death draught maker. I don’t know what to do. I lock the front door and draw the drapes. I throw some more wood on to the fire and sit in front of it in my chair. 

I need to think.

With my bag of coin in my hand I stare at the flames hoping an answer will come to me.

It does, Halfreda.
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EVERLEIGH WAITS A WHILE after Will leaves and then pulls on her fleece lined boots. She puts two cloaks on over her nightclothes, both black, and goes to the door. She opens it a tiny bit and peeks out, keeping her body out of sight. If she sees one of the little maids she will ask them for some ale and they won’t see that she is dressed.

She is happy to be cautious and patient; after all she does this every night and hasn’t been caught yet, and with the end of her life firmly in her sights, she doesn’t have many nights left to do it. 

There is no one there. She pulls her cloaks tight around her body and tucks her hair inside the hood. She pulls the hood low down over her eyes and keeps her head down, too. She hurries through the corridors to the closest door. She doesn’t meet anyone – they are all still enjoying the feast – her feast.

She takes the path leading away from the castle, away from the river and down to a large copse of trees. The earlier rain has left the air damp. She winds her way through tall, strong, old trees she doesn’t know the names of, until she finds her clearing. 

Her mother’s clearing.

They buried her mother here, under the tallest, strongest, oldest oak in the forest and she knows that her brothers and her father all spend time here. She should have been sent into the river, pushed off the island, but the King couldn’t bear the thought of her being cold and alone. 

Everleigh has seen her father here, as well as her brothers, and knows they are glad to have somewhere restful they can sit and grieve for their mother.  

She realised several years after her mother died, probably around the age Addyson is now, that the best time to come here is at night. No one has ever interrupted her. She doesn’t know if anyone ever comes to visit at the same time but sees her and leaves her to grieve in peace. It’s what she would do.

She would sit for a time – she doesn’t know how long. Sometimes she would talk to her mother, out loud, and once she’d unburdened herself she would head back to bed. Other times she would sit crying until the rain came or the morning sun. Sometimes she just enjoyed remembering her mother and reliving her memories of her. 

Tonight, she speaks to her mother about the feast. She knows her mother will never answer and some days she doesn’t even believe that she can hear her. Other days she believes her mother’s spirit watches over her. 

Now with less than a week to go until she dies, she can feel her mother in the wind, in the air, in the light from the moon. She closes her eyes and thinks about her mother’s hugs, her mother’s face, her laugh, her smell. 

She rests her head against the tree. Even though it has been raining through the day, where she is sitting is dry. Six days. Hardly any time, not enough time, to live, love, laugh, eat, drink, talk. 

She will be dead soon.

She understands now that the knowledge of her role as Kingmaker drove her mother mad. She isn’t sure how she is still sane, when she knows what’s coming. Blind acceptance of her life and her role; what else could she do? Rally against her fate? Refuse to let Halfreda hurt her, turn the dagger back and kill everyone who tried to stop her? Run away? 

She can hear the feast from where she is sitting, the music is loud and carries far beyond what it normally does. People from all over the Realm have come to see her die and are currently dancing up a storm in her name. It’s creepy, really. She isn’t even allowed to stay at her own party. It’s as though, without her there, they can all relax and enjoy themselves without the guilt of looking upon her face and knowing that they would cheer at her death. She closes her eyes and lets the music wash over her, taking away her maudlin thoughts.  

Everleigh shakes herself awake. She’d drifted off to sleep and it’s much colder than before. 

She stands up, stretching out her arms and legs. She is aching and stiff. She wraps her cloaks tighter around herself and starts towards the castle. Could she do what Will suggested and run away? Even as she lets her mind mull it over, she knows it is impossible. She must face her future. And her future is death.

She’s ready to sleep.

She heads out of the shelter of the trees, in to the heavy rain. She pulls her hood down and scurries forward. She will be warm and dry soon. Her fire might still be burning, if not she’ll call one of the little maids to relight it. 

Ahead, close to the castle she can see a figure, a man from the size and shape. She has no choice but to pass him. She hopes it isn’t one of her brothers; she doesn’t want to see anyone now. She doesn’t want to answer questions or let anyone know about her secret visits. She doesn’t want to risk sharing this time with anyone else. 

As she gets closer she raises her head and looks up. It is a young man, but she doesn’t recognise him. 

She keeps her gaze high as she walks towards him. She doesn’t want to look as though she’s doing anything she shouldn’t be. She walks tall and keeps a smile on her face. 

As she gets closer, he turns to watch her. She doesn’t know him, so she guesses he doesn’t know her, unless he’d been at her feast. 

As she passes him, their eyes meet, she smiles and so does he. She keeps walking but can feel him watching her. 

And as she turns the corner to go through the door, he is watching her still. 

***
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THE CLOAKED FIGURE paces the room. There is a fire burning and his guard, Wolf, is sitting, spit-polishing his boots.

“She will do it. She has to. She will.”

“If she does not we will make her.” The guard shrugs. There are ways of making people do what you want. Especially pretty, young girls. It was easy enough.

The cloaked figure nods. He is upset, which isn’t like him. He has less than a week; he should have organised himself sooner, but he’d been wary: the fates are not to be meddled with, it was an adage that everyone knew. And yet, maybe his fate was to question his fate and ensure the outcome that he so desperately wanted. He has great plans and a bold vision. He just needs to ensure that he is crowned.
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Lanorie
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OH, SHE’S UP EARLY this morning. I think the feast rattled her cage more than she likes to let on. I can’t say that I blame her. In all the years I’ve been looking after her she’s probably talked about it less than five times.

The call came down from one of the little maids that she was awake. Everleigh likes to sleep on her own, which is unusual. The King, the would-be Kings and little Addyson all have bed mates – though the King’s and the would-be Kings mates sleep on pallets on the floor. They are there in case they need anything in the night. Addyson’s sleeps in with her to keep her warm and to stop her feeling scared of the dark.  

Everleigh likes her privacy, so I go down to the kitchen every night, there’s a room off it that Cook let me make my own. It suits me. We do have some fun in there, let me tell you, especially last night. I had a cheeky little visitor, but that’s another story. 

Anyway, one of the little maids sleeps on a pallet just outside Everleigh’s room, in case she wants anything in the night. Or early in the morning – I think this is the earliest she’s ever woken. That I can remember anyway.

Course, last night was the feast and the party lasted well in to the early hours. I’ve probably only had three hours of sleep. If that.

What happens is the Cook and all the kitchen maids prepare food – it took them a week to get ready for this feast. As each plate comes back from the great hall, Cook sees what’s edible and puts it to one side. 

The plates are passed around all the guests, though the royal table is always served first. If they like someone or a guest is proper important they will send a dish their way. But really there’s plates and plates and plates of stuff and it all gets passed around. 

When it comes back some of it’s all mangled and Cook will give it to the dogs. Anything decent she sets aside for us. She does it every day but with this feast, there was a banquet left over.

So, by the time I’d got Everleigh off to bed, the feast was still going strong and I was happy to be a part of it. The singers sang again, the dancers danced again. The cheeky fool – the King thought he would upset Everleigh – came on and had us in fits of giggles larking about.

I kept serving the royal table for a while until Cook called me back to the kitchen to help her. 

He’s a right card Millard. At one point, he pulled me on to his lap and sang to me. The King just rolled his eyes, but Millard did give me a little squeeze before he put me down. And oh, if I was a bit older and not a maid I could fall in love with those eyes.

But then I was called in to the kitchen to help, which wasn’t so much fun. Cook told me which dishes to keep and which to pass to the dogs. It was a feast for them too.

So once the dishes were all back and the little maids had cleared the hall, we were ready to keep going. Cook even sang last night. She’s got a lovely voice – though you wouldn’t think it to look at her – she looks awful harsh, but she’s soft as butter inside. 

So, we ate too much, and we drank too much and we all danced, and some of us sang – not me – and a few of the older boys and girls were kissing and larking about. 

I’m not as close with the maids as they are to each other, I spend a lot of time with Everleigh and I don’t have much time to myself. I am lucky that I get nights in the kitchen. I am very well fed for a handmaiden and I find company when I need it. Often, that company is Cook. She never married, see, and works, lives and sleeps in her kitchen. Technically she sleeps just off it, in a little box room, next to mine, but often she cooks through the night, if the King is peckish or one of the princes is hungry after a hunt, so she often sleeps in her chair by the fire. Most nights I curl up at her feet and we talk about all things under the Realm. She knows everything, does Cook, though she gets fed up of me asking questions. I can’t help it, it’s in my nature. 

Everleigh is well educated for a girl. Seeing as she was dying they never worried about filling her head with nonsense or teaching her more than her husband might know and showing him up. But Everleigh knows learned things, like the Great War, or how to play a lute, or blah, blah, blah. Cook knows the good stuff. The interesting stuff. It’s Cook that reckons Macsen is soft in the head. It’s Cook that knows that the King can’t bear to look at little Addyson. It’s Cook who knows that the youngest of the King’s men, Brett, has an eye for Everleigh. Brett is handsome and fit but mean. I saw him kick one of the dogs once when he thought no one was looking and though he makes puppy eyes at Everleigh, it’s never gonna happen, so I haven’t even bothered to warn her off him. He’s a funny one. He wins all the tourneys and all the girls are wild for him. But he doesn’t even look happy. He doesn’t look twice at me, so I get to watch him, and his eyes are just flat. All the King’s men gather round him and he’s always in the thick of it but there’s something off about him. 

Unlike my new friend. Fine, I’ll tell you – I know you’re dying to know. Now I’m only young and I’m a good girl. Some of the girls who work here are not good. I hope you know what that means, because I won’t say it and we can’t help but laugh and gossip about them. All the little maids are good, mind you, but some of the older ones are trouble. And the castle is full of handsome men and good looking strangers. If I was that way inclined, I could go out into the courtyard and whistle and find five men who’d be happy to tell me they love me.  

But I would never do that. This will sound stupid, but I’ll say it anyway. Everleigh is my best friend and the person I am closest to, apart from Cook. And she won’t admit it, but she must be so sad about being Kingmaker. She will never love a man. She’ll never be wooed or kissed or courted. She will never marry or bear children. And one day, probably when we were still little, I thought to myself that I would be like Everleigh. There must be a better word for it or way to explain it, but I would live like she lived, and I would stay away from love too, kind of like keeping her company or something.

And I have. Till now. But now there have been a few sneaky kisses, but only because a boy I haven’t seen before is slipping me so much raspberry gin that I feel woozy. Then he’s telling me how pretty I am and he’ll lean in right close, because I can’t hear him proper and then his lips will be on mine. But a kiss is all he’ll have off me. This new fellow. I have never seen him before; he must be here for the feast. He is right up my street. Two years older than me, blonde hair and deep brown eyes. And sweet and kind and funny. He listens to what I got to say and though most of it’s nonsense I like having someone listen. Cook will talk, and I will listen. Everleigh talks and mostly I listen. I wait on everyone in the hall at mealtimes and I listen to everyone around me telling their tales.

But he listens to me. I am enjoying having someone that’s there just for me. He has promised me he will look for me every evening after supper and I will be somewhere he will find me. 

Anyway, last night ended up going on and on and on until Cook finally ordered us to our beds and then Everleigh woke me up early. 

I feel so groggy. I reckon I drank more last night than I have drunk altogether the whole way through my life. I think I may still be drunk.

Oh, it was good though. Cook was saying that poor Everleigh coped well with the feast, mind you. 

She did. It must have been right scary, but she kept smiling. 

I still can’t believe it’s almost time. Yesterday it was six days to go; now we’re a day less already. This time is going to fly by and oof, are we going to be busy. The castle is so full now we’re in the run up to Everleigh’s death day. We’re all run off our feet. Cook is in a right pickle. There’s so much to do with food and drink to keep all these visitors happy.

There’s food coming in from all over the Realm because we could never get enough on our own. The bakers and the cake makers are up from three in the morning preparing things and baking and of course they do need a bit of help to taste things, especially the new things they’re cooking up. They’re mixing tastes I’ve never tried before, like yesterday I tried a ham and jam tart. The hunters are bringing in game daily and the butchers are hanging, salting and then cutting it. Cook has sent the fishermen out every day and there are hundreds of dead fish stinking out the back room behind the kitchen. I can’t even go in there anymore. I don’t want to breathe in the smell of them.  

Cook has made me go out and pick vegetables and flowers every day for weeks now. She needs everything that grows between now and then and if a slug gets to a lettuce before me, I can look out. I’ve got bruises on the inside of my arms because the basket’s so heavy.

She is right scary now. I’m hiding whenever I can and blaming my not being there on Everleigh. Cook’ll never know.

She reckons all the visitors that came to the feast will be back for the death day. And she reckons there’ll be even more besides. Every day there’s hundreds of horses riding out, with the smartest men on them, taking messages to all corners of the Realm. Lots of important people will be coming. It’s so exciting and so heart breaking.

There’ll be the sacrificial ceremony on Saturday morning, which I’m not looking forward to – I think I may hide away in my little room and not watch it. After that there’s some Mourning Parade where they lay out Everleigh and whichever brother dies and carry them down through the village so that everyone can see them.

I was with my friend last night, walking, talking, and around the back of the stable block they’re making the things they’ll lay on when they’re dead. I don’t know what they’re called – I’ll have to ask Cook. But they’re wooden, a bit like beds. On the floor, next to them the little maids are putting together circles of flowers. There’s a pile of them. I guess they’ll lay them on top of them or something before they go out to sea.

I must say I find it all a bit grim. It must be affecting Everleigh – how could it not. All her life she’s been special but only because they’re gonna kill her. And what a way to go. Dead in front of the whole Realm. 

Anyway, they have another feast after they walk around with the two dead ones – this one’s a bit jollier, so Cook reckons. Though how any of us will feel jolly I don’t know. I’ve thought before that I’d stay and hopefully work for Millard or Macsen if he’s crowned – though I doubt it – but now I’m not sure if I’ll go away. Maybe find a great house – there’s always somewhere that needs a handmaiden. I just don’t know if I’ll be able to stay here without seeing her ghost everywhere. 

Anyway, in this feast they crown the new King and say goodbye to the old one. Ooh, they do like their feasts and ceremonies this lot. I’ll be glad when it’s over and life can get back to normal. Normal-ish.

Oh, I can hear Cook yelling for me. She has the shrillest voice when she’s mad. I’m not going yet. My feet are right sore. Look, I bet if I take off my shoes I’ll have blisters the size of grapes. Wait. Yes, look at my poor feet. Blisters there, there and there.
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EVERLEIGH HAD A RESTLESS night. When she got in from her mother’s grave the fire was still lit. She had sat in front of it for a while, but the face that kept coming to her was not her mother’s but that of the stranger outside the castle. He wasn’t anyone she knew, but she kept thinking about his dark blue eyes. 

Eventually she was warm through and had gone to sleep; dreaming of the blue-eyed stranger, her mother, Halfreda and her sacrifice.

She felt as though the minute the fire went out she had woken up, shivering and still tired but unable to get back to sleep. She had turned this way and that and then given up. 

She had called for Lanorie, who came sleepy eyed up to light the fire again. Then two little maids had come with warm ale and some bread and cheese. It is much earlier than sunrise, but she won’t get back to sleep now. 

“Lanny, run me a bath please.”

“It’s so early, princess. Do you feel alright?”

Everleigh shakes her head. “I just couldn’t sleep at all. I’d rather get bathed and dressed. I think I need some fresh air. I may go down to the river for sun rise.”

“I can come with you if you want me to,” Lanorie says, though the offer doesn’t sound that enthusiastic. Lanorie looks so tired that Everleigh feels bad. 

“No, I’ll go by myself. Once I’m ready you can take the morning off, I’ll see you at dinner time.”

Lanorie smiles. “Thank you, princess.”

It doesn’t take long to get Everleigh dressed in a warm green gown lined with fur, and even though she is a little early for sunrise, she’s ready to walk out.  

Lanorie and the two little maids leave and Everleigh walks through the castle. 

It is a wonderful place to live. Most of the windows are stained glass, letting light and rainbows in to the dark interior. The walls are painted or hung with glorious tapestries, depicting seasons and battle scenes, animals and the gods. Each room is warm and comfortable with scented rushes on the floor and cosy fires. 

Everleigh has enjoyed her life, her home, her family. Her father is wonderful and has looked after her so well. She feels completely loved and cherished. Her brothers are great – very different from each other, but fun and loving and nice to her. Addyson is a joy to everyone, except her father, and Everleigh feels sure that she makes up for that. Whenever she isn’t sewing, reading, riding, learning or practising archery, she is with Addyson. She loves hugging her, singing with her and showing her the castle and the grounds. She feels like a mum to her, even though there are only five years between them. She will miss her so much when she dies.

Everleigh frowns as she walks along, thinking of her family and her life. As always, the deep grumble of unhappiness in her stomach brings back her stark reality: she will die. Either Macsen or Millard will die. Addyson will be left on her own and her father will move away. How will Addyson cope without her mother figure? How can Everleigh spill her own blood knowing that it will kill one of her innocent brothers? 

She doesn’t have long left and the truth is like a fist squeezing her heart in an ever-tightening grip. Maybe she won’t make it to her death day. Maybe her heart will be squeezed to a stop before that.

The castle is quiet at this time of the morning. The bakers are probably in the kitchen, but everyone else is asleep. It is so quiet; Everleigh can only hear her soft shoes scuffing on the flagstones. 

She opens the door to the outside and the morning cold rushes to greet her. She pulls her cloak tighter around her neck and then spots the boy from her dreams. He is standing just outside. She puts on her brightest smile; something about this stranger intrigues her. He turns to her and smiles.

He has his hood down and she can see his shock of bright red hair. “Miss,” he greets her, with another smile. He doesn’t bow. 

Everleigh nods at him and turns away. Once again, she can feel his eyes on her as she walks away, and she doesn’t look back.

She goes down to the river and sits waiting for Halfreda. She is early and the cold air stings her nose when she breathes in. It is still dark. She can just about make out the island in the middle of the river, but nothing else. She can hear rustling around her feet, probably snakes or rats. She stamps her feet to drive them away. 

She wishes she’d worn a thicker cloak. It’s chilly. 

She hears footsteps behind her and turns. Halfreda is slowly making her way towards her. Her hood is covering the most part of her face. 

Everleigh stands up and Halfreda stops. “Child.” Halfreda reaches out and takes Everleigh’s hands in hers. “Thank you for coming.”

Everleigh smiles. She doesn’t know what to say. She doesn’t know why she’s even here, really. 

“Child, come with me to the island,” Halfreda says, her voice a whisper, and then drops to a curtsey. She goes to the water’s edge and kneels. Out of the rushes, deeply covered, she pulls a small boat. 

Halfreda pulls it on to the grass. “Come on.” She puts her hand out to Everleigh. Everleigh is nervous and confused but she knows that she trusts Halfreda. Halfreda has been in her household all her life. She knows her and loves her. She isn’t worried about her safety at all, just intrigued. 

The two women sit in the boat, complete opposites of each other. Halfreda is old, tired, grey, Everleigh is young, vibrant, flushed and glowing with colour. 

Halfreda rows the boat across the river to the island. It isn’t far and doesn’t take long. The muddy waters are swirling around them and the sun is finally rising. She stops the boat, climbs out and helps Everleigh to get out. She leads her by the hand to the middle of the island. The island is literally a small patch of land, risen out of the water. You can walk around the perimeter in ten minutes. It is tiny. It is also a spiritual place for anyone living in the castle. Blessings are given here, vows are made, children are named. 

Everleigh shivers. Halfreda frowns. “Child, you’re cold.”

Everleigh nods. “I’m fine, Halfreda. Please, tell me why we’re here.”

“Sit with me.” Halfreda takes Everleigh’s hands again and leads her to the stone bench which sits smack in the middle of the island.

Everleigh sits. “Please, Halfreda, I’m cold and tired.”

“Child, I’m sorry. I will tell you why we’re here. I will tell you my story. Let me start a fire first. We need it.”

Everleigh nods. Halfreda quickly gathers some branches and lays them in a circle. She pulls a vial of white powder from her deep pockets and throws some on the wood. Then she reaches in another pocket and pulls out a small black disc. She throws it down on to the white wood. It snaps loudly and bursts in to flames. The white powder and the wood burn. 

Everleigh leans towards the flames. Straightaway she feels better. 

Halfreda sits next to her. 

“Child, what I’m going to tell you is strange. I need you to listen.”

Everleigh tucks her feet under her and lets the heat from Halfreda’s magical fire wash over her. She watches Halfreda and listens to her fantastical tale. 

Halfreda sits like a statue, she is warm and comfortable, and the time had come to test the newest Kingmaker. 

“Child, I knew long ago, when I was less than half your age that I was special. I saw things and knew things. It scared me. I tried to hide from my knowledge and powers, as any timid little mouse would. 

“When I was a little older than you are now I met a man. A very clever man. He was a teacher. He taught me and many others. He helped me to use my powers, guide my powers, help others with my powers. 

“One day he came to me with a quest, a mission just for me. He told me about a prophecy – a prophecy that I have since seen for myself. My teacher has it, it’s an old scroll. And I could feel the power coming from it when I held it. 

“The prophecy said that one of the Kingmakers would not die. She would instead live and be Queen. She would rise so high as to be the greatest ruler the Realm has ever seen.

“My job was to come to this castle and find that Kingmaker, to help her and guide her to her throne. 

“Every time a Kingmaker comes near the end of her life, after her feast, I visit with them here. None of them has lived.”

Halfreda pauses and watches Everleigh’s face. Everleigh’s eyes are wide and she looks scared. 

“I need to know if you are the Kingmaker or not.”

Everleigh stands up, her dress flowing around her feet. “I don’t know what to say, I am the Kingmaker. It’s what I’ve been raised to do. I don’t want to do anything else.”

“Child, every man is raised to something, but given time, a pauper would certainly take the place of a Lord if he was given the choice. Why do you think women are so keen to marry up in the world? You are the Kingmaker because that is what you’ve been told you are. But what if you were told you were something else?”

Everleigh shakes her head. “I don’t know.” Her arms hang by her side. 

“Child, let me test you. Let’s see if we even have something to worry about.”

Everleigh nods. 

Halfreda stands in front of her. “Child, a King is more than just a man named King, he is more than human. He is beyond our Realm. He is special. A Queen is the same. She is special. She is holy. She is more than a human woman. I need to see if you are a Queen or a Kingmaker.”

Everleigh shakes her head, steps backwards. “I’m scared, Halfreda.”

“I know Everleigh and all the Kingmakers who came before you were as well. The awful thing is, this tiny spark of hope I am showing you, may be extinguished as quickly as this fire could be.

“Fate is fate and life is mapped out for us, Everleigh. If you are destined to die in less than a week, then there is nothing that I can or will do to help you. However, if this test shows you to be Queen, I will do everything necessary to keep you safe.”

Halfreda takes Everleigh’s hands. “A Queen is a powerful woman, Everleigh. She can command the winds to howl and the seas to rise. She can make men fall in love with her with merely a glance. Men will die for their Queen, women will fight for first place in her affections and loyally serve her. A Queen can command men and mother nature. I need to test that command. That is how I will know if you are Kingmaker or Queen. What are you Everleigh? Who are you?”

Everleigh shakes her head. “I don’t know any more, Halfreda. I can barely understand what you’re saying. Are you saying that I might live? That I might rule the Realm. What would happen to my father, to my brothers, to me?”

Halfreda shakes her head. “Everleigh, you think too much. I want you to stand and I want you to command mother nature,”

Everleigh shakes her head. “I can’t.”

“You have to. Repeat after me: I am sixteen years old and I will die on the morning of my seventeenth birthday. As tradition dictates I will be sacrificed and my life’s blood will determine which one of my two brothers will be King. My blood will kill one and crown one. My name is Everleigh and I am the Kingmaker. Or am I? River rise. Rise for me. Rise for your Queen.”

Everleigh shakes her head again. Halfreda nods and takes her hands. “Child, you must say it.”

Everleigh finally nods. “I am sixteen years old and I will die on the morning of my seventeenth birthday. As tradition dictates I will be sacrificed and my life’s blood will determine which one of my two brothers will be King. My blood will kill one and crown one. My name is Everleigh and I am the Kingmaker. Or am I? River rise. Rise for me. Rise for your Queen.”

The sun peaks through a cloud. The river is bathed in light. The flames of the fire that Halfreda made start rushing. 

The wind is howling. 

The river is rising. 

Everleigh steps away from Halfreda and looks at the water. 

“Child, keep telling the river to rise.”

Everleigh says it again. Her voice rising with each command. “Rise, rise, rise,”

Halfreda stands watching the water.

The water is rising. The river is doing as it is told. Everleigh keeps saying it. “Rise, rise, rise.”

The river is rising. The wind is whirling, leaves are dancing, and the flames are leaping. “Rise, rise, rise.” With each command, Everleigh’s voice rises, strong and clear. “Rise. Rise. Rise.”

The river does as it is bid. It rises and rises and rises. Everleigh’s eyes widen and Halfreda’s face splits in to an ecstatic smile. 

The river continues to rise and rise until it rushes over the top of the whole island. It puts out Halfreda’s magical fire and fills the tiny boat to the top. It washes over Everleigh and Halfreda’s feet. The bottom of their dresses and cloaks are drenched. Halfreda laughs out loud, the sound stolen by the rushing winds and the roaring river. 

“Child, call it down, tell it to retreat.”

Everleigh smiles. “River, stop. Retreat.” Her words are but a whisper and yet the river listens. The water quickly drops back to its normal level. 

Halfreda locks eyes with Everleigh and drops to her knees on the wet floor. 

“Queen.”

Everleigh feels a rush of power and strength fill her body. 

“Stand up, Halfreda.”

Halfreda stands. “Queen.” Halfreda takes Everleigh’s hands. “My Queen.”
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I CANNOT BELIEVE IT and yet I know that I knew it.

I took her back to her chamber and told her for the sake of her life she must keep her knowledge to herself until I decide what to do next. 

I begged her forgiveness for daring to tell a Queen what to do but I asked her to understand that we must keep her secret to keep her safe. 

I left her in front of a warm fire and I asked her maid, the one who doesn’t stop talking but who won’t look me in the eye, to get her food and wine and to let her sleep. I will excuse her from dining with the King; I will speak to him myself, though I will not tell him the reason for her absence.

My heart is so peaceful now that I have done it. Of course, this is just the beginning. She has so many questions. She cannot understand what happened or why. She cannot believe her own powers. She cannot understand it at all.

I have told her to keep our secret and sleep. I will come to her on the morrow with my plan.

We cannot just announce to the King that the whole Realm will be turned on its head and the would-be Kings set aside for a Queen.

A woman is no ruler he will say.

And although he is right, he is wrong. 

This woman is.

Everleigh is the next ruler of the Realm. She will be Queen.

I just have to work out how.

The teacher taught me well. He told me how to develop and use my powers, he guided me through turmoil and enlightened me to all that I could be, he told me of the prophecy and how important my job was. 

What he failed to do, however, was tell me what to do with this wondrous Queen once I had found her.

The magic of the morning has not left me. I know true power when I see it. This girl that I have known from a suckling baby onwards is a Queen destined now.

She spoke the words so hesitantly. She called the river to rise not really believing for a second that it would. And yet it did. 

The river rose and rose until it flowed over our very feet. 

The shock on her face was a picture.

This girl who has known since she was five that she will die, has accepted that she will die, has lived her life knowing how quickly it would end, is now trying to understand that she will live.

Not only will she live, she will rule.

What a thing to try to comprehend.

I am here to help her and guide her, though I wish I had my teacher with me to show me how. To help and guide me.

I do not know what course of action to take. 

I have no one to help me understand the next steps.

I have left her safe now and I will spend my day working it out.

I have done one thing in readiness because I had an idea about this one, a feeling.

I have called on one of the greatest fighters in the Realm – a shy boy who covers his face in jousts because he lacks both the confidence and arrogance to show his face. 

I have called him forward, because he is my kin, to help me keep the little Queen safe.

I do not know what to do and I do not know what way the tide will turn.

The King and the would-be Kings may not care for this turn of events. Not that they have much choice. The only way to ensure that she does not become Queen is to end her life. I need to make sure that doesn’t happen. That’s why I’ve called Archer to me.

He arrived yesterday and is safe and well within the castle walls. The King does not know his identity or purpose and does not need to yet, but I will think on this tonight.

I will light a fire and watch for an answer. It would be a terrible end to my life’s work of finding the true Queen, to find her and give her the hope of a future – a great and powerful future – only to have her killed under my nose, because I was not clever or wise enough to keep her safe.

The biggest question is, now that I have found the Queen what will I do with her? 
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HALFREDA LEAVES EVERLEIGH in her chamber with Lanorie and a promise to keep quiet about what has happened at the river. 

Everleigh is quiet but her mind is full of what has happened. She keeps seeing it in her mind’s eye; the river rising up and up and up until it ran over the whole island and wet her feet. 

But at the same time, she can’t stop believing that she will die soon and accept that she might live and rule. It’s too much of a jump. She is the Kingmaker and she is going to die in less than a week.

Lanorie puts an arm on her shoulder, “Are you well, princess?” 

Everleigh turns to her friend and her maid. Will Lanorie call her Queen one day? She cannot imagine her saying the words.

“I’m tired. My walk wore me out and I didn’t sleep well.”

“Shall I do what, um, Halfreda said and get you some food and drink. Or would you feel better going down to the hall, seeing your father and brothers?”

Everleigh shakes her head. If they see her now they will know that something is amiss – especially Macsen. He is the closest to her, apart from Addyson and she is too little to read how anybody feels. 

“No, I’ll eat here. Please. I want a fire lit. I want a bath made up. And a drink. Then I will sleep and then I will eat.”

Lanorie nods. “If you’re sure.”

Everleigh nods. And thinks again about the river. She is used to every person in the castle following her commands; she is a princess and a Kingmaker. She must be obeyed. She isn’t bossy, she never asks too much, or rudely, but she is waited on by everyone. 

If she wants a fire she gets one lit for her. When she is hungry or thirsty, at any time of the night or day, food or drink is brought to her. Baths are made for her; her hair and body are washed for her. Her hair is brushed for her. She is literally helped in to her clothes. 

How different, though, to command a river. She has never known or seen anyone do that. She wonders if her father, the King, can do it. She would have to ask him. 

But what would happen now? Was it true? Was she to live? 

Everleigh shakes her head. How could all that she knows about herself and her destiny be wrong? She is the Kingmaker. She just is. She had learned the truth of it and accepted it a very long time ago. How could it not be the case anymore?

It just wasn’t possible. She knew what she had seen at the river but there had to be a mistake. There had to be some other explanation.

She was the Kingmaker. She always had been. Like her aunt before her.

She would die and either Macsen or Millard would be King.

But then if she lived, so would they. But would they even want her to live and steal the crown from one of them?

Everleigh starts pacing her chamber. She wants to scream and shout and question Halfreda. But although Halfreda had bowed to her and named her Queen, when Everleigh had asked her what was next, she hadn’t been able to answer.

If Halfreda didn’t know, how could she?

Everleigh paces and paces her thoughts like so many birds flying around in an enclosed room. Her thoughts are in a frenzy and she doesn’t know what to do about them. 

There is a knock at the door. 

“Come in,” she calls. One of the little maids comes in with a jug of wine and a cup. She pours a cup full then curtsies and leaves. 

Everleigh drains it in one long mouthful and pours another. There’s another knock at the door. “Come in,” she says, and another little maid comes in, this one to make up the fire.

Everleigh smiles at her and then walks to the window with her drink. The day is crisp and clear, but she is ready to sleep it away. Her mind is full of questions and she has nobody that she can speak to about it.

She has promised Halfreda she will keep it a secret until she decides what to do next. 

The problem is that women are not rulers. Men rule and women serve. Women bear children, and do as they are bid, firstly by their fathers and then by their husbands. 

How can she be Queen? How can her father, her brothers, the whole of the Realm accept her destiny? Won’t they just kill her anyway?

Everleigh doesn’t know what to do. She drains the wine and pours another. This time she sits in front of the fire with it, watching the flickering flames. This serves to remind her of her morning at the river, when the river she called to rise swirled right over Halfreda’s fire and put it out. 

She must be Queen if she could command mother nature. But could she command men?

No woman has ever been Queen in her own right and commanded men.

There is a tap at the door and Lanorie comes in. She has two little maids behind her with jugs of hot water. It will take an age to fill the bath. 

Everleigh calls Lanorie to the window. “Did you enjoy your morning off?”

Lanorie nods, smiling. “I had a sleep. I hid from Cook or she wouldn’t have let me.”

Everleigh laughs. “She better not find out.”

Lanorie shakes her head. “I know all the hiding places. How was your walk? You seem a bit...” Lanorie can’t seem to find the word she wants. 

Everleigh smiles. She wants to tell Lanorie but doesn’t know if she can trust her. Lanorie has been with her since she was seven and now she is fourteen. That’s seven years of spending most of her time with Everleigh. She dresses her and bathes her; she fetches her food and drink. She sews with her and talks with her. She walks out with her and rides a horse alongside her. They share so many things. Could they share this?

Everleigh smiles and puts her hand on Lanorie’s arm. “We’re friends, aren’t we?”

Lanorie nods. She is younger than Everleigh but she is her maid and her friend both. They laugh together and talk about so many things. 

“I want to tell you something that happened today,” Everleigh says. Lanorie straightens up and smiles. “Ooh?” 

Everleigh shakes her head. “No, it’s important. And serious.” Everleigh lowers her voice, glancing at the two little maids. They went out to fetch more water. “And a secret.”

Lanorie’s eyes widen. “A secret?” 

Everleigh nods. Is this wise? A Queen needs to be wise.

Lanorie moves closer to her. “You can trust me,” 

“I met Halfreda at the river this morning. She told me about a prophecy,” 

Lanorie wrinkles her nose, a confused look on her face. 

Everleigh explains: “A prophecy – something foretold by someone wise, someone with the sight. Like they have seen something that will come true. The prophecy is that one Kingmaker will not die.” Lanorie’s eyes widen even more at this, though Everleigh can see the doubt written on her face. “They will live and they will rule. As Queen. She wanted to test me to see if I was that Kingmaker. If I would be Queen.”

Lanorie’s mouth is open now. “What happened?” Her voice is but a whisper.

“She asked me to command the river to rise.” Everleigh smiles; it’s good to relive the power she had felt.

“Did you ask? Did it rise? Oh, my goodness.” Lanorie has a hand on her heart now. 

Everleigh laughs. “Lanorie, I did, I told the river to rise. And it did. It rose and rose until it covered the whole island and put out the fire that Halfreda had lit.”

“Princess?” Lanorie is pale. 

“Lanorie, I did it. I am the one. I will be Queen.”

Saying it makes Everleigh feel excited. She won’t die, she will live. She won’t just live, she will rule.

“Queen?” Lanorie looks as though she might faint. 

“Lanny, you mustn’t tell anyone. Not Cook or anyone else. You must promise.”

Lanorie nods quickly. 

Everleigh looks right in to her friend’s eyes. “Promise?”

Lanorie nods again. “I promise.”

Everleigh smiles. “Imagine me being Queen.” She laughs at the thought of it. How her life has changed. All in one morning.  
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HALFREDA IS MY FIRST thought upon waking; always my first thought when I need help.

Halfreda is the wisest woman I have ever met; reputation has it that she is the wisest woman the Realm has ever seen. She is known everywhere. She is far more learned and powerful than me, maybe than I will ever be. 

She has been at the castle since I have lived in my little cottage, and I usually visit her every week. She used to visit me when I was younger, in my little cottage, she knew my parents, I guess. They are no longer with me. They went to the Ashes many years ago. 

I can’t remember not knowing her. 

I have a lot to learn and she has a lot to teach me. She helps me with my craft and shares her knowledge with me. 

Often, we go out to the woods together to collect herbs for our medicines. 

She is a clever, clever woman. 

And I need her help now. 

Yesterday the cloaked man came to me and asked me for a death draught. As if I would even dare to keep one in my little cottage. 

How many men and women intent on revenge and filled with the immediate hatred that anger brings would eagerly break in to my little cottage and steal it from me? 

And in the heat of anger, an action can easily be taken that would lead to torment and regret. Even my poisons, and I have many, are prettily packaged up in little vials, tied with shiny ribbon and labelled as something else. 

Of course, the problem there can be someone stealing a love potion and ending up killing the very person they yearn for. Well that would be their just reward for stealing I suppose. But there are many things to think about when you offer people help and answers like I do.

So Halfreda. I haven’t been to see her yet, but it’s my plan to. I slept fitfully, with awful dreams. I woke many times thinking I had heard a noise, seeing shadows that weren’t really there. This cloaked man has me spooked. I don’t like it. I have always been at peace.

My little bag of coin lies on the table where I left it yesterday and there it sits watching me. Sitting in judgement on me, little bag of coin. Questioning whether I will sin or not. Is it really my sin to sell something to someone for the purpose of killing another or am I merely an innocent trader? 

After all a smith can make an axe that he knows will be used to chop off a man’s head. Does that make him a murderer?

Or am I trying to justify something that I know is so wrong to make myself feel better for earning blood money?

And who is the cloaked man? Who is he wanting to kill? Why disguise himself if he would not be easy to recognise?

My mind is so full of unanswered questions that I made myself a sleeping draught last night. For the first time in my life I needed my own remedy.

I will visit Halfreda in the morning, as though it is my usual weekly trip. It won’t be suspicious should anyone – cloaked or otherwise – be watching me.

After all, if this cloaked man will pay for my silence before he has even done business with me, he may well be watching me to ensure that his coin is well spent, and while that threat is in my mind, I pick up a rosemary lotion and slip next door to see my neighbours.

I like to keep to myself; I don’t want to interfere in anyone else’s affairs; I know too much of what goes on in this village anyway. I know who has ailments and who is love sick, but I like my neighbours. They keep to themselves but look out for me, as I try to do for them. 

I knock the door and wait for an answer. I don’t like to be too familiar and they return the favour. “Della?” I call out.

She opens the door and smiles when she sees me. “Ginny.” She folds me in to a big hug. “Come in.”

I follow her inside. Her cottage is the same as mine, but with a cobbled together extension on the back. She lives with her brother and so they are probably glad of the extra space.  

I pass her the lotion. “It’s good for your hands,” I tell her. She works as hard as her brother on the land, and so I know she’ll use it. “I wanted to ask the both of you to keep an eye out. I had a customer yesterday and he was a little unsavoury. Just for you to be aware.”

Della smiles, sniffing the lotion as she does so. “Thank you. I’ll tell Finn when I see him.”

“He’s out?”

“Always.”

We chat for a while and then I leave her before I outstay my welcome. 

Back in my cottage with no sign of any more customers, I throw some herbs on my fire, calming herbs, to fill my little cottage with sweet smells, to try to calm my thoughts and let me rest. 

I am open for custom today, but I feel a little bit detached from the gossip and worries that people are bringing me. I have sold some tonics and philtres, some cordials and stimulants. My pockets are full of coin, but my mind is filled with turmoil.

I fill a cup with ale and sit in front of my sweet-smelling fire, to let the herbs do their job, if they can, if my mind is not too distressed. 

I will wait until the morning, leave as I always do, although my feet are itching to carry me to the castle right now.

My hope is that my sleep tonight will come sweet and peaceful to me once again, as it has always done before. 

I need to feel calm. 

I need to share my worry.

A death draught indeed.

Who would need one?

A death draught, you see, is a sneaky little thing.

If a man is angry with his neighbour, he may fight him.

If a man is angry with his wife, he may hurt her.

If she is angry with him and strong enough to stand up to him, she may hurt him back.

A knight may kill another.

A traitor is beheaded.

A thief has his hands chopped off. 

Who uses a death draught?

A sneaky, cowardly killer who does not want to be caught.
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EVERLEIGH HAD A BATH, dressed in her nightclothes and slept for about three hours. When she woke, she had called one of the little maids to bring her food.

Lanorie taps the door and comes in to the chamber. 

“Did you sleep well, princess. Queen?”

“Shh, Lanny. You haven’t told anyone, have you?”

Lanorie shakes her head. “Of course not. I promised you.”

Everleigh smiles and straightens the blanket across her knees. Lanorie places a tray on her lap.

“I’m starving, now,” Everleigh says and starts eating. The food is delicious – fish, cheese and bread. “I’m going to go for a walk after this. Will you dress me please?”

Lanorie nods, as she always does. She never begrudges looking after Everleigh; she’s been doing it for such a long time, and it isn’t hard work.

Everleigh eats while Lanorie readies her clothes and then stands while she dresses her. She doesn’t wear the dress she wore already that morning, Lanorie puts a deep golden velvet dress on her instead. 

They haven’t said much about anything; the little maids are back and fore, laying the fire ready for evening, tidying up and Everleigh knows that even though she’s told Lanorie, without knowing what comes next from Halfreda, she must be careful.

Lanorie brushes Everleigh’s hair back, wraps her cloak around her and tucks her long hair in to the hood. 

“You’re so beautiful, Queen.” The last word she whispers and Everleigh smiles. “Shh, Lanny. Wait until I know more. I need to speak to Halfreda.”

Lanorie nods and follows Everleigh from the room. The castle is busy and at every turn they are greeted with curtsies and bows. Everleigh smiles. Would she be Queen and rule over these people?

Lanorie curtsies and lets Everleigh walk off alone. She heads over to the stables.

“I want to ride out,” she says to one of the stable boys. He nods his head and quickly readies a horse for her.

She is a good rider but seldom rides out alone. The horse is one she shares with Addyson and it’s a gorgeous deep brown mare. She tickles her under the chin and then climbs on, tucking her dress around her knees in a most unladylike way; her father would be cross if he saw her.

“Let’s go.” They canter out of the courtyard and she heads for the fields. There are acres of fields, all linked with hedges or fences, most of which she can jump.

The air is streaming over her and clearing her head. Her heart is hammering in her chest and she feels alive. She feels like her heart has been slowing down, due to her inevitable death, but has sped back up. She stands up as the horse gallops, the wind whipping her hair, her cheeks painful from the cold air. “I am going to live.” The wind steals the words. “I am going to live. To live. Live.” The last word is a scream and she is laughing as her horse streaks through the grass. With every fence and hedge it jumps she is sure she’ll start flying.

By the time she canters back to the stables, her cheeks are raw and her voice is hoarse.

She decides to visit her mother’s grave. Even though she never normally visits her during the day, she feels that she should today. She needs to speak to her mother and try to feel some peace again and then, even though Halfreda has excused her, she might join the family for supper.

She moves silently through the trees, her soft shoes making no noise on the leaves that cover the floor and comes to the path alongside her mother’s clearing. She pushes at a branch that’s blocking the way and as she moves it she sees a flash of colour ahead of her. 

She lowers the branch and looks through the leaves. It’s one of her brothers or her father, no doubt, and she doesn’t feel like talking to anyone. But it isn’t one of her brothers or her father. It’s the red headed man she had seen at the castle last night and this morning on her way to the river. 

He is wearing green breeches and he has taken off his top. He is practising with his sword. Everleigh stands on her tip toes. His body is glistening with sweat and she can see his muscles rippling as he moves and twists and turns. She feels a bit hot. Princesses don’t normally see men like this. 

When she watches a knight in a joust or a sword fight he is clothed and at a distance. 

As this red headed man moves, he comes within feet of her. She wouldn’t have to stretch her fingertips out too far to touch him – to feel for herself the sheen on his light skin.

His body is as perfect as one of the statues in the courtyard. Of course, those statues are usually naked where he is clothed from the waist down. His skin is taut across his body and he has a light smattering of hair and freckles across his chest.

Everleigh can’t take her eyes off him. He’s so fast and strong. She can see the steel in his eyes as well as his hands. He is springy on his feet for such a broad-shouldered man. He isn’t too heavily muscled though; he’s sinewy and lithe.

Everleigh loosens her cloak. She’s hot now but she can’t take her eyes off him. Doesn’t want to.

He’s striking forward with his sword, so fast and strong. Then he turns and retreats from an imagined foe. Then he charges forwards again, swooping and turning, his sword a blur. 

Suddenly he turns and pulls a dagger from his boot. He spins around and throws it at the tree right next to her.

Everleigh screams and falls backwards.

He pushes through the branches quickly. He looks surprised when he sees her and reaches an arm out to her. His sweat lined body is just inches from her. Everleigh wants to reach out and touch him, trail her fingers across his skin, she takes his hand instead. He pulls her up with no effort at all. 

“What do you think you’re doing?” Everleigh demands of him. “You could have killed me with that dagger.”

The man shakes his head and smiles. “I never miss and I wasn’t aiming for you.”

Everleigh sighs. He holds his hand out as if to shake hers. “People call me Archer.”

Everleigh humphs. “Oh, they do, do they?”

Archer nods, a smile tugging at the corner of his lips. 

“People call me princess,” she says and turns away from him.

She heads off through the trees, making far more noise than she had when she came in to the forest in the first place. She can hear him chasing her, his feet quick, but she keeps walking. She heads out of the trees and on to the path. He rushes past her. 

“Princess.” He’s in front of her and she can’t ignore him. 

“Princess, forgive me.”

Everleigh looks at him. He is taller than her, and still half naked. The sweat has dried and his chest is rising and falling as he catches his breath. He has a shock of red hair and the darkest blue eyes she has ever seen. He looks embarrassed but confident. 

He keeps his eyes on hers and lowers himself down. When he’s on one knee he drops his head in to a bow.

Everleigh shakes her head. People in the courtyard have stopped what they are doing to watch them. “Rise up. Archer.”

Archer stands up and smiles. “I had no idea you were there, watching me.”

“I wasn’t there watching you, thank you; I was trying to find a quiet spot to think.”

Archer smiles again. “I never miss. You were safe.”

Everleigh humphs again and turns back to the castle. 

“Princess,” Archer calls her again. She turns her head to look at him. “It was my pleasure to meet you.” 

Everleigh says nothing but can’t help smiling and as she walks away she feels his eyes on her the whole way.

Feeling better after fresh air, and the sight of Archer with no top on, she decides to join the family for supper. She can visit her mother’s grave tonight.

Unaccompanied, which is unusual, she pushes open the door to the great hall and has a minute to stand and watch proceedings before she is noticed.

Occasionally as a family they would eat together in the quiet of the King’s chambers, or she would eat alone in her room, but most of the time, meals are a public occasion. Anyone could come to the hall and enjoy a meal. The King’s hospitality was always available. The guards on duty might exclude a character they deemed particularly unsavoury, but for commoners or royals, the food was there for the taking. The royal table was served first. They sat higher than everyone else, on a dais. They each chose dishes to send to people that they liked and wanted to honour. Then the remaining food was sent to the rest of the crowd. 

She watches now from the doorway. Macsen and Millard are involved in some sort of discussion, hands gesturing, both laughing. She is so happy they will live. Watching the scene, without being in it, trying to picture herself on her father’s throne feels like she’s in a dream. The noise and colour of the great hall surround her. People laughing, eating, drinking, all oblivious to her. This is what it would be like if she dies on Saturday. Her stomach swoops again at the thought of her fate changing so completely, so suddenly. She will live.

She feels someone’s gaze on her, and turns to see Archer watching her. His face serious, eyes flickering around, and she wonders why. He is so handsome; she could admit it to herself. And so-

“Everleigh. Good evening.”

Everleigh’s eyes reluctantly move away from Archer to rest on the man in front of her. A princess through and through, she puts a smile on her face and greets him politely. “Brett. Good evening, Sir.”

Brett is one of her father’s men, probably the youngest. He’s always causing a stir around the castle. The King enjoys his company, says he keeps him young. He loves watching the hijinks and the revelry, even if he can’t always join in. Macsen and Millard lead the trouble: the drinking, jousting and carousing, and handsome men of good families are always welcome to join the throng. 

Brett is both handsome and from a good family. He’s tall and strong and excels at fighting and hunting and everything he does really. But he leaves her cold. Sometimes, and this is ridiculous, Everleigh was glad that she was the Kingmaker and would die before a love match was made for her. The King holds Brett in such high esteem he may well have considered him for his eldest daughter. 

But of course, a shiver runs through her, she is going to live. And as Queen she will choose her own match. She has nothing to fear from Brett.

He holds out his arm to her and with a smile, a smile of relief that life is changing and that she does have choices, Everleigh tucks her arm into his. She risks a quick glance at Archer and is a little pleased to see him frowning. 

Brett escorts her to the royal table. “Princess. Kingmaker. I want to express my regret that your passing excludes me from your future. I have always had respect and adoration for you.”

Everleigh hides her smile with her hand and merely nods to him. No words are necessary. Only Brett would think, sorry you’re dying because you won’t get to be with me, was a good thing to say to a girl about to die. He is so sincere as well, she has to cough to cover her laughter. 

Everleigh finds Archer in the crowd again. He’s sitting with a table of strangers to her. All here for her death. He’s still watching her and as she meets his eyes, she feels peace settle over her.

These people will all be her subjects. She will rule. Maybe she will rule with him beside her.  
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OH MY, OH MY, OH MY. 

I cannot keep a secret and my princess, my Queen, has told me the biggest, most exciting secret ever to be told. Or not to be told. 

I don’t know what to do.

Last night after supper in the great hall, which Everleigh came down for, even though the shuffling witch Halfreda had told her not to, I went down to the kitchen to help Cook, and wait for Everleigh to call down for a bath, or help with dressing for bed, or whatever.

Cook knew something was wrong with me. “Cat got your tongue?” she kept asking me. 

I kept my mouth closed and bit down on my lips lest something slip out. 

I can’t say how shocked I am by what Everleigh told me. Well I can really. I can’t believe it. The Kingmaker is tradition – it’s something that just is, you don’t question why the sky is blue or the dogs bark or why Cook hits the stable boys with her rolling pin when they try to steal food. It just is.

Everleigh is the Kingmaker, she just is.

Only now she says she’s not. On the word of that creepy old shuffling woman. I wouldn’t trust her if she told me my own name was Lanorie. I have known her for as long as I have known Everleigh; she has always worked in the castle, long before I was born, but I just don’t like her. I think she scares me; I imagine she tries to see inside my mind. I hate it.

I don’t understand it. How can she not be Kingmaker? She is.

Everyone knows it – we’ve just had a massive feast with visitors from every corner of the Realm because of it. 

And what would the King say? We have never had a Queen rule on her own. It’s unheard of. Even as a princess of the Realm, Everleigh must do what she’s told, and though the King always lets her join in with Macsen and Millard she’s never been the important one. She just went along with things – I think the King always felt so guilty that she was going to die. And he doesn’t even like Addyson. So really it was like Everleigh was his only daughter.

And now she is to live. I’ve never heard such a tale. What’s going to happen now? This will set the cat amongst the birds, as Cook would say. And why tell me and burden me with such a secret? I am terrible at secrets. She ought to know that by now. She knows me well enough.

How can she live? She’s Kingmaker. Her head has been turned because dying is so scary. That’s all. 

Oh, and she seemed so excited too. And that’s the truth of it, if you ask me. Everleigh has always known that she will die and has always acted like she doesn’t care. But I think this shows that she really does care. We’d all be the same.

I’m not saying I didn’t believe her about the river, but it could have been a crazy trick of that scary witch.  

After all, if I was due to die in less than a week’s time and you told me I would live I would jump at the chance and I would believe you. Anyone would. Oh, I feel bad for doubting her. I believe everything Everleigh says to me, why wouldn’t I? She is my princess and my friend, but I don’t like Halfreda. 

And I don’t see how no one else has ever heard of such a propheseen or whatever she called it. 

I certainly haven’t. I would ask Cook, but she would sniff something going on in a second. She’s clever like that is Cook.

And what’s Macsen and Millard going to say about her living and stealing the crown out from under their noses? I can tell you right now that Millard won’t like it. If I had to choose I would choose Millard for King most definitely. 

This is trouble in the making, I tell you. Propheseens and Queens, I have never heard of such things.

Anyway, I have kept my promise thus far. I haven’t told Cook – she would spread it around like she spreads butter on toast. I haven’t told any of the little maids, who cannot keep their mouths shut for two minutes. The rubbish some of them talk. And I haven’t told my new friend either. You know I can keep a secret. Well you know – mostly I can. 

I’m not happy about it though. I have to say it’s right hard work and it’s too bad of Everleigh to put such ideas in my head and then tell me to be quiet.
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EVERLEIGH HAD A STRANGE day the day that she made the river rise.

She had been told that she would live. Something she had known as sure as she knew her own name would never happen. She had always known that she would die at seventeen as every Kingmaker had before her.

She had cried when it had first dawned on her what her parent’s talk of special roles and early death really meant and usually on her birthday she would cry as the countdown to her death seemed to speed ever closer. But as little as she liked it or would choose it for herself if she even had a choice; she had known it and accepted it and there was no choice. 

She couldn’t fight being the Kingmaker. The same as she couldn’t fight who her parents were, her mother’s death, her sister’s curse.

Life was how life was, and anyone in any situation had to accept their life or go crazy. Her mother, she knew, had gone crazy. Everleigh, however, had accepted her life and her fate as her truth. A truth that would never change.

And yet now she had been told that her truth had changed. She would not die at seventeen. She would live. She would rule. It was such a leap, that Everleigh couldn’t help but think it had been a dream. She knew it hadn’t been, but it didn’t seem right.

How could she tell her father, the King, and her brothers that she would rule the Realm now?

It was inconceivable. 

Did Halfreda saying something make it true?

And yet she had made the river rise. 

But what did that prove?

Would her father, her brothers, her father’s counsel, the Realm, roll over and let her rule just because she said she should?

Did they even know of this prophecy? Did you have to do what a prophecy said, or could you ignore it? Could they just kill her anyway?

There were too many questions.

She had taken all her meals in her chamber yesterday except for supper and refused to see Macsen or Millard when they visited. She knew they wouldn’t have the time or the inclination to worry about her during supper; they would be too busy enjoying themselves and making entertainment for the King with the other King’s men, but alone in her room they would have noticed something was wrong. 

She had tried to go to her mother’s grave, which always helped her feel better, and instead almost got killed by Archer throwing daggers around.

Archer.

She had never been on her own with a man that wasn’t her father or one of her brothers or Will her whole life long. Princesses were always chaperoned. Even though she would never marry, Everleigh was still a princess with a spotless reputation. She was allowed many freedoms around the castle, but she was never in the company of men alone. 

And Archer was a stranger.

And he had been half naked.

And sweaty.

Everleigh frowns. She can’t think about him now no matter how much she wants to. To linger on the memory of his eyes, his body, the masculine scent of him when he pulled her close. She needs to think about herself.

She goes out into the corridor and smiles at one of the little maids. “Can you fetch Lanorie for me, please?”

The little maid nods, curtsies and backs away until she turns the corner. No one can turn their back on a royal person, out of respect, but it makes Everleigh giggle every time.

She needs to get dressed and have some fresh air. She cannot sit in her room waiting for Halfreda to come; she will go mad. The castle is vast but Halfreda will find her easily enough when she is ready. 

Lanorie taps the door and comes straight in to the room. She’s the only one, apart from Everleigh’s family and Will, who can get away with that, that informality. 

“Good morning, princess, Queen, how did you sleep?”

“Lanny, you haven’t told anyone, have you?”

Lanorie frowns and shakes her head. “Course not. You asked me not to. Do you know what you’re going to do though? You’ll have to tell everyone in the end. How will you be Queen if no one knows about you?”

Everleigh bursts out laughing. “I don’t know Lanny. I’m still confused. I can’t believe that I might live.”

Lanorie hugs her. “I’d be happy if you lived.”

Everleigh hugs her back. “Thank you, Lanorie.”

“But, I don’t know how it can be done.” Lanorie goes to the door and tells one of the maids to get water for Everleigh’s bath. She turns to Everleigh and shrugs. “We’ve never had a Queen rule alone before.”

“I know,” Everleigh says, taking a seat at the window. 

“What will your father and your brothers say?”

She gestures for Lanorie to sit beside her. “Lanny, I haven’t stopped asking those questions myself.”

Lanorie pushes Everleigh’s hair back behind her ears, so dark compared with her own fair hair. “What’s going to happen?” Her voice is soft and quiet.

Everleigh’s eyes suddenly fill with tears. “Lanny. I have never thought about it before because it was impossible. But I want to live.”

Lanorie brushes Everleigh’s tears away and then her own. “Of course, you do and I want you to. But how can a girl rule a Realm?”

“I don’t even know. I’m so scared, Lanny. I’m scared and I’m doubtful. But I know that I commanded the river to rise. And it did. Doesn’t that prove something?”

Lanorie smiles, and hugs Everleigh to her. She doesn’t answer her though; she can think of nothing to say. A handmaiden is in no position to reassure a Kingmaker that she will live. She knows nothing about rivers rising or the powers of Kings and Queens.

There’s a knock at the door. Everleigh pulls back from Lanorie and wipes at her tears. “Come in.” 

One of the little maids opens the door, and four little maids come in, each carrying a large jug filled with boiling water. 

They fill her bath and Lanorie stands up to help them.

Everleigh looks out of the window. The castle grounds are so lovely. She has tried to spend as much time out there as she can, sitting amongst the trees, listening to the water rushing through the fountains, smelling the flowers. She loves to watch the butterflies and bees, she loves to make daisy chains. Now that she has a chance to stay alive she is scared but also hopeful.  

She watches Lanorie order the little maids around, one filling the bath now, one laying logs on the fire, another pouring perfume into the bath water. One pulling petals off roses and watching them fall in to the bath.

She looks out at the grounds again. There are so many people out there. A castle is a busy place. There are maids and horsemen, stable boys and bakers. She can see the men gardening and women bashing at rugs with brooms. She can see a familiar figure too. 

Archer.

He’s walking from the direction of her mother’s grave. He’s got his sword in his hand and, sadly, he’s wearing all his clothes today. She smiles as she watches him.  

His walk is relaxed but quick. His strides are long. One arm swings casually while the other holds the sword down at his side. His hair is vivid in the sunlight. She’d have spotted him miles away. She can’t make out his features though, to know if he’s smiling that lazy smile or not. 

He turns his head away and lifts his arm in greeting to someone she can’t see. He must be here for the Kingmaker’s festivities; it’s why all the other strangers are here. It gives her a chill to think that they will see her crowned Queen instead.

She moves further over on the window seat to keep him in her eye line. Then she stands up and leans even closer to the window. Then she kneels on the seat, craning her head to watch him.

She sighs and sits back on the seat. What is wrong with her? He’s just a young man. She’s seen plenty of them before. 

But never so close and only half dressed before.

Everleigh humphs at herself. Such silliness she could do without now. After all something enormous is happening to her and she can live without worrying about Archer. She can live.  

“Princess.” Lanorie calls her and Everleigh turns. Her bath is ready. She stands passively at the side of it. Lanorie takes off her clothes and takes her hand to help her in to the water. Everleigh steps in and the warmth envelops her. The little maids curtsey and back out of the room. 

“Tell me about the river again,” Lanorie says, sitting on the floor and trailing her hand through the petals. 

“Oh, Lanny, it was incredible. I felt like a Queen.”

Lanorie smiles. “Can your father do that? Make seas rise?”

Everleigh shrugs and sinks lower in the water, wetting the ends of her long hair. “I don’t know. I’ve never asked. It was strange though. I felt powerful. I could feel the power coming from me.”

“I was going to ask that. If it felt like it was coming from you, or...”

“Yes, it definitely came from me.”

A knock at the door interrupts them. 

Lanorie stands up and dries her hand on Everleigh’s drying cloak. 

She opens the door and immediately stands across the doorway, shielding the room with her body. 

Everleigh can’t hear what’s being said. It’s probably just one of her brothers. 

Lanorie closes the door and turns to Everleigh her eyes wide and a big smile playing on her lips. “Princess, that was a young man looking for you. Asking if you wanted to go for a ride.”

“Who?” She has never had any man come to her chamber before. Especially not when she was in the bath.

“Said his name was Archer.” Lanorie raises her eyebrows almost to her hair.

Everleigh smiles. “Archer? Archer was at my door?” When she’d just been watching him.

Why is he calling at her chamber? He obviously knows nothing about the protocol involved in spending time with a princess and Kingmaker. He isn’t meant to just call at her chamber. Where she slept and bathed. 

Everleigh blushes.  

“Ooh, what’s this, princess, who’s this Archer?”

“What did he look like?” Everleigh asks, her blush deepening as she thinks about how close he had been to her. 

“Tall, broad, slim, shocking red hair, big blue eyes, dark blue. Gorgeous.”

“What?” Everleigh is shocked.

“Gorgeous.” Lanorie laughs. “I may be younger than you, princess, but I know a good-looking man when I see one. Cook would say that she’d died and gone to heaven looking at one as easy on the eye as him.”

Everleigh splutters with laughter. The thought of Cook having her eye on young men was too funny. 

“Who is he then?” Lanorie asks. “I’ve never seen him before. I would have remembered.”

“I don’t know,” Everleigh says. “I’ve seen him a few times over the last few days. But yesterday I saw him in the woods –” 

“You were in the woods with him?” Lanorie bursts out.

“Shh. Not in the woods with him. No. I was walking in the woods and he was there.” Everleigh can’t look Lanorie in the eye and she’s feeling hot again.  

“Princess.” Lanorie sounds stern. “What was he doing in the woods to make you blush so?”

“Nothing, just practising his sword play.”

Lanorie nods, encouraging her further. 

“With no top on.” Everleigh covers her face with her hands. Lanorie screams with laughter.

“Princess, Queen.”

Everleigh shakes her head. “Lanny, stop, I can’t talk about this. I need to get ready. I need to see Halfreda.”

Lanorie looks serious again at Halfreda’s name. “What’s going to happen?” 

“I just don’t know, Lanny. But I know I want to live.”

There’s another knock at the door and one of the little maids comes in to get Everleigh’s clothes ready. Another one comes in and adds more logs to the fire.

Everleigh and Lanorie fall silent but Lanorie’s eyes are dancing and Everleigh’s are full of hope.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




Halfreda
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OH, MY TEACHER LEFT me high and dry I must say. To use my powers and guide my King with knowledge and wisdom he gave me every tool, but to rescue a Kingmaker and make her a Queen, he did not. 

The biggest problem I have is that I am the only one here, to my knowledge, that knows of this prophecy. 

It has been kept hidden, my teacher told me, to keep the Kingmakers safe. Who knew what harm might come to the Kingmakers who would die and the one that would live if everyone knew about the prophecy. The worry was that unscrupulous Kings and Kings-to-be might have her killed to keep their own crown. Power does strange things to people.

I made up my future fire last night, to see if the flames could give me some help. I summoned the spirits to see if they knew. I called upon my inner vision and voice and it all failed me.

The flames rose high, perfumed with spices and herbs, petals and potions. They flickered and swam, images dancing but never forming fully enough for me to recognise their form. Pointless and unhelpful. Eventually I doused the whole lot with water and tried the spirits next.

I knelt, surrounded by candles, and chanted – this time necessarily – to evoke the spirits, to bring them to my side. I filled my head with the questions I needed answered. Images of Everleigh and her brothers, her life’s blood, the crown of the Realm. Whose head would it sit upon? They didn’t even come, they resisted my calling and left me alone. They have never failed to help me before. I cannot know why.

Then I lay in the grounds of the castle, wrapped in my furs, and looked to the stars, while I called upon my inner vision to fill in the blanks and bring me the answers. It too failed me.

I cannot even understand what this lack of help means. 

Does it mean that she will or will not be Queen? 

And what shall I do next?

I decided to sleep on it. 

Sometimes sleep brings me the answers that nothing else can. 

I was right to trust my instincts, fire, spirits, stars all failed me, but sleep is always a friend. 

A mind may wander in sleep where it does not dare to go when awake. A mind may call forward an answer and a solution.

When I awoke this morning, there stood my teacher. I have missed him, without knowing it, until I saw his face. 

I almost fell to my knees; I was so happy to see him. 

“How?” He knows my question before I ask it and holds up the Kingmaker’s Prophecy. The writing which had always been black was now a glowing gold. 

“I saw this and knew you had found her. You found our Queen.”

I smile, relief filling my heart and my head. 

“I have. And I am so happy that you are here because I have no idea what to do with her.”
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DRESSED WARMLY, WITH her hair loose and curled, Everleigh starts wandering around the castle grounds. Halfreda will find her with ease. 

She finds herself back at the river. Can she do it again? Without Halfreda’s direction? There’s no one around, no one near anyway. She whispers, “Rise.” She cannot see a change in the water and moves closer to the edge, disappointment an actual taste in her mouth. She wants this so much to be real. “Rise, rise, rise.” Her voice is firmer, louder and she sees it. The water rises. Elation fills her where disappointment was. “Rise, rise, rise.” She skips out of the way as the river spills its banks, pooling near her feet. “Rest.” It’s a simple word but the river listens. Commanding mother nature with a mere whisper, she feels the power coursing through her like a physical thing. There is no doubt left in her mind. She will live. She will rule. 

Bending down she swirls her finger in the water before drying it on her gown. Happy and content she heads back to the castle gardens, strolls through the rose garden and then sits upon one of the benches. 

She doesn’t know how long she’ll have to wait, but she’s happy to sit and enjoy the sunshine. 

“Queen.” Halfreda’s voice is low and hoarse. 

Everleigh opens her eyes. Halfreda sits next to her. “Good morning, Halfreda.”

“How did you sleep, child, Queen, oh I need to stop calling you that until...understand if I call you child or princess, I am not being disrespectful.”

Everleigh nods. She doesn’t much care what Halfreda calls her, she just wants answers. 

“Have you had any ideas?” Everleigh asks quietly. 

Halfreda shakes her head. “I tried using all and any of my powers last night to bring an answer as to what to do next, without any luck. But my teacher arrived this morning. He’s the one who first showed me the prophecy. He’ll know what to do.”

There is a lot to decide. How they will tell her father, how they will help her brothers to understand and accept this twist in their fate. 

“We will make a plan today,” Halfreda says.

Everleigh puts her hand on Halfreda’s. “I am more frightened by this uncertainty than I was when I knew I was to die.”

“I know Queen, I understand. We need to keep this a secret; I know that much. We are trying to change the course of history here and do something that has never been done before. I can’t just announce it lightly. I need wisdom and advice.”

Everleigh nods, she understands that. “So, what do I do, while I wait for you to decide?”

Halfreda smiles. “Nothing. Just carry on as normal.”

The problem was, nothing was normal any more.

“You must carry on as normal. All around you will believe that you are the Kingmaker and that the official sacrificial ceremony is coming closer, as it always was.”

Everleigh wants to cry. What Halfreda is saying makes sense, but it’s boring, an anti-climax. She wants drama and excitement, a definite change in her circumstances. 

“Don’t be disappointed, Everleigh. You have a lifetime ahead of you now. You have a life, a destiny. But we must change the mind-set of the entire Realm first. Give me time.”

Everleigh nods. If she is to live, then the urgency is gone.

“I have put one thing in to motion, in readiness for you becoming Queen. Every Queen needs a protector. A Knight that will fight for her, die for her.”

If she is Queen she will need an entire army that loves and believes in her, men who will fight for her and yes, die for her.

“I have a nephew. A great, great, great, great nephew.” Halfreda smiles. “Maybe even more greats than that – I am quite old after all. Anyway, he is young, only seventeen but he has been fighting in jousts for five years. In disguise, of course, but he’s been fighting and winning.”

“Your nephew, is he coming here?” Everleigh asks. 

“He is here already. I have told him the truth of you. He is happy to serve you. He has always believed it was his destiny. To serve. And strangely, he always had an idea that he would serve a Queen. Maybe he has some of my powers? Whatever happens next, I believe he will keep you safe. I have instructed him to stay near you and to keep you safe. He will protect your life at all costs. Though there should be no need, as all will remain as it has been.”

“I don’t know what to say. I’m nervous and excited, but I trust you. I will say nothing and wait for you.” Everleigh fleetingly thinks about Lanorie. But she knows she can trust her.  

Halfreda stands up slowly, straightening out her hunched over spine. “I told him to come here. You can trust him.”  

“I’m sure.”

“Here he comes.” 

Before she even sees him, Everleigh knows who he is. It has to be. He has appeared from nowhere, arriving at the castle just in time for her feast. 

“Archer,” Everleigh whispers his name as he comes in to sight. He figures out the connection too and grins at her. Then his face turns serious. He drops in to a low bow. He lifts his head and meets her eyes. “Queen. I promise to honour, obey, serve and protect you. You will be safe with me.”

Everleigh takes his hand and helps him back on to his feet. “I trust Halfreda. I trust you, Archer.”

Halfreda coughs. “I will be gone for a few hours.”

“Halfreda, we’ll be fine. I’ll keep her safe.”

“How can you pledge your life to a Queen?” Everleigh asks Archer, as Halfreda shuffles off to make history changing decisions with her teacher.  

Archer drops down on to the bench. Everleigh sits next to him, an appropriate distance apart. “I don’t know. I knew I could be a knight. And because of Halfreda’s connections I got taken on by a rich family. But I was only a squire. I wasn’t meant to be fighting in real jousts.” Archer shrugs. “I was a good fighter. I started training constantly, in private, in the woods, like I was when I saw you.”

Everleigh blushes thinking about the way he makes her feel. 

“I trained and I got better. I fought and I won. I was always in disguise though.” Archer tousles his hair. “I’m pretty recognisable.”

Everleigh laughs. It’s true. Having seen him only a handful of times she would recognise him anywhere. And not just because of his hair. She would know him anywhere now.

“As time went on and I got better and better, I got to thinking about my future, I suppose and what I would do.” He looks down at his feet, seeming embarrassed. “I studied the great knights and I thought maybe I would be one too. Maybe I would be written about and sung about.” He looks up, meeting her eyes. “I’m good.”

She has seen him practise. She knows he’s good.

“I met Halfreda when she was with our kin on one of her trips away from here. I spoke to her about my plans and my hopes. I also told her about a dream I had.” He peers up at Everleigh again. She wants to touch him, to reassure him, to encourage him to carry on but she doesn’t. It wouldn’t be proper. “Do you think I’m stupid? Talking about dreams?” he asks her.

Everleigh shakes her head quickly. “No Halfreda always told me and my brothers that dreams were important. They could be a warning or a glimpse in to our future. They could help us to understand things.”

“That’s what my dream was. I dreamt that I would be a knight, a great knight.” He grins. “And that I would protect a beautiful and great Queen.”

Everleigh looks down at her lap at the word beautiful. She doesn’t know what to say to him. 

“I came as soon as Halfreda called me and the journey here was my friend. It made me feel like I was on the right track.”

Everleigh frowns; she’s not sure what he means. “Your friend?”

“When I travel a long way for jousts, or whatever, I always get caught up in something. It might be the weather, or outlaws. It could be a battle or a flooded village. But my journey is never easy. That’s just the nature of long journeys, I guess. But this time I mounted my horse and I flew along. Everything went my way. I feel like it was because I was doing the right thing. I was meant to come to you.” He looks serious now. “Queen, I have so many friends, good young men, who would find it an honour to protect you once you are Queen. I will rally an army for you and they will keep you safe for the whole of your long and happy reign.”

“Thank you,” she whispers, her voice catching slightly. “Thank you for believing that I can rule.”

“Queen, I know it.”

Their eyes lock, both smiling. She feels like she knows him already and wonders if he feels the same way. 

“Everleigh.” Everleigh and Archer both jump as a harsh voice interrupts them. Archer stands up and dips in to a bow. It’s Everleigh’s brother, Millard. 

“Millard.” Everleigh smiles. She really shouldn’t be alone with Archer; luckily, they are outside. “Let me introduce Halfreda’s nephew, Archer, visiting his kin.”

Millard nods at Archer but frowns. “Where is Halfreda then? She knows better than to leave you alone.” 

“She had to rush off on some business. We’re only talking about the rose gardens. You can entertain him now; I’m behind with my sewing.”

Millard smiles and takes his sister’s hand. “Sorry.” He kisses her hand gently and smiles at Archer. He guides him away from Everleigh, slapping his back and suggesting a horse ride before the evening’s entertainment.

Archer lets himself be led away but turns once to look at Everleigh. He smiles, and she nods at him.

She feels safe now. Halfreda is right. This man will protect her until they decide what to do next. 

***
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SHE SITS IN THE MIDDLE of the forest, not far from her mother’s grave. The sun is streaming through the branches, dappling patterns across the moss on the forest floor and across her lap. 

She had sat with her father and her brothers eating their midday meal and now she needs some privacy. She has been doing exactly what Halfreda told her – acting like everything is the same as it has always been. In less than a week she will die and one of her brothers will become King. 

The whole castle is in a frenzy of preparation for the day itself and she keeps an innocent smile on her face. As far as anyone knows, she accepts her role in life and therefore she accepts the end of her life in the same way.

Only Halfreda, Lanorie and Archer know the truth. She likes Archer a lot and truly trusts him, immediately she had felt an affinity with him. He’s off practising his sword fighting with some of the other men in readiness for the joust tomorrow. They all know that he is Halfreda’s kin and that he is in the middle of a visit with her which coincidentally coincides with the feast and Everleigh’s death day. No one questions him, especially now with strangers milling everywhere.  

She wants to try something. After making the river rise again she wants to see what else she’s capable of. She sits quietly and still. Then she whispers, “Come to me, creatures come to me.”

She doesn’t move but she can see and hear the floor around her come to life. The floor becomes a wriggling mass as ants, spiders and bugs all move towards her. They stop in a ring around her, as though they have come to worship her.  

Everleigh smiles at the sight of them. She will live. She will rule. She has powers untold and a future before her waiting to be mapped out by herself and not anyone else. She doesn’t think that she’ll ever get bored of this feeling. 

“Rabbits, come to me,” she whispers and then watches the bushes twitch as the rabbits make their way to her. One jumps right on to her lap, but the others stay outside the ring of creatures. 

“Hedgehogs, grass snakes, squirrels come to me. Birds come to me. Deer come to me.”

The forest comes alive. The floor writhing with life; the deer watching through the branches, coming closer than their instinct should ever allow them to. The rabbit is still on her lap, enjoying its ears being smoothed. The birds are perched all around her, some on the floor, some on branches, one tiny bird, she doesn’t know what breed it is, sits on the back of one of the deer.

She touches them, and they don’t flinch. She is Queen.

And if she rules the people and her brothers as easily as she rules these creatures, all will be well. 

She stands up, and the bunny rabbit hops away. Tiny, fizzy bubbles of excitement fill her up. They have taken the place of the butterflies of death, these bubbles of life. 
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THE TREK TO THE CASTLE takes an age as always. I make certain to leave at roughly the same time, early in the morning, as I always do. I wear my travelling cloak, as I always do. I wear my hair loose, as I always do. I take my basket to bring back supplies, as I always do. 

As I walk along I feign nonchalance. I hum and sing, as I always do.

If this cloaked stranger, who will kill so cowardly, can see me, if he is watching me since his visit, he will see nothing to arouse his suspicions. I value my life and take care of it. 

The route to the castle meanders through the houses, past the river, along the fields and through the castle square.

The guards at the castle recognise me and lower their spears. I smile and saunter past. 

I am never sure where to find Halfreda when I visit. She can be anywhere. She has chambers, rooms, a herb room. She might be in the great hall, or with the King. She might be in the gardens or the forest. 

Usually I ask around and try to focus my thoughts on her and before long I come across her. This time though, my thoughts are all jumbled up with worry because of this cloaked man. 

I cannot think where she is. 

I see two little maids and beckon them to me. They lay down their jugs and scurry over.

I ask them about Halfreda and they point me towards the rose garden and tell me that Halfreda is with the Kingmaker. 

As I wander through looking for her, my basket still tucked in the crook of my elbow, I see her coming towards me. 

“Halfreda,” I call out to her. 

She smiles as she spots me. “Ginny.” She comes over and places her hand on my head, her familiar greeting. I feel her power rush through me; I know this is one of the ways she transfers her wisdom to me.

She has spoken to me in the past about taking over her role here, once she’s gone. I know she has spoken to the King about me. I don’t like to think of her dying, she is as old as the world itself.  

She turns her head to the side. “Oh. Come with me quickly.” She seems alarmed and I follow her. We go to her herb room.

This room fascinates me. 

It is a big old square room, with rushes on the floor and hangings on one of the walls. There are no windows. The other two walls are shelved from floor to ceiling. A table sits flush against one wall. There is a big book on there today, open, and a few jars of herbs.  

The shelves are jam packed with jars and bottles of herbs, dried and powdered. The smell is thick and usually gives me a headache. There are too many fragrances all jostling for my attention. Too many to be pleasant. 

“Ginny.” Halfreda gestures to the bench that runs alongside the table. 

I sit. 

“I know why you’re here.” I nod. I thought she might. Her visions don’t just come from fires, spirits or stars. She knows things.

She looks grey. She sits next to me, heavily with a thud. 

“Halfreda, are you ill?” I have never seen her look so frightened. 

“I’m fine, I’m fine, I’m just worried. I know what’s been asked of you. And for now, I need to give you the draught.” 

I interrupted with a gasp. 

“Shh.” Halfreda puts her hand on my head again. “This cloaked man, he is not to be played with. We will make the draught and when he calls, you will give it to him and accept his payment.”

I nod nervously, thinking that maybe I will swap the draught for something more innocent. 

“No, Ginny, you must give him the death draught. He will probably try it on an animal or something to test you.”

I should have known that she would know. 

“Ginny, the cloaked man is bad news. I have never seen it before. It has been closed off to me. The cloak he wore when he visited you is a cloak he wears in public too.”

I nod. I will do as she says. She is wise and I am only learning. I must ask, though I’m not expecting her to tell me. 

“Who is he?”

Halfreda shakes her head. “I will tell you but not yet. There is a lot going on here this week. Things are changing. I only need you to trust me.”

I nod. I do and she knows it. 

“Follow me.”

I follow her from the herb room still carrying my basket, she turns around abruptly, goes back into the room and comes out with two jars and three bundles of different herbs tied up with string. She drops them in my basket. 

We walk out to the castle grounds again and then around to her chamber. I have been here once or twice. 

She gets down on to her hands and knees and roots around under her bed. She comes out with a blue book, dusty and too big to hold with one hand.  

She passes it to me. I feel the anger and hate coming from it. It feels hot and spiteful in my hand. 

I shake my head. “I don’t like it.”

Halfreda nods. “I know. It’s not a nice book. It’s full of dark magic.” She makes room on her table, and I put the book down. She blows the cover, and dust and cobwebs fly into the air, before settling. 

“It’s not a book I use often,” she says and I nod. Only a truly terrible witch would revere a book such as this. As she opens the pages and starts flicking through the different spells, I can feel it. “You really think he will test it?”

She nods without hesitation. My face falls.

“Don’t,” Halfreda says. “If he kills a cat or a bird or a horse or a human to test this draught we cannot help it.”

“But it’s an abomination. It will be my fault. I am not innocent in giving it to him. I cannot say that it’s for anything else.”

Halfreda puts her hand on my head again and I feel calmer. “You are not at fault. You are doing my bidding.”

I nod. I don’t feel happy, but I do feel better.

She taps the page. “Here.”

I peer over her shoulder. The writing is stark, written in a rusty red hue, which I have a nasty suspicion is blood. 

DEATH DRAUGHT

Underneath in normal ink are a series of complicated instructions, more ingredients than for any spell I have ever seen, and several illustrations of the steps involved. “It looks tricky,” I say, watching Halfreda’s eyes travel over the steps. 

“It is. I have only ever made it once before.” She takes a deep breath, refuses to look at me. “The King needed it and I had to do it. I felt unclean for an age afterwards.”

“You made one? But-”

“It’s an abomination. I know. But during my time with the King I have had only one job. To keep him safe. I haven’t always been able to do what I wanted or what I would choose.”

“It sounds awful.”

“There have been more good times than bad. But serving a King is serving a higher calling than your own.”

I say nothing. I don’t know if I want to take over from Halfreda if this is what it means. My heart hurts knowing that I will hand over one death draught. I do not want to make decisions about whether enemies of the King should live or die. It’s too much responsibility. 

“We will make it together. It will be quicker.”

It seems like something so evil and dangerous should take weeks or months to brew. “How long will it take?”

She shrugs. “Not long. I know what you mean, though. It should take long enough that maybe whoever is making it has the time to change their mind.”

I laugh. I forget that she can read my thoughts. Not always, but often. 

“Most of the stuff we need is pretty common. It’s the precise mix of ingredients which make the reaction. More or less of one thing can change the outcome completely. You could never make it by accident, however.”

I read through the spell, deadly nightshade, a given, a spider’s web, predictable, the heart of a dead animal, disgusting. I knew there was a reason I was a good witch.

“Do we have to kill the animal?”

“The heart of a freshly killed animal is required.”

“I don’t like it.”

“Me neither, but we have to do it. We choose an animal that kills, like a fox, then it doesn’t feel so bad.”

“Not like an innocent puppy or kitten?”

“Exactly. Bad witches would kill the puppy.”

A kill is a kill. Are we any better because we kill a hunter? Not really. I am feeling more and more unhappy about this. “How do we catch a fox?”

“If we go in to the woods there are many. We’ll use a chicken as bait. A dead one from the kitchen.” 

I hate this day, this week. 

We stroll through the grounds and into the woods. We each have our baskets, and people are used to seeing us forage for potion ingredients. Halfreda’s basket is filled with cloth to soak up the blood. Mine contains a dead, plucked chicken.

She took a dagger from a drawer in her potion room and the unspoken decision is that she will do the dirty deed. I am trying not to think that we are adding another innocent soul to my list of casualties. The fox, whoever my cloaked man tests the draught on and whoever the original intended victim is. Three deaths, all on my conscience. It gets worse and worse. 

We walk deep into the woods; we don’t want witnesses to our sacrifice. Though no one would question Halfreda. I am guessing that many imagine she puts worse things than the heart of a dead animal in her potions and spells.

Hunkering down at the edge of a copse of trees, Halfreda groans. “I am too old for this,” she mutters, but I don’t offer to take her place. I pass her my dead chicken, and slip behind a tree to watch, or not. I may close my eyes and wish myself someplace else. 

We are dead silent and dead still, waiting. 

It takes a while, but we are both patient. A fox slinks over, Halfreda is hidden by foliage, but the chicken is on display. The fox sneaks closer again, sniffing, and licking his lips, rotten teeth dripping with saliva. 

The fox catches hold of the chicken, and Halfreda catches hold of the fox. The circle of life? She snaps the neck with a scarily practised move and sets about cutting out the heart. 

I cannot watch. I am not a weak woman and I know the potency of some ingredients in the work I do. I cannot afford to be squeamish and truly, with my life on the line if I do not fill this order, I certainly cannot afford to be judgemental. But I cannot look. I hear the squelch and slosh of blood and guts and that is enough.

Halfreda moans as she stands up, the heart wrapped in cloth, fingers bloody, gore dripping on to the floor. She wipes her hands on another cloth and I look away.

Love potions are so much sweeter than this nonsense. 

We go back to the castle in silence. “You are unhappy,” Halfreda says. I nod, it’s almost like I’m blaming her and of course it’s not her fault.  

“Sorry Halfreda, but until this man came to my door, I was just minding my own business.”

“Such is life, Ginny. Sadly, very few of us have the freedom to only do as we please.” It’s an admonishment and I am silent.

“Ginata. This is how a death draught makes you feel. From the moment you first think on it, from the second you open the spell book and put your finger on the filthy stinking words, to where we are now. It makes you feel like your soul is slowly dying, being poisoned or strangled. Forgive me though, we have to make it.”

I think on her words as we make our way to her potion room. And I know she is right. I came to her for help and I am having a tantrum. I’m not being fair to her.

I reach for her basket and pull out the bloody heart, the cloth all soaked through. The smell is nauseating, but I am trying to show Halfreda that I will help, that I’m sorry for being a grouch.

She sets a fire and pulls a copper pot on top of it. She pours in several liquids, not referring to the spell book again and not telling me what she’s doing. I watch, fascinated. She is quick and deft at making a spell, despite her age and the aches and pains I know she feels. 

She chants and mutters as she works, and the flames under the copper pot lick bright green. The air around us is shimmering as sparks shoot and fizz out of the pot. The room has an energy and a sound other than just Halfreda and me. 

The spell is alive. 

When she throws in the dead heart the flames and the sparks turn black and the smell is like a hog roast. It makes me feel hungry and sick at the same time. 

The sound of the spell has changed. I step closer to the pot, considering the swirling liquid. I hear it whispering, taunting me and I step away. 

Halfreda collects a tiny black vial from a drawer and ladles the death draught in. She mutters as she does and there is a scream from inside the vial; an unholy non-human sound. I have goosebumps all over and a headache. She screws the vial shut and places it to one side.

She lifts the copper pot, oblivious to the heat of it or conditioned not to feel it. “Open the door.” Her voice sounds harsh and deep, not like her at all. I do as she says and follow her. She takes the pot over to the side of a wall and pours the contents on the floor. Instantly the grass fizzes and turns black, dead. 

She returns to her room but comes straight back out with a large jug of liquid which she pours over the dead grass. “There is no antidote to a death draught that I know of, but hopefully that will neutralise it for any passing animals.” 

I follow her back inside. She is sweating and looks awful. This spell has taken it out of her. “Thank you.” I mean it and I take her hands, giving her some of my strength. 

She holds out the vial and I slip it into my pocket and feel its evil potency throbbing against my leg like a physical thing, like a heartbeat from hell. 

I shudder but ignore it. If I am being watched by anyone, innocent or otherwise, I don’t want them judging me poorly. If my cloaked man sees me on the way back to my little cottage, I do not want him to know that I fear this power. 

I hug Halfreda and she holds me tight. “All you do is go along with it. No questions, no concerns. No fault.”

I nod and hug Halfreda again before I leave her.

I walk back to my little cottage with this thing about my person that feels like it has a life of its own, power and magic and ideas of its own. 

I shudder as I walk but I keep a smile on my face.
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LANORIE HELPS EVERLEIGH to dress in a beautiful gown, ruffles of gold and silver shimmering to the floor and her hair full of feathers. 

There is a play tonight, the actors are not castle regulars, but a travelling troupe from the Realm, they have a good reputation and everyone’s excited. 

The ball room has been transformed in to a theatre, with rows of seats, and a stage. The royal seats, including a throne for the King, take up the front row.  

Everleigh sits with Addyson, holding her hand, stroking her hair. She tries to convey through her words and smiles that all will be well. Living means being able to look after Addyson. She has had such fears for her sister being left behind. She wishes she could tell her but then it’s such a short time that she must wait.

She still hasn’t seen Halfreda but feels safe with Archer around. He’s sitting away from her, but she can feel his eyes on her every now and again. Feel warmth on the back of her neck that she knows is his gaze. 

Addyson bursts out laughing; the play is funny, about three fools and an exaggerated villain, and Everleigh grins. Life is good again. All her fear, all her trepidation has disappeared. 

After the play, the actors, in their wonderful costumes – garish and vivid – mingle with the audience and Everleigh sidles over to Archer.  

“Did you enjoy?”

Archer nods. “It’s so strange that these people are only here because you’re dying.” He lowers his voice. “Or they think you are.”

Everleigh likes sharing a secret with him. “The whole tradition of the Kingmaker is beyond my comprehension. I never allowed myself to dwell on it, but the fates deal Kingmakers a horrible card. Born to die with no choice in the matter. Born to kill one of her brothers or more – my father was one of three. It’s a horrible burden, really.”

“I don’t know you all that well. Not yet. But I am very happy that you will live.”

They stand in companionable silence and watch the crowd. 

“How do you think your brothers will take it?” The two princes are laughing and joking with some of the King’s men. “They look close.”

“They are. We all are.” Everleigh considers his question; she has thought about it and wants to convince herself that they will be happy for her. But the part of her that has surrendered to her role as Kingmaker, knows that they too will have thought about their future and planned what they would do if fate picked them to live. 

“I think they both want to be King,” she says, watching them with affection. “I know they have sat in on the King’s business. They know about running the Realm. Probably have ideas of their own. I hope the fact that they love me means that they will be happy to see me live. It’s a big change for all of us, but I know they’d want me to live. My father steps down when I die anyway, so he wouldn’t be ruling any more. And I think they would rather they both got to live than their other option; death. I think.”

Surely, they will want to live. Both of them. Maybe even help her in her new role.

“Halfreda wants to see us. When we can both slip away.”

“I’ll tell my father that I’m tired. They’ve taken Addyson to bed already and the boys won’t miss me.”

***
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HALFREDA AND HER TEACHER are sitting in front of the fire and when Everleigh enters the room they both stand. Halfreda’s room is one of Everleigh’s favourite places in the castle. The fire is always lit and the lights are always low. It’s a cosy room, a snug room. She always feels drowsy in there. The walls are decorated with the most intricate tapestries; more so than in the rest of the castle. They depict the stars and the planets, the sun and the moon, nature and animals, but they are more special than the others she has seen. Made by someone with a very talented hand; they seem magical to Everleigh. 

Halfreda curtsies and her teacher bows down low. Everleigh can’t hide her surprise. Halfreda’s teacher is a dwarf. She has never seen one before. He looks older than Halfreda and yet appears more sprightly because of his diminutive size. Age has withered and stooped Halfreda but while this man is short he is lithe and upright. His eyes are dark and his hair, moustache and beard are white. He looks wise and kind though. 

Everleigh feels at ease with him; there is something calm and reassuring about him, despite his unusual appearance. She wants to spend time with him, listen to his stories. She knows he would have a lot to say.

Archer stands close to Everleigh and Halfreda introduces them all. It seems like this man has no other name than teacher.

“I am delighted to meet you. And overawed that it has happened in my lifetime,” he says to Everleigh, gesturing for her and Archer to sit.

They do. Everleigh looks into his kind eyes. “Tell me what to do.”

“Magic and prophecies hold more weight than tradition, Everleigh. People look for answers beyond their understanding. Spiritual and mystical things have merit in this world. Our Realm is run on it. Your father is a holy man, more than a mere mortal. You are the same, Queen. I hope that I am being wise and not being too naive, but I believe the Realm will accept this change. You are not an outsider trying to overthrow the King. You are his beloved daughter. Your brothers should be glad to live. Besides I have the prophecy and they can see the power of it.” 

Halfreda stands and puts her hands on Everleigh’s shoulders, the pride on her face unmistakable. The teacher reaches for something in his case.

“We have seen some disturbing things in the fire, but at a time of such extreme change, that is to be expected. Your father would never harm you and I know Archer will protect you,” Halfreda says.

Everleigh nods. It’s what she wants to believe. 

“We think it’s wise, however, to keep this change in your circumstance to ourselves until your death day. We can announce the change and pronounce you Queen at the same time. It means that should anyone wish to do you harm, they won’t get the chance.” 

It sounds like a sensible idea, though she wishes she could tell everyone. It is such wonderful news. She will live. 

The teacher brings over a scroll for her to see. Archer leans over her shoulder to look at it, his breath on her neck is unsettling but makes her tingle at the same time. She tries to concentrate.

It is an old piece of paper; she can tell that much. It also looks fragile. The words written on it are glowing and pulsing, golden. Everleigh has never seen anything like it. It certainly looks magical.

She reads it in her head, but Archer reads it aloud.

“The magic of the Kingmaker is strong and certain and the only true way to find a King. It reaches further than the blood of the first-born girl and ensures that the right man becomes King. The true King.

“The Kingmaker also has a magic and a fate of her own. Kingmakers die and sacrifice their magic-infused blood to aid the Realm by putting the crown on the true King’s head. 

“One Kingmaker will have more magic than most.

“She is unique.

“She is special.

“She will live. 

“She will rule.

“This Kingmaker will change history and rule the Realm as the finest ruler we have ever had.

“She will be found by the simplest of all tests. 

“Only a King can command nature.

“The Kingmaker who lives will be able to do the same.

“Then we will all bow down our heads, lay down our weapons, and kneel before the Queen of the Realm. 

“May the gods bless her and keep her.”

There is silence when he finishes. Everleigh has goosebumps. Halfreda is wiping at the tears on her cheeks. The teacher drops to the floor. “Queen.”

Halfreda and Archer follow suit.

“As you were,” Everleigh says, shaking her head, and they stand up. “So, keep it a secret until Saturday?”

Halfreda nods and then speaks to Archer. “Take Everleigh to her room and then come back. We need to talk.”

“What was that about?” Everleigh asks him as they walk through the courtyard. 

Archer shrugs. “No idea,” he says, and escorts her to her door. As they walk, the silence between them grows heavy and thick. Everleigh wants to stay with him. She loves his company and feels safe with him. She considers asking him to come to her mother’s grave with her on her night time visit, but knows that’s silly. She enjoys the time alone with her mother’s spirit, it’s time that’s just for her.  

Archer bows low. “Goodnight princess.”

“Goodnight Archer.”

She slips into her room and shuts the door behind her. A huge grin covers her face. She is going to live. And suddenly she has so much to live for.

The little maids come with Lanorie to make up her bath but she waves them away, how many baths does one princess need?

“Where d’you get to?” Lanorie asks her as she brushes out her hair, readying her for her bed.

“Just seeing Halfreda.”

“Did she say anything?”

Everleigh is silent while the little maids scurry back and forth fetching the hot bricks for her bed and a jug of ale in case she’s thirsty in the night. When the last one leaves, she talks. “Her teacher was with her. Some old wise man, a dwarf. They think we should wait until Saturday and announce it to the Realm. I think it’s a good idea.”

Lanorie’s face is a picture. “A dwarf? This week gets stranger and stranger. Don’t you just wish everyone knew?”

“Yes. But I understand the need to wait.” She isn’t convinced there is a real threat against her life but what are a few more days of silence?

“Here, watch this.”

Everleigh moves to the window and opens it up a touch. “Birds, birds, come to me.” She wants to show off a little bit and convince Lanorie that what she’s said is true.

Lanorie watches in wonder, as hundreds of birds fly over to the window. Some are brave and step on to the sill, despite the two girls being so close. One perches on top of Everleigh’s hand. The rest hover just outside the window. 

“Fly away,” Everleigh whispers and with little tweets that sound like they are trying to say goodbye, they all fly away. Lanorie is open mouthed. 

“What just happened?” Her voice is a whisper.

“That’s me being a Queen. I’ve seen the prophecy, Lanorie, it’s written on an old scroll and the writing glows – it’s got to be magic. It says that only a King and the Kingmaker who will live can command nature. That’s me.” The power is still humming through her when Lanorie takes her hand and kisses it. “Queen.” Her voice is a whisper.

***
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ARCHER RETURNS TO HALFREDA who looks worried.

“Quickly, come in.”

Her teacher isn’t there. 

“What’s wrong?” Archer knows there’s something wrong. The energy coming from Halfreda is poisonous.

“We have a problem.”

“What?”

“I had a visit from the white witch who works in the village. She comes here often; I expect she’ll take over from me, when my time is up.”

Archer doesn’t like hearing that and shakes his head, dismissing her words.

“Someone has been to see her for a death draught and I cannot believe that my eyes have been so blind. It was one of Everleigh’s brothers. I am sure. He has cloaked his true self.”

Archer had heard of a death draught. “So? You don’t think it’s for Everleigh, do you?”

“No. But I have given it to Ginata. To give to him.”

“Why?”

“I think he wants it for the ceremony. I am assuming it’s a trick – to put the death draught in his brother’s cup so that he can pretend to drink his cup of blood, his brother will drink the draught and whichever was meant to be King won’t matter. The one would be dead and everyone would assume that it was because of the magic. No one would suspect. I couldn’t risk him hurting Ginata if she refused him.”

“But there’s not going to be a ceremony, so it won’t matter?”

“My concern is that he has an absolute thirst for power, so much so that he would kill his own brother. He would be willing to do anything to get that crown.”

“Everleigh’s crown.”

“Exactly. I need you to stick by her. Even more. This brother may not accept this new fate. We need to be ready.”

“I am ready. I won’t let anything happen to her.”

“You know she visits her mother’s grave at night?”

He nods. Neither one of them will ever let anything happen to their Queen.

Never.
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Lanorie 
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WELL IF SHE ISN’T QUEEN I can see that she’s something. Maybe a witch, I don’t know. I am a bit shell-shocked, to be fair. A bit lost for words. I know that never happens to me. But it did tonight.

Everleigh just called a load of birds, right to her window, right to her hand. It was madness. It was magical and wonderful, and she is so happy.

But I am frightened. Life is how it is. Now I may not be clever like Cook or learned like Everleigh but I’m not daft. The world is how it is, and people don’t like change. Macsen and Millard are never gonna take this lying down, though she says it’ll be fine.

I don’t see how it will be. She’s the Kingmaker. The whole Realm is here to watch her die for crying out loud. For her to turn around and say, “Thanks for coming all of you, but I decided not to bother doing my life’s duty.” I can’t see it going down too well. 

I know she has some magic in her, but will that be enough to save her life? 

I leave her in bed, a little maid stationed outside her room and head out to the courtyard. I am Everleigh’s handmaiden. I’m not expected to do other chores around the castle, so I get a fair bit of free time. I do help Cook, but only because I don’t sleep in with Everleigh. I can always make an excuse that she needs me, though, if I need a rest. I’ve got it pretty good here. 

That’s a good thing, if she doesn’t die, I get to stay with her. 

I just have a bad feeling. 

“Can you keep a secret?” The question is out of my mouth as soon as I see my friend and I feel better, I’m sorry but I do. I know it makes me a terrible person, but I can’t help it. Secrets worry me. People asking people to keep secrets is a bit selfish. I understand why she couldn’t keep it quiet. Neither can I.

He is nodding at me; his eyes warm in the cool evening air. I like this boy a lot. He is kind to me.

“Course.” His voice is rough, his accent broad as his shoulders. 

As I think about telling him I feel the relief of a secret shared but also the horrible squirm of guilt in my tummy. 

Can I really do this? Everleigh would never forgive me.

Is it worth it, just to have something to talk about with this man? Possibly not, but I think I’m going to do it. 

As I am about to unburden myself there is a shout from the yard. One of the King’s men searching for my friend. He kisses me quickly and rushes off. “See you tomorrow.” 

I have some time now to decide whether to keep my secret. But I know I’m gonna tell him. Once you share a secret it’s not your own any more, and Everleigh should have thought about that before she told me. 
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EVERLEIGH SNEAKS OUT of bed. Her life might not be coming to an end but visiting her mother’s resting place is a habit; a comfortable and familiar thing to her. Besides, she wants to tell her about Halfreda and the teacher, and the prophecy. The wisdom in the teacher’s eyes. Archer. She also wants to apologise that she won’t be reunited with her as soon as she had thought she would be. 

Taking her time walking through the woods, she hears a noise, the sound of footfalls, and turns around. She can’t see anyone. “Archer?” she calls out, wondering if he is tailing her. There is no answer. It must be one of the animals that call the woods their home.  

She continues, her unease fading as she comes to the circling where her mother was laid to rest. She sits on the rock where she always sits, and she talks like she always talks. Freely and easily. Telling her mother her worries, thoughts, concerns. She talks of the play and tells her all about Archer. Her mother listens. Or does she? Who knows? Like Halfreda’s teacher said, people like explanations for things, they like to understand things. Death is easier to bear if you know that the spirits of the dead can hear you and watch over you from afar. She will never know the truth of it, but she always feels better after a visit.  

She’s cold, and it’s darker than she realised. The woods are thick with it and she feels uneasy again. It’s just the cold and dark surrounding her; she knows the forest and she’s safe here. She makes her way towards the castle and then hears another noise. This one isn’t quiet or subtle; not an animal or bird. This is a person. 

Brett crashes through the trees, coming to a stop in front of her. He bows low and smiles up at her. “Princess. Kingmaker.” 

Everleigh nods at him and moves to pass him. He puts his arm up, barring her way. She feels a swoop of fear in her stomach. She doesn’t like this. 

“Goodnight Brett.” She moves forward again.

He shakes his head and burps. His breath smells of ale, and Everleigh turns her head away, disgust mingling with fear, trying to keep a smile on her face. “Goodnight Brett.” She repeats herself, a tiny bubble of panic rising in her chest. 

He is a handsome man, tall and broad shouldered, long dark hair, cut in the fashion – the same as most of the King’s men. His lips are full and look soft. He has all the separate features that should be pleasing but somehow, they are not. He looks mean and he doesn’t have friendly eyes. Everleigh thinks briefly of the teacher and how lovely his eyes are. Of Archer, how dreamy his eyes are. Brett is different. 

“That’s all I get? Goodnight?” His eyelids are heavy, his expression hard to read.

She stares at him. What more could he expect? She is a princess of the Realm. A Kingmaker at that. As far as he knows she is being sacrificed in four days. What does she have to give?

“The way I see it, princess. Everleigh.”

She hates the way he says her name, the sneering leer on his face. “Brett. Let me pass.”

He shakes his head again and steps towards her. It’s cold and dark and for the first time ever she is frightened. This isn’t the abstract fear of her death day; this is a very real fear and a very real threat. Brett isn’t her favourite person, but she has never been alone with him like this. He smells of ale and looks rough, his handsome features marred by alcohol and ill will. She isn’t happy at all, but she’s not sure what to do. 

“No. The way I see it; you’ll be dead in four days. Why not take my chance here and now? No one will ever know.” 

He reaches towards her and stumbles, brushing his hand roughly across the front of her cloak.

“No, Brett. Let me pass.”

He comes closer, running a finger along her arm. “No one will ever know.” He repeats himself.

“I will know. I am a princess of the Realm. You must not touch me.” She tries to put both authority and self-assurance into her voice; neither of which she is feeling. She cannot bear for this to happen, not now that she will live. Not now that she has met Archer.

Brett laughs, a nasty, stomach churning sound. “Problem is, my princess, my Kingmaker. There’s nobody here to stop me. I like what I see. I always have. And I always thought it was so sad that you would never know love, never know the feel of a man’s touch or the taste of a man’s kiss. I can change that. Let me.”

Disgust builds up in the pit of her stomach. Brett is foul. She would never be interested in his touch or his kiss as long as she lived; his touch would be sweaty and smarmy and his taste would be of stale ale. Besides she has longer to live than he knows. She will not let this happen.

She shoves him and rushes past him, hoping that the reek of ale means he has drunk enough to make him unsteady. Fleeing through the woods, the branches rip at her skin and her cloak. He’s chasing her and she goes faster. He grabs at her arm but she pushes on even faster. He’s gaining on her, lumbering along he’s still quicker than she is. 

He catches her and pushes her against a tree.

“Now, now Everleigh. That was unkind.”

She screams but he is too fast, he puts a hand over her mouth and uses his free hand to undo the ties of her cloak. It falls open, revealing her nightdress.

Trying to get free, she wriggles and pushes against him, but he keeps one hand firmly over her mouth, the other against the tree trunk. She’s pinned to the tree by his hips. He leans in closer, and Everleigh just knows he’s going to move his hand off her mouth and kiss her. She’s revolted by the sight and smell of him and annoyed at how helpless she is. 

A whistling noise makes her look up, an arrow shoots past her head, and straight into Brett’s hand. He screams and lets go of her. She darts away from his reach, dropping to her knees. He can’t move; he’s pinned to the tree. Blood is dripping from his wound and he’s screaming in pain.

Archer comes running towards them. “Are you hurt? I am so sorry. I was almost too late.”

Everleigh stumbles up and into his arms, and he drops his bow, holding her tightly with both arms, scooping her off the floor and squeezing her. He had almost failed in his duty on one of his first days in her service. “Can you forgive me?” He keeps his head bowed as he sets her back on her feet.

“Of course. You saved me. That’s all I can ever ask of you.”

He looks up at her. Her lovely face pale with upset. “I should have been watching you more closely.”

Her eyes are locked on his as she shakes her head. Brett groans behind them. 

“What will we do with him?”

“Well, he’ll have a hard time winning the joust with only one working hand.” Archer strides over to him. Brett scowls, but holds his tongue. Even he isn’t so stupid as to start a fight with one hand attached to a tree by an arrow. 

Archer yanks the arrow out of Brett’s hand and he screams with pain, fresh blood pumping out. 

“Clear off,” Archer tells him. 

Brett stalks past them, holding his wounded hand close to his body. “This isn’t over,” he mutters as he heads away from them.

“True,” Archer calls after him. “Next time I’ll aim for your heart.”

He moves closer to Everleigh and touches her face. “Are you hurt? Did he...?”

“He’s disgusting. He wanted to, but you rescued me. How did you know I was here?”

“I promised Halfreda that I would keep you even closer. Just in case. I watched you come in here, but you were a long time. I decided to come and investigate. I will never put you at risk again.”

Everleigh touches his cheek. “Thank you.”

“It is an honour to serve you. I will always be at your command. I am yours.”

Everleigh tucks her arm in to his. “Take me home?”

Archer nods, reaches down for his bow, and then walks her back to her room.

He leaves her at her door with a deep bow. Everleigh wants so much to hold him and be kissed by him, but allows the door to close softly.  

She falls in to bed, some of the bricks still warm and sleeps, dreaming of Archer. 
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Halfreda
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I SINK DOWN INTO MY chair, fire roaring, and still I am cold. Truth be told, this new revelation has chilled me to the bone. These children are like my own and to find that one of them has such wicked desires; it’s broken my heart a little. 

My teacher is enjoying the King’s hospitality; it is a long time since they have seen each other and are keen to catch up. Indeed, as I left them, feigning a headache, they were toasting the good old days and laughing about something they both remembered fondly.

I am not happy. 

I have never been duped so soundly as I have in this instance. If Ginata hadn’t come to me for the death draught I doubt I would ever have seen it. I stare in to the flames. Where has my power gone? I am slipping. And it could have had such dangerous consequences. 

Everleigh is a priority now and while I feel safe with Archer here in the castle with us I am quite faint at my lack of insight or foresight or anything helpful or useful.

How can a monster walk among us and evade my sight? It has never, to my knowledge, happened before and I feel like it is a sign of something bigger.

A seer relies on their sight.

A wise woman relies on being wise.

If I am neither of those things, what am I? 

Ready for the end?

I have prepared myself for my death for many a year, but I kept on going. I feel that my purpose is Everleigh. Maybe after she is crowned, I will pass peacefully away.

Ginata is more than capable of taking over my role. She’s younger and greener than me. I can say, fairly, that her powers are slightly more limited than mine, but at the same time, look at me here: missing something that was right in front of my nose.

I am ashamed. My gifts have never let me down before. The fact that they have here, in the place I spend all of my time, is a definite sign.

I might travel to a market in a remote village and walk past a murderer, and the sights and sounds and smells surrounding me, and the unfamiliarity of the setting might put me off, so that he or she could walk past and not suffer even a glance from me. But in this castle, the place I call home? The knowledge and sight that I have are what keep me safe, what keep all of us safe.

That I have been so lax with all our safety and well-being is really upsetting. I do have a headache, and a heart ache and an ache in my whole old body.

I really do feel it; the end is coming. 
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EVERLEIGH SLEEPS LATER than usual; the urgency has gone out of her now that she knows she will live. When she wakes, Lanorie and the little maids have already filled her bath and brought her breakfast and she hadn’t heard a thing.

She is excited about today and gets ready quickly. There’s a huge joust planned with fighters from all corners of the Realm and she knows that Archer is planning to fight in disguise.

Now that she will live, she can enjoy the rest of the week’s events. Yesterday’s play had been good, there is the joust today followed by a night time picnic and a hunt tomorrow morning.  

“Are you looking forward to the jousting today, princess?” Lanorie passes her a drink. 

“I can’t wait, Lanorie.”

“So, is your new friend Archer going to take part?”

“No, he’ll just watch, I think.”

There’s a knock at the door and Addyson runs in. Everleigh pulls her close for a hug. 

She had been pulling away from her sister, maybe consciously maybe subconsciously, but now that she is to live, she wants that bond back. She feels it will be even stronger when she’s Queen. She will be able to look after Addyson properly and protect her from the stigma of her curse. 

“I cannot wait for the fighting today. The King said I could drop a handkerchief.” Her smile is huge, plastered over her face. Any small token off their father meant the world to her. She is only eleven and so desperate for her father’s affections. 

Everleigh ruffles her hair. “That’s great. What colour will you drop?”

Addyson looks down at her lap. “Brett usually rides out in blue.”

“No!” Everleigh says, her tone sharper than she intended. She takes hold of Addyson’s hands. “Don’t wear his colours. He’s a pig.”

“He’s not.” Addyson starts to cry. She has always liked Brett; he is the King’s favourite and so he is hers. 

Everleigh knows better. “Sorry, Adds. I don’t think he’s riding anyway. I heard that he hurt his hand.” She can’t help but smile as she flashes back to last night. The relief that Archer got there in time to save her is still palpable. 

She sits with Addyson by the window. The courtyard is full of bustle; people, getting ready for the joust. It would start at twelve noon, and be followed by a lavish banquet and then the picnic this evening. 

She can see Will with his father, the fool, turning cartwheels around the little maids, half of whom are laughing, half of whom are swatting him angrily away. 

Everleigh opens the window so they can hear the rush of voices. The castle is always a busy place; people come to sell goods, barter goods, drink and revel, petition the King, attend the royal banquets; there is always something going on. The castle, courtyard and grounds are the hub of the entire Realm. It makes Everleigh proud to see her father’s work; he is a good King. Will she be as good a ruler? She hopes so.  

“There’s Brett.” Addyson points to a group of the King’s men, and right enough, Brett is in the centre of the throng. He doesn’t look happy; his hand is bandaged up and looks three times its normal size. Everleigh knows he will be furious at not taking part in the joust. He loves fighting and he is good at it, she has to concede.

As though he feels her eyes on him, he glances up to her window, scowling at her. She smiles and nods at him. He won’t try his disgusting tricks so quickly again. Addyson waves at him and he reluctantly raises his bandaged hand, before hiding it by his side and raising the other one. 

“What happened to him then?” Lanorie joins them at the window. “He looks furious.”

Lanorie is right. Seeing Everleigh seems to have darkened his mood even further. He stands stock still amongst the King’s men, all of whom can never keep still. They are like a mass of puppies as they move around the castle, loud and loping and full of silliness. Brett looks like a statue in comparison, glaring at someone out of Everleigh’s sight. She changes position so that she can see who’s upsetting him so much, though she has an idea.

Archer.

He is standing just along from the King’s men; his arrows on his back, his bow at his side. He’s laughing at Will and gesturing about something. 

Brett starts towards him but one of his friends stops him.

Relief floods Everleigh; Brett is sure to want revenge but maybe not in front of the whole courtyard. “Not sure.” She answers Lanorie with an easy lie. She won’t implicate Archer, and she doesn’t want anyone knowing what Brett tried to do to her. When she’s Queen, maybe she’ll banish him. 

When she is Queen. 

It is such a delicious phrase; it makes her shiver. She can’t wait for the truth to come out. She wants to show Addyson her powers. She would love it. 

The tension in the courtyard seems to have dissipated. Brett is heading in one direction with his friends and Archer is still talking to Will. His hair looks like it’s on fire; no wonder he has to disguise himself for jousting. Usually there are several men in disguise, and Everleigh wants to test herself to see if she knows him. She’s thinks that she will but wants to be sure. 

The fighting is dangerous and usually Everleigh chats to Lanorie, rather than watching it all. Men are so bloodthirsty and the poor horses; they must be so frightened by it all. Today though, she wants to watch every move that Archer makes; she’s seen that body up close and knows how good it is at what it does.

Lanorie busies herself tidying away the bath and breakfast things and Everleigh watches the world go by with Addyson. 

A butterfly flies near the window and Everleigh whispers, “Come here,” quietly enough that Addyson won’t hear her. Then she adds, “More.”

Within seconds there are hundreds of different types of butterfly, every different colour, all settled on the window sill, wings lazily flapping, while Addyson screams with delight. “Look, Lanorie.”

Lanorie comes over to the window and raises an eyebrow at Everleigh, who smiles and shakes her head. 

A butterfly lands on Addyson’s open palm, and another and another, until her hand is full. “It tickles,” she says, her eyes huge with wonder. Everleigh’s smile is wide. She will always look after her poor little cursed sister. 
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Ginata
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SINCE THE DAY THE CLOAKED stranger came to my home, it has felt different. After he left, his evil request and tainted money took up space and fouled the air. 

I tried all my own remedies; cherry plum, mimulus, red chestnut, but none of them helped. I swept all the negativity out, opened all the windows and lit a fire to drive out the devil and still I couldn’t sleep.

Since seeing Halfreda and making the disgusting death draught and then bringing it home, things are even worse. Last night, for the first time since I came to my little cottage, I wanted to leave. 

I have hidden the little poisonous vial, in a bag of cloth, tied with black ribbon, hidden in a box of scented pouches. I have put the box on a shelf, with books on top of it, and a posy of flowers on top of them. I am hoping that I have made it difficult to find, should someone try to steal a love potion or worse and I am hoping that the books – all good spells and white magic – as well as the flowers will off-set some of the evil within the vial. It’s not working.

It is so small but so disgusting. It’s as though it’s giving off a heat or a smell, even though it’s not. I am aware of its presence and I feel like it’s watching me.

I make a calming tea and sit in my chair, watching the box. I have had so many customers, many strangers coming to see me this week, and I know I am not myself, I should be happy. The Kingmaker’s feast, celebration week and death day are all going to make me a heap of coin. My heart feels sad, though.

I am sure my regular customers can sense that I am not my normal self. Strangers will have nothing to measure me against. They will just think I am a worried little witch. 

I pull out one of my favourite spell books and flick through it. I need something to counteract this negativity before I go mad.

The book is old and beautifully bound in silk. I was given it when I turned eighteen by my mother. She was so proud of me; I am the only witch in our family and witches are so revered. We have such power and special abilities that normal people would kill for.

I find a happy spell, a joy spell, a spell for making people laugh. I know most of them without having to look in the book, of course, but it’s a happy book. There are wonderful illustrations and just flicking through it makes me feel better.

I fetch my little metal pot and place it beside me. I pull some flowers I like the smell of – roses, lilies – from a vase on the window sill and crush them with my pestle and mortar. I add some dried herbs from my cupboard and some spices. I go outside. I am looking for a lady bird. I just need it to walk through my little concoction, I don’t need to kill it. Killing won’t make for a joyous spell. 

I see a butterfly on a flower and lift it off. I put it in my bowl and it patters over the ingredients before flying away. A butterfly is almost as good as a ladybird. 

I sing out the spell as I mix through some ale and then I scoop the lot in to a cup. I will drink it in an hour or so, when it’s infused enough. Until then I brood again.

The cloaked man will return for his draught tomorrow and yet every knock on the door since he first came, makes my stomach clench and a sweat break out on my skin. I trust Halfreda’s guidance, without a doubt, and yet I cannot abide what this man is going to do.

When Halfreda said that he would test me by using some of the death draught I could have cried. It had not occurred to me. But of course he would. He wouldn’t risk trying to kill in his cowardly way if there was a chance that it wouldn’t work. And so, I am guilty of not one murder, but two, three if I count the fox, which I suppose I must.

How am I going to live with myself? And who or what will he kill? A mouse, a cat, a puppy, a vagrant or a King.  

It could be any one of those. 

I think I may be sick. I sip the tea and try to calm myself. Panicking will not help. I do not want him to see that I fear him. He might try to test the draught on me. 

And wouldn’t that teach me for giving it to him in the first place?

Another knock, another panic. I smooth out my clothes and hair, and plaster on a smile. I know it is not him and yet I could be sick.  

I open the door; it’s not the cloaked man, of course, and still the relief that floods through me is palpable. It’s just a love potion for a stranger passing through, who thinks that the girl who fills the jugs of ale in the tavern might be his true love. I pass him the little jar, and smile at him, thinking how simple his life is. And hoping that he finds happiness on this sunny day with this girl he wishes was his.

I wave him away and close my door against the world.  

As I sink in to my chair again and sip my tea I think about my life. This cloaked man wanted something and now I am embroiled in his scheming, against my will. His poor choice has affected me, and I have involved Halfreda and now who knows what implications this will have. 

I sip and wait and wonder what will become of me. Of us all. 
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THE WEATHER IS HOLDING perfectly for the joust and the participants are queuing up to register with one of the King’s men. Will and his father are entertaining the crowd, the music is playing and there is more than one hog roasting. 

Everleigh is sitting next to Addyson, with Lanorie behind her in the royal box, decorated with flags in the King’s colours: yellow and purple. Macsen and Millard are mingling with the knights and other hopefuls; they usually fight, but this close to one of them being named King, no one wants them to risk injury. The King is sitting in the centre of the box watching over everything. 

Addyson has her handkerchief ready and so does Everleigh. She’s planning to drop it for Archer. It’s an old tradition and she doesn’t even know where it stems from, but women would throw down their handkerchiefs for the knight of their choice, he would wear it about his person to declare himself her man.  

She is watching the crowds of people and hasn’t spotted him yet. There are two other fighters in disguise but neither of them is Archer; she knows it. 

The men are placed into pairs; opponents will fight, atop their horses, lances swinging, and the winner of each pass will fight again until there is one man remaining. The overall winner of the joust receives a huge bag of coin from the King and half of all bets placed in his favour. 

There is a hush through the crowd and in an instant Everleigh knows that Archer has arrived. The crowd seem to part for him and the voices fall away completely. Everleigh stands up.

He thunders along on his horse, coming to a neat stop right in front of the knight who is registering the fighters. His horse is gorgeous, sleek and pitch black. Archer is instantly recognisable to Everleigh, even though his face and his hair are covered and only his eyes are visible; she knows him.

The men line up in twos upon their horses.

The first two take their places on opposite sides of the field; Archer isn’t one of them, lances aloft, ready to joust. She has a great view from the box, but doesn’t want to watch any of them; she just wants to see Archer. He is lined up in his pair, due to fight one of Brett’s friends, but he’s not waiting on his horse, he’s feeding it something, patting its nose and talking to it. She can tell from the look on the other riders faces that they don’t see him as a threat. 

The crowd gets louder and the songs bawdier as the afternoon runs on. Finally, it’s Archer’s turn to fight. Brett smacks his friend on the back, wishing him luck. As Archer glances towards her, Everleigh stands quickly and drops her handkerchief over the edge of the box. She wants him to know that she knows him.

He rides over and jumps off his horse. He picks up her handkerchief and tucks it into his breastplate. He is smiling. She can tell by his eyes.  

“Good luck,” she says and turns back to her seat. 

Archer leaps easily onto his horse and canters to his side of the field, ready to start. 

He leans forward and pets his horse, whispering to it and patting it. 

Everleigh stands up and leans on the front of the box; she needs to see this. 

The bugle sounds and both horses start trotting. Archer is far faster than his opponent and flies towards him. He holds his lance out and as he passes the other rider, with a hair’s breadth between them, Archer crashes his lance against his opponent’s armour. 

There is a loud groan from the crowd, followed by cheering. The rider, to his credit, manages to stay on. Both horses turn and come at each other again. Archer is faster and more confident. As he approaches the other rider again, lance aloft, his opponent does the same. Archer pulls his horse closer and cracks him again. In the exact same spot. The rider stays on, but stops, unable to spur the horse on. Bent low, he isn’t moving. Half the crowd are groaning, the other half applauding and stamping their feet. 

Archer is in position, ready to go again. People are jeering and clapping. Everleigh is proud of Archer, but she hates the violence of the joust; it isn’t fighting to save a life or protect a life, it’s just for sport. And she questions where the sport in that is.  

Finally, the other rider sits up and his horse canters back to the starting line. The crowd go mad; they love a survivor. 

And all of this is done in her name, to celebrate the final week of her life. If they had asked her what she wanted she might have chosen something else. And yet all the festivities this week are to celebrate her being sacrificed like a lamb and two men drinking her blood. It’s barbaric, if you think about it. 

So, she doesn’t. 

On the third pass, Archer knocks his opponent clean off the horse. He hits him with a crunch so sickening and he falls with such a thud, that Everleigh cries out and covers her mouth. Even as the crowd rise to cheer Archer on, she feels sickened by it. Men have been killed in jousts; she does not want anyone’s death on her conscience, killed for sport in her name.

Brett is the first person to go to his friend’s aid, and he looks beyond furious; how much more furious he would be if he knew that it was Archer who was responsible.  

Archer goes off to tend to his horse with the other winners, while they wait for their next turn.

Everleigh thinks he will win the whole joust, but doesn’t want to watch any more violence.

She slips out of the box and makes her way, as casually as she is able, through the riders and horses, keeping clear of Brett, waving to Will on the way and ending up at Archer’s side.  

“You ride wonderfully.”

“Thank you.” His voice is muffled from the scarf he’s wearing to hide his face.

“You fight brilliantly.”

“Thank you, princess. I am blushing under my scarf.”

Everleigh laughs. “I hate the fighting though.”

“Really? Do you wish me to stop?”

Shaking her head, she smiles at him. “I just don’t get it. When you fired your arrow at Brett, I understood why. I was humbled that you wanted to look after me. Men fighting purely for sport, I find it harder to understand. Boxing, sword fights, this...”

“I can see that. It’s bloodthirsty and violent. But most men are.”

“Really?”

“Really. Why do you suppose most wars are started by men?”

“Because they like to fight.”

Archer nods and places a hand on her arm. His voice is low. “When you are Queen, you can outlaw it.”

“And then they will do it in the taverns and on the streets with no law to protect the fighters. I will not outlaw it, but I shall not watch it anymore.”

“Then close your eyes, princess. I plan on winning this joust today.”

“I am sure that you will.”

Everleigh pets the horse and feeds it one of Archer’s sugar lumps. “She’s a beautiful creature. What’s she called?”

“Her name is Ink.”

“Ink. I like it. It suits her.”

“You can ride her one day.”

She smiles. “I’d like that. I need to go, before I am missed. I shouldn’t be carousing with masked strangers.”

“Hardly carousing, princess.” Archer’s eyes are full of mischief.

“Still.”

“I could carouse if you want me to.” 

She swats at his arm, and heads back to the royal box.

She avoids Brett and his gang of men once more. Lanorie has left the box and Everleigh can’t see her anywhere. She wants a drink. She orders one of the little maids to bring ale for the King, Addyson and herself and sits back to watch the rest of the fight, Addyson’s hand in hers. 

She tunes out for a fair bit of it, but with her heart thundering she watches Archer fight three more times until he is heralded as the champion of the Kingmaker’s joust.

Everleigh has the honour of giving him the fat bag of coin off the King. She slips the winner’s ribbon over his cloaked head and congratulates him, and he whispers into her ear as she does so, making the hair on the back of her neck stand up, “Thank you, Queen.”
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SO THIS IS A NEW ONE on me. I think it’s called guilt. I have never really felt it before, never done something to feel guilty about. My life is normally pretty boring. I serve Everleigh. I tell her little maids what to do. I walk with her and talk to her. We sit and sew, we ride out. 

I help Cook and I sleep alone by the kitchen. There is no drama in my life.

Well, until now. 

This is guilt I reckon. And I don’t like it.

I can hardly look at Everleigh and it’s all her fault.

I told. I told the secret and now I wish to all the gods that I hadn’t. Why couldn’t I hold my stupid tongue? And why couldn’t she hold hers? 

We have been together since we were little girls and the one thing I can say about her is, while she’s a princess and a Kingmaker, she’s the sweetest thing ever. She has never once looked down her nose at me. She’s treated me like a sister really. She makes me laugh and shares confidences with me. She shares everything she ever had. I remember once she got given two identical jewels from some important man who visited the castle, I can’t even remember who he was or what it was for. But she gave me one. 

She gave it to me. She told me to keep it and hide it and one day if I needed to, to sell it. She wrote a little note that I keep with it, saying that she gave it to me, which means I would never be accused of stealing from her. I keep it wrapped in one of Cook’s old hats, tucked at the bottom of my chest. A princess giving away her belongings like that is unheard of, I reckon.

And what have I done? Betrayed her love and her loyalty.

I fling myself down on the hay, tucked in my little loft, tears coursing down my face. What have I done and how could I have done it?

My only hope now – and this is cowardly to even admit – is that she never finds out. Live or die I cannot stand her knowing what I did.

And I can’t even hide away and keep my shame away from her. I should be at the joust right now, and as soon as my tears dry I’ll head back. If she misses me and asks me where I’ve been I’ll probably blurt out the truth and then she’ll know and then I’ll die of the shame. 

This is another new feeling.

Self-pity. I don’t like this either. 
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AFTER THE JOUST, THE little maids hand out ale and anyone who wants to queues up for the hog roast. Everleigh isn’t hungry but isn’t ready to retire to her room to sew or sing or play cards until the night time picnic. She is still too excited after seeing Archer win. 

Addyson has headed back to her room with one of her maids; she isn’t given the same freedoms as Everleigh. Kingmaker trumps princess in every situation. Besides Addyson is cursed and even those who insist that they aren’t superstitious do their best to stay away from her. 

Prince trumps even Kingmaker, though, and many times Everleigh joins Addyson, looking on in envy as the two princes get to see or do things that they aren’t allowed to. 

Everleigh’s mother had allowed her to learn to shoot with a bow and arrow, but she wasn’t permitted to participate in a hunt. She could ride a horse, probably better than Macsen or Millard, but was never allowed to own one that was just hers. She could climb a tree and swim through the river and do all the things Macsen and Millard could do, but it was very seldom that she was allowed to. The King would roll his eyes and tell her that she was a princess, a Kingmaker. Everleigh would say that those were exactly the reasons why she should be allowed.  

And so, it went on. Most of the time she got her way and the few times he did were enough to make him happy.

She knows he will be happy that she’s to live. He has already lost his wife, has one daughter that is cursed, and would lose his son and daughter. He would only have one child left if she died as she was supposed to. He would be pushed off the throne, and probably live out the rest of his days and die alone in some distant part of the Realm, where he could forget his sadness.

This way he gets to keep all the people he loves. Everleigh can’t wait to see his face. She also thinks he will help smooth the way with her brothers.

No one could argue with Halfreda, not really. They might not like it, but they could not deny her her future and her fate.

She will be Queen whether they like it or not. But she is determined to make them like it. She will give her brothers great honours and responsibility within the Realm. Her father will be able to continue living with them and she will make the Realm and all the people who live in it safe and happy.

She wants to find Archer again; she wants to talk to someone who knows her secret and Lanorie hasn’t yet come back. 

Searching through the throng of people eating and drinking and laughing at the fool; Will joining in with his father as usual, she can’t see Archer. She makes her way to the stables. The number of strangers here is baffling. Several stare at her as she walks along; she is quite a sight she supposes. A girl destined to die from birth; with the power to crown a King and kill a pretender. It has been a horrible burden all her life. She wants to grab these strangers by the hand, swing them around, dance and laugh. I will live, I will live, I will live. The thought of it is giddying. All the sombre faces, gazing at her with pitying eyes know nothing. She is overwhelmed with the desire to laugh and shriek. 

The stables are full, but only with stable boys tending to the tired horses, whistling and laughing as they work. Brushing out the tails and manes, feeding them sugar lumps and clearing the hay and putting down fresh. The horses have worked hard and need looking after.

She guesses he might have gone to the woods, despite having just won a joust she knows he likes to practice, and heads that way herself. If she doesn’t spot him she will go and ready herself for the picnic; she knows she’ll see him there if not before.  

The forest is beautiful, skirting two sides of the castle and the courtyard, it is a haven for wildlife and a treasure trove for the game hunters that help feed the castle and its visitors. It is Everleigh’s favourite place, and not just because her mother is buried here. It is a peaceful place, somewhere to hide away, to relax and be by herself. Her life has had many good times, but also the stress of knowing how and when she would die was something no one else could understand. It has been a shadow hanging over her throughout her life. A lurking, awful shadow. Really, it was the cruellest thing in the world to tell a Kingmaker what she was. Better to just slit her throat when the time came and leave her none the wiser.

And yet now, the fizz in her tummy is back, she will live.

And she cannot wait to make a life.

The path twists and turns through the trees but it is familiar to her; she could have walked it with her eyes shut in the pitch black and found her way to any spot picked out for her. She knows the trees, the copses, the clear paths, the rocks, and that’s why the quiver on the floor looks so out of place. 

She bends down. It’s Archer’s. His bow and flock of arrows are poking out. If he dropped it he would have noticed, she is sure. She’s concerned; a prickle of unease on the back of her neck, hairs on her arms standing up. 

Not knowing him that well, she still knows something is wrong.

She picks it up, and follows the path along. There is no sign of anyone or anything and that makes Everleigh more alert. The woods are usually full of life and this silence is ominous.

She moves faster, hitching up the skirt of her gown so that she can move more easily. She doesn’t like this.

Deeper into the woods she hears jeering and laughing; sounds that have an edge of menace to them. Not happy sounds. 

Instinct guiding her, she takes out an arrow and loads it into the bow. 

The noise gets louder as she heads deeper into the trees. Her heart almost stops; in the clearing, ahead of her, is Archer, on his knees, surrounded by Brett and four of his friends. She can see from ten feet away that he has a bloodied nose. So intent are the five men on attacking Archer, unarmed and unassisted, that none of them notice her. 

Fury fills her; Brett is obviously after revenge for last night, which she knew he would want, but instead of fighting like a man he is taking the coward’s way. Outnumbering a man and then attacking him is cowardly and lacking in any of the sort of valour the King’s men are renowned for.

She is disgusted.

Without thinking she raises her arm and draws back the bow. Her aim is true and the arrow flies, whistling away from her and spearing through Brett’s good hand.

The woods are suddenly silent except for Brett’s screaming, the four men with him turn and see her.

Habit and reverence has them dropping to their knees, bowing to their princess and Kingmaker, spots of shame rising on their cheeks, before they notice the bow in her hands, and their collective jaws drop. 

Embarrassment and respect covers their features in equal measure as Brett drops to his knees. He isn’t bowing however, just holding his bloodied hand up to his chest and crying with pain. 

Archer stands and wipes the blood from his nose on the back of his sleeve. Now that she’s closer to him, she can see his knuckles are bloody and the other men are bruised and bloodied too. He has obviously done some damage, one against five. And she feels even surer that he will protect her and keep her safe. 

He stands by her side and takes back his arrows and bow. His eyebrows raised and a wry smile on his face, he laughs. “You can shoot.”

“I can.” A smile twitches her lips.

“Thank you.”

“You were holding your own.”

He dips his head. “Not for much longer.”

“I’m so glad that you’re safe.”

“Only because you got here in time.”

Everleigh puts out her hand, touches his bruised cheek. He winces, but manages to smile.

Turning to the five men behind her, Everleigh is livid. She addresses Robert, the oldest in the group, and aside from Brett, probably the King’s favourite. None of them can look her in the eye.

“Robert, what can you tell me of this?”

His head drops lower.

Everleigh continues. “This attack on a single man, with no defences, his bow and arrows thrown aside. Such courage you have shown, men. Such valour. I am sure you are proud of yourselves.”

The men’s heads drop lower again, if that’s possible. Even Brett looks shame-faced, though the agony he is feeling shows on his face as well.

“The King, I am sure, will be well impressed with the hospitality you have shown a visitor to his castle. Sneaking off into the woods like cowards to attack this young man. What is your reason, Robert?”

He mumbles something. “Speak up,” Everleigh demands, her tone imperious and cold. A side of her that Archer has never seen before. 

“He shot through Brett’s hand,” Robert says. He looks embarrassed. “His other hand.”

Everleigh smiles. “Really? So, wonderful friends that you are, four brave and true knights thought you would teach him a lesson?”

They nod.

“And did Brett bother to tell you why Archer shot him?”

The men shake their heads, gazes to the floor again. Brett’s eyes are full of fear now. 

“Speak up!” 

“No, princess, Kingmaker,” Robert says, spokesperson for the group. The other men look mortified. Archer is enjoying this. His future Queen can shoot to kill and has turned these strong men in to quivering wrecks with her quiet words.  

“Well your good friend, Brett here, who convinced you into this cowardly act, enjoys attacking unsuspecting people, unsuspecting women who are all alone and minding their own business, don’t you Brett?”

Brett nods his head, face white, blood still pouring from his wound. Archer is sure he will pass out. 

“Next time anyone asks you to assist them in something you know is wrong, you ought to have the self respect and courage not to be sheep. To turn to them and say no. To do the right thing. I will let Brett tell you what he tried to do to me yesterday and why he got shot in his hand. And the two holes he now bears in his hands will serve as a reminder to him and you. You disgust me, the lot of you.”

Everleigh doesn’t wait to hear from any of them; she turns back to Archer, who holds out his arm to her. 

“You are amazing,” Archer mutters under his breath as they walk away together. 
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Halfreda
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THE END OF MY LIFE is coming. I have seen it in the flames and it will not be a gentle end. It will be harsh and violent and I may rally against it, but I will not survive it. I have seen it. No help from the flames when I need it, but then they give me this gem.

I am not surprised to be truthful, and as I sit back in my chair and watch the flames for more revelations; my heart is already slowing down. I think I will welcome the end when it comes. I have lived longer than most people ever do and I have done much.

When my teacher first told me about the prophecy of the Kingmaker, I think I knew then that it would be my life’s work. I’ve called it that, and felt it in my heart. Always. 

I have done other good things. I have guided the King and his father before him and his father before him. I have helped people and saved people.

I am wise and generous and all my life has been about helping others. 

This King would have lost the Realm more than once without my sight. The intervention of a wise woman is worth a thousand soldiers. I can see if the battle is a feint before the soldiers march blindly on. I have warned of a friend who is really a foe, and told of a foe who could become a friend. I see danger and peril and opportunities that normal people cannot.

Of course, I missed what was under my nose here; that worries me. I wonder if he will be part of my downfall. I cannot see enough detail to know, but it would make sense. 

I need to see Ginny. I need her to be ready to take over and I need her to know the truth of Everleigh. I am tired and feeling more than my age, but I need to go down to her cottage.

There are things she needs to be aware of and things I need to put in place. I need to talk to my teacher and I want to say goodbye to the King.

When death comes for me I will be ready.  I will have said goodbye to the ones I love and prepared the people staying behind for the next part of their journey.

I stand up slowly, reaching for my cloak. I wrap myself up and gather a basket of herbs, tonics and salves to take to Ginny. Who knows how many eyes are spying as we get closer to the Kingmaker’s death day. Who knows what plots are being arranged. I seldom visit Ginny but I have done. And a basket of herbs is what people would expect me to take. 

I smile as I leave my rooms, the fire burning down to embers. 
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WILL CLEARS HIS THROAT and everyone looks over as he tells an elaborate joke about a farmer, a prince and a market trader. He has probably been saving it up for an age and it works. The whole gathering erupts into laughter, and Will grins. He is a born fool. He loves to be the centre of attention and he loves to make people laugh. As she smiles over at him, Everleigh realises that he will be her fool. His father is the King’s fool and will retire with him. She will appoint her own fool. 

Suddenly the night and Will’s jokes take on new meaning. She wants to cry. 

“Wasn’t that bad was I, princess?” He plonks down beside her, a chicken leg in one hand. 

Everleigh hugs him close. Will takes her sentimentality for the looming fear of her death and pulls her even closer. 

“What’s this? A fool and a princess. Never a truer love.” Macsen sits next to Will, plucking the chicken from his hand and taking a bite. 

Will laughs. “I do love my princess and Kingmaker, as do all in the Realm. She is most winsome and brave.”

“She is,” Macsen concedes, reaching for more food. “Where’s brother dearest?” he asks the group in general, looking around for Millard. 

“I’ve not seen him for a while. He was with father.”

Macsen shrugs as though he doesn’t even care, and takes more food. 

Everleigh isn’t eating much. She is still shaken up about what happened in the woods. She has a stab of fear every time she thinks about what would have happened to Archer if she hadn’t got there when she did. 

As well as throwing his bag down, with his bows and arrows, one of them had pilfered his sword and another the dagger he keeps in his boot.

She has no knowledge of romantic love, just things she has heard sung about or seen in plays. She loves her father and brothers, Addyson and Will. She believes she loves Lanorie as well.

But Archer is something different; something new and unprepared for.

Her heart has been closed to romantic love. It was never going to happen. The men around the castle were men she had known since they were all children together and she had never looked twice at any of them.

Archer has awoken something in her from the first time she saw him, before she knew that he was there to serve and protect her.

Since he had saved her from Brett and she had saved him from Brett there seems to be a deeper connection between them. She would look at him to find him already looking at her, the expression on his face, one she couldn’t read. 

Lanorie reaches over and takes the empty plates away and puts down more food. 

“Anything you need, princess?” 

Everleigh shakes her head. She has never been happier. 

Finally, Millard comes and joins them. “What have I missed?” He has a cup of ale in his hand and drinks deeply from it. 

“Everleigh’s in love,” Macsen says.

Everleigh turns to stare at him; it is as though he is reading her thoughts. 

“With the fool’s boy.”

Everybody laughs, including Will. 

Millard takes another drink. “Too late for love now, Everleigh. Only three days left.” 

The silence is immediate and spreads across all the picnickers. Will’s jaw has dropped so much that he looks comical, like he’s in the middle of one of his jests. Macsen is furious and Addyson bursts out crying.

Everleigh remains calm. He doesn’t know her secret so what he said is true but insensitive. She wouldn’t have imagined it of him. She’s hurt, even though he’s wrong. 

She has all the time in the world.

Macsen punches his brother on the arm and storms over to the King, shouting, gesticulating and glaring back at his brother. Addyson tucks into Lanorie’s arms and Everleigh smooths her hair. Will takes Everleigh’s hand and they all turn away from Millard. 

He shrugs and stands up. “Sorry, sis. But it’s true.” He walks off, leaving the mood low.

Archer shares a look with Everleigh who looks down at Addyson, kissing the top of her head. 

It takes a while for the mood to lighten up. The King sends the minstrel over, who strikes up a jolly tune. Will dances with Lanorie, who he is half in love with, and everyone laughs. He tells jokes and flings himself around, determined to make up for what Millard has said. Both of her brothers have disappeared. The picnic is winding down. 

The fires have been lit, and one of the maids has taken Addyson home to bed, her tears eventually dry. The King has excused himself and Will finally runs out of steam. He kisses Everleigh on both cheeks. “See you tomorrow, beautiful.”

Everleigh kisses his nose and hugs him good night. There are a few people scattered around on the rugs, but she is alone with Archer, sitting away from them. 

He passes her some chicken. “You’ve not eaten very much.”

“I’m not hungry.”

“What your brother said...”

“He didn’t mean it to sound so callous. I don’t think. It’s a stressful time for them too. People forget that one of them will die. The Kingmaker’s feast and this whole week is about me. If I was still going to die, one of them would too. It must be scaring them half to death. The one who lives has all the power and responsibility while grieving for their brother and sister, and the other one’s dead. What a choice.”

“But not one they would have to make.”

“True. But that can be worse. I’ve known since I was little that I was going to die. I got used to it but I hated it. The choice was gone. I couldn’t decide anything. I just was. They’ve always had that uncertainty hanging over them.”

Archer nods. He can see that.

“Come with me.” Everleigh stands up and holds out her hand. “I want to show you something.”

Not caring what the last few people at the picnic think about her holding hands with a boy, she takes his hand. It is cool to the touch. He holds on to her tightly. She leads him to the woods, to a clearing. “I hate having to keep my future a secret. I hate that I can’t share it with anyone else.”

“Share with me. I’ll always listen to you.”

“That’s what I thought. I want to show you what I can do. Tuck under that tree, sit on the rock.”

Archer does as he is told. Everleigh wants to impress him. She calls the animals to her, so quietly that Archer won’t hear. They come. First the small creatures, butterflies, ants, even woodlice, crawl towards her and make a ring around her. Then mice, rats, voles and squirrels, rabbits, birds, deer. Every living creature in the forest has come to show their fealty to her magic, her power.

Archer is grinning, a disbelieving look on his face. She knows he will never have seen anything like it in his life. It’s a sight that even she finds hard to believe.

Slowly she shoos them away and they wander off. Archer jumps up. “That was even better than watching you shoot Brett.”

Everleigh laughs. “You think?”

“Maybe not. I think it’s all amazing, though. I think you are amazing. I am here because Halfreda asked me to come. But now I know you, I should tell you, I could never leave.”

“I would never let you.”

They stare at each other, tension growing between them. 

Archer takes her hand. “What else can you do?”

“I don’t know. I want to try something. Watch.”

The evening is mild, the clouds few, the breeze gentle. She looks up to the sky. She wants to call up a storm. She starts by drawing some more clouds and a wind forward. She darkens the sky, turning the clouds black. She calls them lower, and fuller. She calls them down further, until they feel like a blanket falling on them. 

She calls a raindrop into her open hand and it comes. She calls one down to Archer’s head and it comes. His face is a picture, disbelief, awe, wonder.

She calls the rain proper. It starts gently until she tells it to hammer down. It does, bouncing off the floor, and puddling around their feet. Her gown is soaked, her hair dripping. Archer is wet through, his breeches and shirt stuck to his skin. He looks good wet. 

She calls more rain and it lashes against them, she calls thunder and it rolls through the woods, she calls lightning that ignites the sky and brightens their faces. She stands with her arms up, commanding the weather and the whole Realm, while Archer watches in open-mouthed adoration. 

She is wet to her bones but feels warm because of the power that is coursing through her. She feels invincible, beyond powerful.

She feels like a Queen.

Laughing with her face up to the rain, she calls it off. The rain drops to a drizzle, and when she lowers her head, Archer is kneeling on the wet floor in front of her, hair dripping, flopping on to his forehead. He has never looked so good to her, her knight.

“My Queen,” he says, his voice low. Everleigh walks over to him and takes his wet hands in hers. She pulls him up and they stand together. 

Without hesitation from either of them they move closer together, and as the rain continues to fall on them, they kiss for the first time.  
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Ginata
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ANOTHER SLEEPLESS NIGHT. I am starting to look and feel older than my years. There seems to be a pulse of life, a heartbeat coming from the little bag of evil and it beats in time to mine. Once it is gone from my home, the unrest will continue as I know there will be two more murders, abetted by me and I am not sure how life can go on as it is now.

Everything has changed and even though Halfreda tells me not to worry, I cannot help it.

I have always known I was a white witch, as people call me. I have a few powers, far less than Halfreda, but growing as I explore and nurture them. I have always tried to do good. 

People are complicated and almost all of us are flawed in some way and yet I like to believe that people are trying to do their best. Trying to make the right choices.

I allow someone to buy a love potion, as the heart can be turned. I allow someone to buy poison because the heart can be angry. I have even allowed this man to buy a death draught and is that because I too am flawed? 

If I was to refuse this man I have no doubt that he would kill me. And so selfishly I choose my life over somebody else’s. 

I can try to justify it all I like but I have broken my own rule. I have been caught up in someone else’s very dangerous game and now I am a player, like it or not.

I have made a fire so that I can be comforted by its warmth. I have lit a candle so that the light can give me hope. I have strewn herbs so that the sweet smells overpower the sour feeling inside me. I am drinking calming tea and waiting for the knock that will come today.  

As I drink, I pray to the gods for forgiveness and I pray that the two souls who will leave this world soon will forgive me as well. And I hope to atone for their deaths by only doing good from this day forth. When this cloaked murderer leaves; if he leaves me in one piece, my life and the direction I am taking will change.

I vow not to even sell a simple sick-making tonic. I will be a vessel for all things good and pure and true.

There is a knock at the door and already I know it is him. My bowels loosen and I am afraid to stand up. There is no question as to what sort of man this is. A snake. 

A snake at my door. 

Before I open the door I quickly take out the evil vial from its hiding place. He will not know that I am sick from it, that I hid it away. He shall not see my true thoughts. I can cover them in myself as I can uncover them in others and I do so. I smile as I open the door. I am right, of course, that it is him, and cloaked today with his face covered in a dark hood he could be death at my door.

And of course, he is. At the irony, my smile widens.

“Good day.” He greets me politely, even warmly, and I know that all in his life are duped by this snake. 

“Good day, Sir.” I lower my eyes in deference. I will not have him thinking I need putting in my place. I see his guard beyond him, pretending to be waiting casually for his friend.  

“I trust you are well.”

“Thank you, Sir, I am.”

These pleasantries are making my stomach coil.

“And my request?”

“Fulfilled Sir, of course.”

“Of course. The promise of coin can do wonders for a poor witch.”

I am stung by his words, all the money in the world would not have turned my head on this; fear for my life made me do this. I turn and reach for the vial instead. He speaks again.

“It didn’t take a lot for you to abandon your principles, then? Harm none? You know what a death draught does?”

I face him with the vial in my hand, my knuckles white and my face probably the same. I do not want to anger him and yet I cannot stand the superiority and pomposity of him, judging me and trying to make us equal in complicity. 

And yet I suppose I am as bad as him. The fight goes out of me and I hold out the vial. The throbbing has become a physical thing, though real or imagined I cannot tell. It is vibrating through my fingers, it’s like it wants to move, wants to start working its bad magic and causing trouble. It is truly like a living thing and I cannot wait for him to take it away. 

He holds out a greedy hand, it is perfect and smooth – not a working man’s hand and yet it seems claw-like to me. I hate this hand and the man that it belongs to.

I release the vial and relief warms me. The throbbing is gone. 

“Can I trust you? Is this really what I asked for?” he asks, his voice a menace. 

I nod. “Of course, Sir, it is not in my interests to trick you.”

He laughs, a lovely sound, which upsets me. This man is someone’s son, friend, maybe lover. His voice is kind; his laugh is warm. 

“True.” Snake-like again, he pounces: “But I should test it, to be sure.”

He holds the vial up, his eyes on mine. He starts to unscrew the tiny lid.

My breath stops. And my heart batters inside me. I am sure that he can hear it, because he laughs.

“Fear not, little witch. A man needs a friend. And one with your knowledge, skills and resources is priceless. You will be very useful to me.”

My breathing has returned to normal and yet I feel like air is even harder to come by. This man is saying he wants to use me again, as an ally. I cannot stand this. I do not want to be his friend, ally or servant.

He tucks the vial about his person and steps towards me. He places a finger on my chin and I shiver. He doesn’t take it for fear, but for pleasure, which is stomach churning. He smiles, predatory. “Thank you, little witch. I will see you again.”

He turns away and then as an afterthought faces me again and drops a huge bag of coin on my chair. 

He leaves and I drop to the floor. Tears are scarring my face and sobs are breaking my heart.

What have I started and what will I do now?
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THE KING PUSHES OPEN Everleigh’s door, and sits on her bed watching her sleep. He couldn’t be prouder of how she is handling herself this week, and he wants her to know before it’s too late.

The Kingmaker is a strange but powerful tradition; he can remember his own sister’s death day like it was yesterday.

His two brothers and him, feeling small and scared, standing in front of her, crowds watching and cheering as they waited for her to die. Every instinct had told him to take her hand and run, before it was too late. He’d stayed rooted to the spot though and Halfreda had taken a small, sharp dagger. His sister didn’t hesitate or fight, just pronounced the age-old words: I am the Kingmaker and I willingly die to make one of you King.

At the word, King, Halfreda had stepped forward, hugged his sister close to her, and then with one swift, practised movement, slit her throat. A guard had held a goblet underneath the wound to catch the blood and another took his sister’s lifeless form away from Halfreda and laid her on a wooden pallet covered in wreaths. It was ghastly to see and he had closed his eyes and never looked at her again. Saying sorry in his head, he had readied himself for the next part; the worse part, he thought.

Halfreda had stood with the goblet of blood and while she chanted weird words nobody could understand, she poured the blood into three cups. She passed one to each prince, still chanting. 

The King had looked at his brothers, tears in his eyes. What a cruel world one of them would rule over. He had had no inkling or thought that it might be him; he genuinely had had no idea.

He lifted the cup, determined not to look at the scarlet blood or to smell it and to try not to taste it.

They had nodded at each other then, each of his brothers and him and lifted the cups up.

The taste and smell were both disgusting and from that day on he could never eat meat that wasn’t cooked completely. The sight of blood made him feel faint. 

There was a hush from the crowd as they watched their beloved princes, their father, the King, watching over them, Halfreda sombre at their side.

Without a sound, both of his brothers had dropped dead, being caught on the way to the floor and placed on the pallets next to their sister.

Without a second to grieve, the old King took his crown and placed it on the new King’s head. 

People had erupted into frenzied cheering, some weeping for the dead people and some laughing; the mood had bordered on hysteria. The King would never forget it. It was an awful way to become King and he still missed his sister and brothers sorely.

If he could change the way things were done, he would. Let the oldest son have the crown and be done with it, but you couldn’t fight history or magic or tradition.  

Everleigh stirs and the King smiles down at her.

“Father.” She sits up, rubbing her eyes. “Is something wrong?”

“All is well. For now.” His meaning is clear. “I am proud of you Everleigh. So proud.”

“Thank you.” 

He takes her hand. “Are you coping as well as you seem to be?”

She nods, wishing she could tell him the truth. She hates to deceive him but telling her father could have far reaching consequences. The King would have to act, make decisions, tell her brothers. It wasn’t the right time for that yet. She needed to listen and take Halfreda’s advice.   

“I’m good, father.”

He hugs her close and she cries, for what she knows, for what she wishes she could say to him, for their future together. He rocks her. “Let the festivities take your mind off things – that’s what they’re for. I will be with you till the end. If you need me.”

She smiles up at him. The hand fate dealt her isn’t his fault. His own sister died at Halfreda’s hand. And then his brothers had died as well. He knows only too well how awful the Kingmaker’s role is. She is more than sure that he will be happy for her life to continue. 

“I will let you get ready for the hunt, lovely.”

“I might not come.”

“You have to come. It’s in your honour.”

“It’s just so cruel. The poor deer.”

“Oh, Everleigh, don’t you eat the poor deer when it’s served to you?”

“Yes, but I don’t like thinking about how frightened it must be, while it’s being hunted.”

“It’s just the order of things, sweet-pea.”

“I know.”

“And you must come. It’s for you.”

Everleigh nods, duty trumps all things. She would have to find a more humane way of getting meat when she was Queen.

***
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ARCHER KNOCKS FOR HER when it is time for the hunt. Everleigh is dressed in her warmest gown, her cloak fastened around her neck. She smiles shyly at him and he bows to her and kisses her cheek. 

His mouth against her skin, the smell of him so close, transports both of them back to last night. To the storm. To their first kiss. Her first kiss; she hadn’t wanted it to stop. They had stopped though, after several breathless minutes, soaked to the skin and starting to shiver, despite the heat of their kiss. Archer had escorted her back to her room, and the little maids had run her a bath, filled her bed with hot bricks and she had lain for hours watching the flames of her fire and imagining a life where she was Queen and Archer was King, and they lived happily ever after. 

“The horses are ready, princess. We’re just waiting for the guest of honour.”

Meaning her. 

“I cannot wait until Saturday, when this pretence will be over.”

“I know, but then the trouble could really start. We don’t know what people will think.”

“Should I be worried?”

Archer nods. “Maybe. Millard was pretty blunt about it all last night.”

That had upset her more than she could let on. “What could he do though? I’ll be Queen.”

Archer shrugs. In truth, he has no idea how all of this will turn out. And when Halfreda had asked him to come to the castle, he had no idea that he would meet Everleigh and feel the things he felt for her. And who could say what would come next. 

He takes her hand and they walk out to the hunt together. Everleigh doesn’t care what anyone says about her not being chaperoned while in the company of a young man. She assumes they will be happy that she’s having some fun and comfort from someone and being so close to her death, what could happen? Her reputation is irrelevant now; there is no future husband to impress or placate. 

Really with two days left in this Realm, how can anyone deny her anything that makes her happy, that makes her last few days a little less miserable? 

“Last night,” Archer says, looking bashful.

“I know.” Everleigh smiles shyly up at him, at his handsome face. Neither of them needs to say any more. It is written all over their faces.

***
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WILL IS GETTING READY for the hunt, but he sees Lanorie walking to the stables, and is trying to get another glance of her. What is it about her that strikes him so, he can’t say. Her lovely blonde hair, pinned up, her big blue eyes always so guileless and trusting. He knows a fool’s life is a lonely one. He knows his father has never loved, let alone married. He may have loved from afar, as Will is doing, but no woman would ever take up with a fool. She would be a laughing stock. 

He knows he doesn’t have a chance of winning her heart; he wouldn’t even try, but he likes to look at her. Like a glorious tapestry or a picture by one of the masters, she is beautiful. She is rougher round the edges than someone like Everleigh, but Everleigh is exquisite, with all the trappings of a princess. Lanorie is a lovely looking girl. She works hard, has no airs or graces. Exactly what appeals to Will. She is funny too, and would happily lark around with him.

He doesn’t follow her round all the time; he isn’t strange, but every now and then he catches a glimpse of her around the castle or in the courtyard. And then he follows her for a minute. Just to see her for a little bit longer. She makes him happy. And with the events of Saturday rushing towards them he needs every bit of happiness he can get; they all do. 

He can’t see her inside the stables, but he can hear her. She is talking to someone, so he’s turning to leave when he hears Everleigh’s name mentioned, and pauses. He sneaks closer and listens to Lanorie talking to a deep-voiced man. He can barely believe what he is hearing, but he knows who he needs to tell. 
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Lanorie
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I AM MEANT TO BE RIDING out behind Everleigh on the hunt, in case she needs anything, but I have cried off. I sent the little maids to sort her out this morning and I am hiding away. My friend is with me and we are chatting away in a nook above the stables. 

He’s nagging me for more details and since I have told it at all, I see no harm in telling him some more. And as I gossip I feel like a traitor.

I tell him everything I know, in detail, even the stuff I’ve already said.

I tell him about the wise woman and how Everleigh made the river rise. I tell him how I watched with my own eyes the way she made the birds fly onto her hand. I tell how I saw her do it again with Addyson there, with the butterflies.

He asks if Addyson knows and I say no.

He asks if she has shown her powers to either of her brothers. I don’t think she has, though I can’t say for sure. I reckon Millard upset her last night, talking about how little time she had left. You could see that hurt her feelings. If he knew her secret, he wouldn’t be saying things like that. I don’t see her telling one but not the other. She loves them both so much.

Does the King know? 

By the gods, he is like an old woman today, full of questions. Like he’s writing a play, or something. 

Who knows, who’s seen, who has she told. Does anyone suspect, blah, blah, blah. He’s getting on my nerves. I might have been wrong to tell him about Everleigh’s secret, but he is a pain in the backside talking of nothing else. 

We are in the stable, and the hunt has left so I feel safe enough talking to him about her, but would rather he held me and kissed me and told me he loved me.

No girl wants to spend all her time talking about another girl. I may not be high born or fancy or a Kingmaker but I’m still a girl and I’m getting fed up of hearing her name!

Ooh, isn’t that awful of me. Sometimes I despair. Cook’s right – a handmaiden with no proper schooling will never amount to anything. I haven’t even got the decency I was born with.

Poor Everleigh.

I know the only thing I can do now – I will stay out of her way, tell Cook I am ill and hide from Everleigh till after the death day when it all comes out about her living and being Queen. Then I will try to find work with another family. I cannot stay here, facing her daily, knowing what I did. 

And all for a few kisses off a handsome boy. 
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THE HORSES ARE THUNDERING through the woods, following the widest, most trodden paths. There are more than fifty riders; Everleigh recognises but half of them. The rest are visitors to the Realm, here to watch her die.

All the men have arrows ready to fly; most of the women are there for the fun of it, the thrill of the chase and the speed of the ride. Everleigh is not there for either.

Hunting is necessary; she knows that and she loves to bite into a succulent piece of venison, but the way the animals are caught, this cruel chase is just sad. She never rides out when the men hunt; she always makes some excuse or other and no one pushes her to participate. She doesn’t want to spoil the fun for others, but she doesn’t want to join in.

The pain in the beautiful creature’s eyes as the life slips away from them would be too sad for her to see. She would have felt unable to eat anything she killed herself, so what was the point?  

Archer sticks close to her, enjoying himself and she understands that the ultimate thrill on a hunt is to kill a deer or a doe, otherwise it’s like coming last in a race; she just wishes she was sat inside by her fire, reading or singing or playing. Anything but this. She will be glad when it finishes and she can get ready for the ball.

“Are you alright?” Archer shouts as they speed along.

“Yes,” Everleigh shouts back. She’s had an idea; they don’t need the deer for tonight’s meal. That would have been sourced and prepped beforehand by Cook. She calls out, in her head, not aloud, for the deer to run away. She repeats it over and over, picturing the deer, thinking about the deer and telling them to run away. She speaks silently, telling them of the danger coming, the hunters coming. 

Will it work?

Millard is leading the hunt and he calls it to a stop. All the riders come to a halt. Everleigh and Archer are near the back so can’t hear what is being said. The message comes back to all the riders; the deer seem to have disappeared. 

Everleigh smiles and Archer raises an eyebrow at her. “You?” he mouths.

She nods her head. He shakes his. 

“What?” Everleigh tries to look innocent.

The message comes back that they will try again but take the hunt in two directions, one back to the castle, and the other higher into the woods. The deer had to be somewhere. 

They are right of course, and Everleigh sends out more silent instructions to the creatures, guiding them safely to the river that runs through the woods, which isn’t on the course either pack of hunters is due to take. 

She follows Archer with the second pack, up to the higher part of the forest. It is so beautiful but so quiet. She has called out silently to all the woodland creatures and told them all to hide, to burrow, or fly up high, to find shelter. 

They have listened to her, obeyed her, and the feeling of power that her magic gives her is back. How can she not be Queen of the Realm when she can do things like this?

Archer is amused by her, indulgent of her. He knows what she’s done and every time someone exclaims at how quiet it is and Everleigh agrees he can barely contain his laughter. He snorts and turns it into a cough. 

Everleigh giggles. This is fun. 

Then she hears Millard call, “Down by the river!” and the whole pack turns and heads in that direction. Silently she screams at the deer: Move! Move! Move! She can only pray to the gods that they will listen.

She races ahead of the other riders until she is level with Millard. “They must be by the river. It’s the only place left,” he says, calling loudly over the sound of hundreds of hooves.

Everleigh needs to get there with Millard; she knows how quick off the mark he is with his bow and arrows. He has a better shot than she does, maybe not as good as Archer. 

This has become a battle. She knows it’s stupid because she will happily eat deer, but this has become a challenge; a game to win. Can she, as Queen, outwit the will of all these men. She isn’t sure what it will mean if she can or can’t, but she needs to try.

They thunder along between a thatch of trees and then she sees the river ahead. Relief is instant; she can’t see any deer. They listened. 

“Yes!” Millard calls out and Everleigh sees it. One little deer, alone at the water’s edge, still lapping at the water. He might be too little to hear her direction or he might have heard it but not understood it, or just been too slow and got left behind. She can’t let Millard kill it. He has his bow up ready, sights set on him. 

Run, Everleigh shouts inside her own head. The deer moves slightly, pricks up its ears.  

“Let him go, Millard. He’s just a baby,” Everleigh pleads for the little deer; she knows Millard won’t listen to her though. Both Macsen and Millard enjoy the hunt; for sport and for necessity.  

The lack of animals today has frustrated everyone on the hunt, and it’ll be a real coup if Millard shoots something.

He doesn’t even answer her. Archer arrives by her side and reaches for her hand. 

Millard lets the arrow fly. Everleigh shakes her head, silently shouting at the deer to move, move, move, willing the arrow to miss, even though she knows Millard is a perfect shot.

The arrow flies, aiming for the deer’s heart. 

She whispers in her head: Miss.

The arrow quivers slightly and misses.

Everleigh smiles as Millard curses. Archer squeezes her hand; he knows that she’s had some part in this. 

Millard takes another arrow and as the deer runs, he takes another shot. Everleigh wishes it off course again, with a tiny flick of her head.

Millard is furious when he misses again. “Must be the wind,” he mutters, readying another arrow.

Everleigh grins and the deer bolts through the trees. Out of reach. Safe. 

“Bad luck.” Archer rides around and pats Millard on the shoulder. He whips his head around. “Not bad luck, no such thing. Bloody wind.”

Archer nods, wisely saying no more. Everleigh looks away. It won’t do for Millard to see just how pleased she is. 

“Call off the hunt,” Millard says to the rest of the riders. “I’m done.” Without another word, he turns his horse and takes off at speed back to the castle. 

Everleigh and Archer are silent as they watch everyone follow suit. 

“That was you?”

Everleigh nods.

“I didn’t know-”

“Neither did I. I know I can change the weather and speak to the animals, but I had no idea I could do that. I want to do it again!”

“Easy now.”

She laughs and moves her horse next to his, leaning over she kisses him. “I’m just so happy.”

“Me too.” And he is. He reaches over his shoulder, and pulls out his bow and arrow. Without aiming at anything, he lets it fly. 

She smiles at him, watches it for a second and then turns it up so that it’s flying up to the sky, then she turns it again so that it flies at the floor. 

“That was incredible,” Archer says, pulling out another arrow. “One more?”

Everleigh nods. She could do this all day.

She sends the next arrow flying back towards them, whistling through the middle of their horses and landing behind them.

Still laughing she leans over and kisses him again.
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ARCHER TAKES THE HORSES back to the stables and Everleigh goes to see Halfreda. She wants to tell her that she can move things. That her mind has control over things other than animals. 

The teacher answers her door, bowing low when he sees her. “Halfreda is not here, Everleigh. Can I help you?” His voice is deep, rich, his dark eyes serious.

She nods. He may know more than Halfreda about such matters. He was her teacher after all; it stood to reason that he was wiser than she was. 

She sits on one of Halfreda’s two over stuffed, super comfy chairs in front of the fire. The fire is always lit, the room a haven. 

“Halfreda took me to the river.”

The teacher nods, encouraging her to continue. “Go on.”

“I made the river rise.”

“I wish I had seen it.”

“Halfreda said that’s how she knew I was the Kingmaker who would live. The one from the prophecy.”

“Right. A true ruler can command mother nature. A true ruler governs everything under the moon and stars, not just man. The river, the animals, the weather – have you called a storm yet?”

“Yes, I couldn’t believe that I was the one doing it.”

He smiles and takes her hand. “Kingmakers are special, Everleigh, no doubt about it. Their sacrifice, the magic in their veins, it makes the running of our Realm, our peaceful Realm, possible. But a ruler is obviously even more special. As a ruler born you have that magic, that power to tap in to. Practise it, learn to control it and to rein it in. You’ll have much fun doing so.”

“Today I did something else.”

“What, Queen, what did you do?”

“I moved an arrow. I changed its course.”

He lets go of her hands, sits back, rubs his chin. “Why?”

“Why?”

“Why did you move it? What were you trying to achieve?”

“My brother was about to kill a deer. I don’t like hunting. I just sort of set it off course with my thoughts.”

He stands up, pacing in front of the fire before facing her. He kneels before her.

“Everleigh. Not all rulers can do what you are saying. Your father cannot.”

“Really?”

“No. It means you are even more special, with some witchcraft running through your soul, maybe. I must tell you something. A prophecy is a funny thing, Everleigh. It tells of a future that has not been decided yet. Life can change. Not all prophecies can come true.”

“So, I might not rule?” A sick feeling of dread washes over her.

“You will. I am more sure of it now than ever. This prophecy has magic in it, the day you made the river rise, the writing changed; it started to glow. But there is something I didn’t tell Halfreda, that I was told about it. About the prophecy.”

“What?”

“I didn’t want Halfreda to know what I was told because I didn’t want her to influence any of the Kingmakers. She knows them, cares for them, loves them. If she could help them live, I wasn’t sure she could resist trying.”

“But she told me no one else had made the river rise.”

“True. You are the first. The only one. But the Kingmaker who lived had to do one thing. She had to want it and she had to believe it. She had to choose to live.”

“I don’t understand.”

“I believe you are the Kingmaker that the prophecy speaks of because you chose to live. That choice, that decision, that brave and courageous step sparked the magic inside you, which in turn, made the river rise. You are the only Kingmaker who was special enough to believe you could do it. Therefore, you did it. You have awoken even stronger magic as well. You have made an inanimate object bend to your will. Your will is strong.”

“I chose to live? Why didn’t any of the others? Why did they all choose to die?”

“I cannot say for sure. I wasn’t here.”

“So, all the other Kingmakers who died, any one of them could have lived?”

“Yes.”

“Why? Why not choose to live?”

“Fear. Duty. Tradition. Any one of those could make someone with less courage than you freeze. Fear, most likely, fear is a terrible thing.”

Everleigh wipes her tears away. All those lives wasted through fear? Her own aunt... 

“You will be Queen. I know it. Be wise Queen. Learn to command and control your gifts – don’t forget Halfreda will help and assist you, for as long as she can. She has a wealth of knowledge about magic. I think you will be a tremendously powerful Queen.”

He takes her hand and kisses it, his head bowed reverently.
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Halfreda
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THE JOURNEY IS SLOW to Ginata’s little cottage. I should have asked for a coach, but I didn’t want anyone spying on me. This happy, love-filled castle has quickly turned into a castle of plots and intrigues. 

I don’t feel safe. My teacher thinks I am right to speak to Ginata about taking over my role. He has seen my end as well. We laughed and hugged and cried a little bit, but then I felt at ease. Death is welcome to me. 

Once I have sorted out the people I will leave behind.

The way to the village is a trek and I smile that it might be what finishes me off. There is no rush, though, so I pace myself and hope I live past the hour.

I do live. Just about, and as I see Ginata’s cottage, front door open, I am pleased. I did not want to die on the side of the road like an old horse. And yet I also know it will not be that easy.

Ginata will make a good addition to the castle, young but learned, and clever and bright. She will make a change from this withered old crone, that’s for sure. She will give Everleigh good counsel, and they will both be starting a new chapter together. They will learn to trust each other and work together as they go. The timing is good. 

I open her gate and shuffle down her path. I knock the door jamb. She is sitting on a chair, looking worse than I have ever seen her.

Ginata is a different kind of white witch to me. I was tormented by my life and my gift. I tried to escape it and I battled against it. Ginata felt her powers as a little girl, and as she does with life itself, she did with her gift; she embraced it. It made her happy and in turn it made other people happy. 

She is quick and fiery and funny. She looks well and keeps her home well. The men of the castle will enjoy having her near; she’s very pretty and has a coquettish manner which men find endearing. She will turn many heads, with her long jet-black hair and bright green eyes.  

This death draught has taken its toll on her though and it is evident in the look of her cottage as well as herself. She turns to look at me and I can only describe it like this: she dissolved. Her body collapsed, her face crumpled. Her composure and easy manner were gone, replaced with a torment that was as easy to see as the sky on a clear day. 

“Halfreda.” Her voice is quiet, flat and unhappy. I am sorry now that I put this on her. But then the other option – saying no to the cloaked man – was not really an option. He would have killed her if she tried to stand her ground against him. And that would have left her in a far worse state than she is in today.

I sit next to her and take her hand, I try to transfer my calm to her. It’s hard; she is blocking me. I throw some herbs from my basket on to her fire, and the sparks bring some much-needed life to the room. The smell is sweet and I hope that the fragrance will perk Ginata up.

“Ginata. You had to do it.”

She nods and looks up at me, skin clammy and pale, eyes wretched. “I know. I am selfish. I didn’t want to die.”

“It’s not your time to die.” I try to be firm with her, to help shake her out of this turmoil. 

“He came to take the draught. I was pleased. I needed it out of here. It had turned the cottage evil. He was pleased with me.”

“Good. Your actions have kept you safe. He could not know that I was on to him. It would have made him angry. His plan would have changed and I wouldn’t have been able to prepare for it.”

“I am a helper to him, now. He sees me as an ally. He has told me that he will need me again. Halfreda. What have I done?”

I curse under my breath; this I didn’t see coming. Another sign that the end of my life is nigh. I am not as sharp as I was. Of course this corrupt prince would want an ally; and what better one than Ginata? Young, beautiful and with powers and poultices that will help him in his bloody future. I was stupid not to see it. 

“Ginata, the time has come for me to go. I need to tell you all that I know and we can plan. You will not be his puppet; I won’t allow it. You will take my place in the castle and help shape a wonderful future. The castle is changing; the future is a new era. History will be shaped. You can be part of it.”

She shakes her head. “I have done a terrible thing, Halfreda, and if I go on, I will be forced to do more and more terrible things. I am going to leave. Go away.” 

I shake my head and take hold of her. “Ginata. No. That is not your future. You have always known that you would take my place; that is your future. It is time to take it. Go forwards.”

Ginata shakes her head again. I stand up, slowly, brew some tea and settle down to tell her everything I know. About Everleigh, the prophecy, the prince who has turned. I must tell her everything, I have to put her in place before I die. It is time. 

And when I go back to the castle I will visit with the King. I will not tell him about his son, it would break his heart and there is no need to, but I will tell him about Everleigh. She will be pleased that he knows and he is a wise man himself, he will know to keep it a secret, but it will help her to have him to talk to. When Everleigh is pronounced Queen on Saturday, with Archer there to protect her, all will be well. 

I also want to tell him about me. I have been with him his whole life. I was there when he was born, all through his childhood, until his sister died and her sacrifice made him King. He has been a good King and a good friend. I am closer to him than I was to his father, and I will miss him.

He won’t find it strange that I know my end is coming, I know so much, I see so much. I am hoping he will feel sorrow and miss me, but that is purely a selfish want. For the sake of the future of the castle, Ginata will be a good replacement for me. She is young enough to be better than me in time.

Time is on her side, if not mine. 
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THE LITTLE VIAL THAT contains the death draught doesn’t look like anything special, but as he holds it in his hand, he feels its power. He has great plans and this little vial is only the start of it. 

“Are you going to test it?”

“Of course, Wolf, I have to.”

Wolf, the man who stood guard outside Ginata’s cottage, grins. “On who?”

“I’m trying to decide.” He has already decided; but he doesn’t want to share all his secrets.

“Tell me if you need assistance.”

“I will.” He’s gathering quite the little collection of henchmen and potentially devastating allies and enjoying himself immensely while he does it. People love power.

“Any news from the handmaiden?”

Wolf shakes his head. “I know he is enjoying her company immensely. I’m expecting him soon, I left him in the stable this morning looking after the horses that didn’t go on the hunt, and I’m hoping there’ll be some gossip. Lanorie knows her best after all.”

Quietly the two men sit, content with their own thoughts. 

***
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ARCHER LEAVES EVERLEIGH at her door, giving her time to prepare for the grand ball. She wants to look beautiful. She wants Archer to think she’s beautiful.

Lanorie isn’t preparing her bath; instead it’s Addyson’s maid.

“Where’s Lanorie?” Everleigh hasn’t seen her for ages; she wants to tell her all about the storm and Archer and their kisses.

“She’s not well. Cook told me to tell you not to worry. She’s fine but needs rest.”

Poor Lanorie. Everleigh thinks she will visit with her in the morning. 

Addyson’s maid straightens from adding petals to the bath. “What are you wearing, princess?”

Everleigh shrugs. She has no clue. She has hundreds of beautiful gowns, but she wants to look more than beautiful. She wants to impress Archer. Everyone thinks this ball is part of saying goodbye to her, but she wants to celebrate saying hello to her future. 

She relaxes into the hot perfumed water, and lets Addyson’s maid wash her hair and brush it out. Then while she goes to choose a dress, Everleigh looks at one of the petals in her bath, stares at it intently. Silently she tells it to move, and it scoots through the water at her command. She laughs and looks around the room for more things to move. She looks at the goblet next to her bed. With a definite command and a flick of her head, it rocks and then falls on to the floor. 

Addyson’s maid jumps and Everleigh closes her eyes to stop herself from laughing. 

Keeping them closed, she thinks about Archer, her powers, her life. Everything has changed so quickly. 

She has never been in love before but has read enough books about it and listened to enough songs about it to recognise it. She is falling in love for the first time. It’s wonderful. She knows tonight will be a magical evening and she can’t wait to see him again. 

Addyson’s maid dries her hair in front of the fire and then twists and turns it into a pile of tumbling curls on top of her head, adorned with light pink feathers and tiny sparkling gems. She tightly laces her into a corset and then slips a pale pink, full skirted dress over her head. Everleigh wasn’t sure when she suggested it, but it is beautiful. It swishes and shimmers as she moves and the colour is so pretty. 

“Is one of your brothers coming up to escort you?” 

Everleigh shakes her head. She has asked Archer to come and get her. She wants a minute alone with him before they are faced with the noise of the ball.

Five minutes after she’s ready, butterflies crashing around in her tummy, and her breath quickening, there’s a knock at the door.

Addyson’s maid opens it. 

“Everleigh, a young man for you.”

Everleigh stands up, the fabric of her gown dropping and just covering her new shoes. 

Archer bows low when he sees her; and when he straightens up there’s a look in his eyes Everleigh hasn’t seen before. He looks like he wants to eat her up.

“Everleigh, you look, no, you are beautiful.” 

Everleigh’s smile is broad; she feels it tonight. “Thank you, my knight.”

“You are most welcome, my Queen.” Every time he calls her that it makes her beam. A Queen and her knight; is there anything better?

He reaches out and takes her hand, squeezing it as they walk along the castle corridors. They pause outside the ballroom and he kisses her, soft and short and sweet on the lips. She closes her eyes, wishing it was a week later than it was; that she was safe and happy on her throne, with Archer beside her. 

He pushes open the door and follows her into the room. 

The musicians are playing a lively song, the King is on his throne, Macsen and Millard are on the dance floor already, with partners she doesn’t recognise. Addyson is sitting a few seats down from her father, a little too young to join in, but old enough to be there watching. 

The band pause when they see Everleigh; everyone stops dancing to bow or curtsey to her. Someone shouts out: “The Kingmaker!” and the cry is taken up around the room, until everyone is shouting her name. Those with drinks toast her. 

She looks around at all the people, familiar faces and strangers. She will be their Queen soon. She can hardly wait.

The band start up again and Archer takes her hand. They dance together, one of the dances where partners switch around. Everleigh twirls and ends up being held by Macsen.

“Sister, you look beautiful tonight.”

“Thank you, brother.”

“Are you scared?” His question startles her. He is usually far less blunt than Millard.  

“Of course.” And she answers truthfully. Living is just as frightening to her as dying; maybe more so. With her death, she has known for so long what was coming and what to expect; she hasn’t worried about it half as much as she is fretting about ruling the Realm. Life is going to change inexorably in the next few days and she has no clue what will happen. She stares into his eyes. Will her brother bow before her? 

Everleigh carries out the steps of the dance automatically, led by her partner. Macsen spins her around and she lands in Millard’s arms. She stiffens. Is he going to be unkind to her again? 

“Accept my apology, Evers.” Everleigh smiles at his old nickname for her. She hasn’t heard it for years.

He grins when she smiles and presses on. “I am anxious. This is a horrible time for us all. I want so much to live, but I know it will be at your expense. And Macsen is a pain but I don’t want him to die for me to rule.”

They dance as they speak, moving around the floor, gracefully weaving around the other dancing couples.

“I forgive you, Millard. I love you. It is a horrible time. I believe it will get better.” She’s quiet then, what else can she say, without telling her secret?

She’s spun back into Archer’s arms. 

“Do you ever feel like your whole life; you have just been waiting for one thing to happen?” he asks.

Everleigh nods. “Until this week, it was my death.”

Archer takes her face in his hands. “Mine, is you. I know it. All my life has led to me knowing you, serving you.” He pauses and she stares into his eyes. 

She knows it. Theirs is a story that is only just beginning, but she knows that she was meant to know him. 

She is twirled around again and into her father’s arms. She hadn’t even realised that he’d joined the dance. “Father.”

He is smiling at her but his face is full of sadness. “I am so sorry, my dearest.”

“About what?” She’s having a wonderful time.

“I see the way you look at that young man. How he looks at you.”

“Then you needn’t be sorry, father.”

“I am. My lovely Kingmaker. You should be starting your journey, not ending it. I am so sorry.” He holds her tightly, as the others dance around them. He’s crying. “I am going to bed, and I will see you in the morning. What festivities await us?”

Everleigh shakes her head. She really has no idea. The week is busy and with hunts and balls and plays and jousts she has lost track. She just wants Saturday to come.  

“Goodnight, my sweet. And my apologies again for the hand fate dealt you.”

Everleigh smiles at her wonderful father; a victim of circumstance himself. She has been dealt a better hand than he knows; but he will know soon enough. 
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HALFREDA HAS LEFT ME to make peace with what is to come. I can hardly believe the things she has told me, and yet I recognise them as true. I know them to be correct.

So, our Kingmaker will live. She will rule and be the greatest ruler the Realm has ever known. A Queen. And so, I will not need to be an ally to the monster who plagues me.

And him; a prince in wolf’s clothing indeed. I would never have guessed or suspected and I have met him many a time. He must be a player in some very dark work indeed to fool Halfreda, never mind me. I never saw it and I would bet all my coin that no one else has seen it either. 

I am so happy that this prophecy will halt his plotting. Everleigh will make a wonderful Queen and I will make a great wise woman for her. I can undo what I have done this week by helping and guiding her until I’m as old and withered as Halfreda. 

Halfreda was right. This is my future. I feel brighter already. 

The castle will be a wonderful place to live and work; I have often envied Halfreda her position. And soon it will be mine. She has made a wise decision waiting until Everleigh’s death day before it is announced. She knows she can trust me. And her kin, Archer.  

I feel light for the first time since that cloaked prince came to my door. I feel at peace again. I was questioning whether I ever would.

Thank goodness Halfreda came to see me. 

I think I will have a restful night’s sleep tonight and I may even start packing before I do. I’ll speak to Della about watching the cottage when I go as well. Halfreda seems to think she’s not long for this world. And I have looked in the flames since she left and she is right. It won’t be a gentle end, for the wise woman, but some fates cannot be changed.

She is ready to go, and I cannot believe this after the way I’ve been feeling, but I am ready to take her place.

I brew a tea, and sit awhile, imagining my new position. I will miss my little cottage, but I am sure that I will get used to the riches and splendour, the authority and deference I will gain as the Queen’s wise woman. 

I am ready, and for the first time since I was asked to make a death draught, I am happy.  
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EVERLEIGH ASSUMES BOTH of her brothers have escorted the King to his rooms as she cannot see either of them. Not that she’s really looking. She’s enjoying being in Archer’s arms far too much to think about much else. His arms are strong and he is just the right height for her to place her head on his heart while they dance.

She will have parties every week when she is Queen. Life will be a celebration. 

The ball is almost at an end, but she wants to dance all night. To drink and dance and kiss. 

Will taps Archer on the shoulder, interrupting them. He looks worried; a look she seldom sees on his carefree face. He is such a cheery soul.

“Archer. I need to speak to you.” 

“Is everything alright?”

“Fine, just...” He doesn’t answer but flashes Everleigh a happy smile. He does not want her to worry.  

Archer kisses Everleigh on her cheek and passes her on to the next dancer, while he steps out of the throng and over to a quiet corner with Will. 

Everleigh watches them for a second before relaxing and enjoying the music and dancing again; whatever is wrong, Archer will be able to fix it. 

***
[image: image]


THE TWO PRINCES STAND outside their father’s door.

“Poor father. He won’t be King for much longer.”

“True. Saturday is almost upon us. Are you coming back to the ball?”

“Yes. I just need to tell him something. See you in a minute.”

The two princes part. One goes back to the ball and one goes into his father’s rooms.

“Son.” The King rises to greet him; he is enjoying some ale by the fire.

“Don’t get up. I just wanted to double check you were alright.” He walks over to his father, unscrews the lid off the little black vial that holds the death draught, and kisses the top of the King’s head. As he does, he pours a few drops of the abomination into his father’s ale.

“Goodnight, King.”

“Goodnight, son.” Watching his son walk away, pride on his face, thinking that either boy would make a fine King, he takes a big slug of his drink.

Seconds pass and he clutches at his throat. The death draught is burning its way into his stomach. “Son?” His voice is a croak. “What have you done?”

The prince walks back over to his father. “I intend to be King, father. I intend to rule the Realm how I see fit. I will not have anyone stand in my way.”

The King spasms, dropping to the floor. “The sacrifice. You plan to poison your brother’s cup?”

“I do.”

“Why?”

He laughs. “Let’s see, father dearest. Power, money, adoration, everybody bending to my will, my whims, day or night. Why wouldn’t I?”

“And me?” The King is shaking and shuddering, his strength gone, his neck and face turning black. 

“A test run, father, just a test run.”

He walks away without a glance and within minutes the King is dead. 

Heading back to the ball, a grin on his face, his father dead, he’s pulled to one side. Tucked into an alcove, he scowls at Wolf. “What the-”

Wolf’s voice is low and urgent. “We’ve got a problem.”

He outlines everything his friend, who has been pretending to be in love with Lanorie, has told him about Everleigh and the prophecy and the fact that Halfreda isn’t planning on slitting her throat any more. 

All his plans will go to pot if Everleigh lives; he howls with fury and punches a fist at the stone wall. He barely notices the blood dripping from his knuckles as his mind frantically tries to come up with a plan. 

***
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ARCHER IS IN A PANIC; something he has never been in before. He doesn’t like it. He is usually cool and calm in any situation, but this is a new one on him.

An enemy he could see atop a horse during a joust was one he could handle with ease. Finding Brett in the woods intent on attacking Everleigh had left his mind in no doubt as to his next steps, but this is more muddled. The threat is highly likely, but he doesn’t know its true form.

He knows one of Everleigh’s brothers is willing to kill off his competition with a death draught, instead of letting the Kingmaker’s blood choose the next leader. 

Will overheard Lanorie telling someone about the prophecy and the fact that Everleigh would live. They have no real idea who it is, but Archer is decided; it must be Everleigh’s brother. No one else would have reason to spy. 

There is no way he is going to leave Everleigh alone until after the death day announcement. He will trust his instincts; they serve him well in life, when he’s travelling and when he’s jousting and even when he decided to take up Halfreda’s invite and come to the castle to serve a Queen. There has never been a Queen of the Realm before and dream or no dream it is still a wild idea, but he knew it was the right thing to do.

Everleigh is in danger; possibly immediate. He needs to keep her safe; that’s his only job. 

He taps her dance partner on the shoulder and intervenes. “Come with me.” His voice is low and urgent and Everleigh doesn’t hesitate to follow him. Out in the stone corridor, candles lighting the darkness he pulls her into an alcove. Will joins them. The trio talk quietly.

“Everleigh, did you tell Lanorie? About being Queen.”

For a second, squirming from their stares she wants to lie, but then she nods her head. “Yes. But only because I knew I could trust her. Why?”

Archer shakes his head, wishing to kill Lanorie and her big mouth. “She’s told somebody.”

“No, I don’t believe it; she would never betray me.”

“I heard her.” Will’s voice is flat; she has never heard him sound like this before. Everything he says is full of wit and wisdom and cheer; even something banal sounds like a witticism from Will.

Archer nods at Will to continue. “She was in the stable. But I didn’t see the man she was with. I didn’t recognise his voice though. It’s no one we know. Is it true? Are you to live?” The sadness in his eyes makes Everleigh ashamed that she didn’t share her secret with him. Before she can answer; to explain or apologise to him, her oldest friend, Archer interrupts. 

“Everleigh, we think you’re in danger.”

“From who? Lanorie? She might have told, but she would never hurt me.”

“We think the man might be a spy.”

Everleigh laughs. “A spy. Who would want to spy on me?”

Archer takes a breath. “We think it was one of your brothers.”

“No. No way.” Shaking her head, and fed up of even talking about it, Everleigh backs away. “I’m going to bed.”

Archer grabs at her arm, but she moves out of his way. “Everleigh. You must listen. You could be in danger; you can’t go off by yourself.”

Will puts his hand on her arm, and she lets him. “Everleigh, please. Listen to him. We need to keep you safe.”

“So, one of my brothers is spying on me? I don’t believe it and if it is true, it won’t mean anything. They’re my brothers.”

Archer is never going to convince her; and as long as he keeps her safe, it doesn’t matter what she believes. 

“Let us take you to your room. Let me check it over.”

She nods her agreement and the three of them head along the corridor. One of the little maids should have readied her room for her sleep; a warm bath filled if she wants it and hot bricks in the bed. Or Lanorie might have done it, if she’s feeling better. A thought occurs to her.

“Lanorie hasn’t waited on me for a few days. Cook told Addy’s maid to tell me that she was ill.”

The three of them are silent. Lanorie’s betrayal seeming ever more probable. 

The three of them run to Everleigh’s room. Archer pushes the door open and a quick scan seems to show that it’s safe for them to go in. 

Everleigh checks her bath; hot and filled with water. Her bed is made, and when she pulls back the covers, the hot bricks are where they usually are. At her feet, her middle and her head. 

Archer isn’t convinced that all is well. He looks out of the window. It is too dark to see anything much in the courtyard, though a few lamps are lit. He can see some shapes moving around, people going about their business. 

He moves around the room. It’s a security dream but would be a nightmare to escape from. There is only the one door in and out, and although there are several windows, they only open slightly and they are too high for Everleigh to escape out of. If someone wants to kill her in her bed, they would be able to easily. 

He pulls a big chest away from the wall.

“What are you doing?” Everleigh asks, laughing. “Just who do you think could hide behind that?”

“There’s no one in here. But now I’m looking for a way out.”

“Because the door is just too boring?”

Archer gives her an exasperated look. “Everleigh if someone does come to kill you, there is only one way in and one way out of your room. I was hoping...”

“There’s another way out.” Will says, looking around the room and then pulling out a big trunk just along the wall from Everleigh’s bed. 

“Here.” Set into the bottom of the wall, is a hole covered with a black metal grate. 

“What’s this?” Everleigh kneels in front of it. Archer kicks at it. She has never seen it before but then she doesn’t spend too much time wandering around, looking for ways in and out of her room.

“How did you know about it Will?”

“It just came back to me. This room used to be used by the King’s men. Whoever was favoured most by the King got the room. But the most favoured is usually the most trouble. They needed an escape route in case they annoyed someone who then came looking for them. It also served to get women in and out of the room without traipsing them through the castle.” 

Archer kneels on the floor and starts tugging at the grate. “That’s fantastic.”

“What are you doing?” Everleigh stands beside him. “We might have found a way out, but no one is going to hurt me.”

“We don’t know that.” Archer pulls at the grate again and it comes away from the wall. He sets it on the floor and sticks his head inside. “Will, get me a candle.”

Will obliges, passing Archer a candle in a holder. He takes it and holds it aloft. “There’s a passage.”

“It’s probably the chimney flue.” She’s unsure really and thinks it’s ridiculous to even worry about. “My brothers would never hurt me. Neither one of them. This is pointless.”

She walks over to her bath, trailing her fingers in the hot water. “Please Archer, I want to have a bath.”

“Let me just see where this goes.” He’s half in her room and half out.

Will takes Everleigh’s hand and leads her to the window seat. The tiny spot of light that Archer has taken with him has faded but they can vaguely hear his echoing footsteps as he explores. 

“Will, did she really tell someone about me?”

Will nods. He looks heartbroken. 

“I’m so sorry I didn’t tell you, Will. Please don’t be upset with me. Halfreda told me not to tell anyone and I only told Lanorie, because I see so much of her. We were in here one day and...” she trails off. She’s hurt Will so much by not telling him the truth about her future. He is one of her best friends – she’s closer to him than to Lanorie, really, and yet she hadn’t told him that she would live.

“Everleigh, I’m not upset. I love you.”

She cries. It’s all too much. “I have been so happy and so scared and so excited and so all over the place. I knew it wasn’t long to wait to tell you, I didn’t think you’d find out like this.”

Will strokes her hair; his beautiful princess. 

“Hey, some help?” Archer calls out from inside the passageway. He can’t climb out and hold the candle at the same time. Will takes it off him. Everleigh stays seated by the window.

“So?”

“It’s an escape route, like Will said. Put there by whoever used to have your room. I bet no one else knows.”

“Where does it lead?” Will asks, poking his head through to look.

“Behind the stable. My guess is, someone would escape, grab a horse and bolt. Good idea.”

“Great. So, I’m safe from my murderous brothers?” Everleigh doesn’t believe she has anything to worry about. “Maybe Lanorie was just gossiping. I’m sure I’ll be fine.”

Archer nods. That was always a possibility and if he didn’t know about the death draught, he wouldn’t be half as worried as he was. But he did know. And he wasn’t about to upset Everleigh or Will with that knowledge. 

“I’m going to sleep on your floor,” he tells her.

“No chance. Enough, Archer. I’ve let you poke around the room; you’ve found a secret passage. If anyone knocks on my door I’ll run away.”

Archer shakes his head, fitting the grate back to where it had been. “Murderers don’t knock.” 
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Lanorie
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SO I’M A GOSSIP AND a coward and any other nasty name you want to call me. It won’t be as bad as anything I’ve called myself.

I know what I’ve done and that’s why I’m leaving. I have been here since I was a little girl, but how can I look at any of them now? My sweet Everleigh. She’ll be a great Queen. She’s a better woman than I am. 

It took me a while but I’ve realised there is no other choice for me.

I’ve got my trunk open and I’m filling it, the only thing slowing me down is that I can’t stop crying. 

If I leave now she will never know what I have done. She will tell the Realm that she is a Queen on her death day, and get to live instead. The princes get to live and they can all celebrate together. I will be somewhere else. I am bound to find work if I don’t tell the real reason I have fled.

I pack another gown, and tears fall faster. This dress is one of the most beautiful things I have ever seen. It is jade coloured and decorated with tiny diamonds. It is far too grand for a handmaiden to wear and so I’ve only ever worn it in my room. The fabric is so soft; it makes a perfect hankie for my tears. They are flooding the room. 

Who knew that I would be so dumb, having my head turned by some fellow. When she told me her secret I knew it was a bad idea. Who can help but gossip in this castle. We make our own fun. Who’s courting who, who’s stealing from where. It’s part of court life.  

But this I know is different. Even as I’m saying gossip is just court life I know it isn’t true. I didn’t gossip; I betrayed my best friend. Everleigh’s been like my sister. We have laughed together and spent all of our time together for years and years. I cannot believe myself. She would never have done that to me. Shows what she thinks of me that she told me. It was a secret, but she told me. That’s what she thought of me. I was important enough to know a secret. 

And I’m wailing again. I’ll have Cook in here if I’m not careful and she’ll be mad if she sees me packing. She’ll want to know what’s what. And what’ll I say?

I have ruined everything. And I need to get away. Every inch of this place reminds me of her. She would have been my Queen and I know she would have seen me right. Even more right than she already has. 

I pick up another dress, another stole, another brooch. She has been good to me.

I will take forever to leave if I sit and cry over every little thing she has given me. Almost all my stuff was hers first. She loved me.

My trunk is packed. I will never be able to carry it, but I will send for it once I’m accepted in to a new household. In a little bag I have got the jewel she gave me, some coin I have collected for favours done for the princes and the King and a small pebble that Everleigh found in the grounds once. We are a long way from the seas in this part of the Realm and she thought it was lucky.

I have no luck. I have spoiled my happy little life for some kisses. And the funny thing? I haven’t seen my lovely kissing friend since we last talked in the stables. I’ve gone to our little spot, at the time we were meeting and he’s not come.

His kisses and love talk were as fake as I am a fake friend to Everleigh. I guess I got what I deserved. 
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ARCHER IS REFUSING to leave. Everleigh is determined that he can’t stay and Will is standing between them. 

“I have vowed to keep you safe. Let me do my job.”

“My brothers would never hurt me.”

“I’m happy to be wrong. Let me stay.”

“Let me be right. Just go.”

The room is dark, the lamps burning low, the bath water cold. 

“Please?”

There’s a crash outside, further along the corridor. Archer pushes Everleigh behind him and reaches for his sword. 

There’s silence, both inside the room and out of it. “What was that?” Will whispers, all of them looking towards the door. It’s heavy, made out of solid wood, but not locked. Anyone could open it and anyone could come in. 

They laugh nervously. “We’re all on edge.”

“I’ll be fine. Knock for me at breakfast time.”

Archer nods. Were they just panic-stricken, would she be fine if they left? He takes her over to the grate. If she knows how to open it perhaps he would rest. There is a little maid outside her door while she sleeps, who would sound the alarm if something were to happen.

There’s a scuffling noise directly outside her room. “I don’t like this,” Archer says, looking towards the door as he pulls out the grate. They could all be out of the room in seconds. 

“Quick.” Archer can hear muffled voices and someone rattles the door handle. If they weren’t all looking they wouldn’t have seen it or heard it. 

Trusting his instincts and listening to his gut, Archer pushes Everleigh through the gap and jumps in after her. They don’t have a light. It’s dark and smelly and Everleigh is sure there are rats at her feet. “Come on.” He holds his hand out to Will. Will shakes his head. 

“They’ll be expecting a body in her bed. If she’s not here, they’ll look for her.”

Everleigh shakes her head, reaching out to him. “No.” Her voice is low but urgent. “Will, quickly. Now!”

He ignores her and climbs in to her bed, pulling the covers up over his head, his back to the door, facing Archer and Everleigh.

“Will. Will!” Everleigh starts sobbing. “This is stupid.” She pushes Archer aside; she’ll drag Will out of the room herself. She won’t put him in danger. Archer grabs hold of her to stop her, as the door to her room is pushed open. 

A cloaked figure rushes into the room, Archer quietly slides the grate into place and puts his hand over Everleigh’s mouth just before she screams out. 

The man takes the several steps to Everleigh’s bed, where Will is tucked under her covers, and draws his sword. Everleigh is shaking she’s sobbing so much, her mouth working against Archer’s hand as she tries desperately to cry out, despite the danger.

The cloaked beast raises his hand, without checking under the cover; it’s inconceivable that anyone other than Everleigh would be there. If it wasn’t for Archer and Will, she would have been there.

She watches the scene like a play; it couldn’t be real. 

The swordsman slices into Will, once, twice, three times. She has no idea which bits of him are hit but he must be dead. 

Archer is struggling to hold on to her; she’s still rallying against him. Every instinct telling her to help her friend, even though she knows it is too late. 

The cloaked man sheaths his sword and pulls back his cloak.

Everleigh’s legs buckle underneath her and Archer just manages to hold her up. If she had dropped, then he would have heard her.

Her brother Macsen would have heard her. 

A noise in the corridor makes him cover his head again and slip out of the room. Maybe he had been planning on checking on his handiwork, taking a look at his murdered sister but luckily for them he did not. 

Her brother. 

She reaches for the grate. 

“We can’t go back in. It’s not safe.”

“He thinks I’m dead. My brother thinks I’m dead.” Sobs overtake her again. Life as she knew it is over. Power did strange things to people but she would never have believed that Macsen would hurt her. 

“We need to go to Halfreda’s rooms. We’ll be safe there till morning. Even if he comes back and finds Will he won’t look for you there.”

“Will.” Everleigh can’t move. The grief is too stark. She hasn’t experienced anything like it since she lost her mum, and that grief had been a different kind of grief as she had been too young to truly appreciate it; this is violent and cruel. She can’t stand it. She can’t breathe. 

“Everleigh. We need to go.”

“I can’t leave him here. It’s cold and dark and he’s dead by himself.”

“You can’t do anything for him.”

“I won’t leave him.” Everleigh crosses her arms, tears coursing down her face. “He saved my life.”

Archer opens the grate and climbs through to Everleigh’s room, reaching back to help her out. He holds her back while he pulls the bedsheets off Will. He is in a bad way, but Archer can hear his gurgling breath. 

“Everleigh, he’s still breathing, help me grab him.”  

Everleigh moves around the other side of the bed and seeing her friend bloodied and dying, covers her mouth with her hand. She’s crying but follows Archer’s lead, helping him lift Will up and pulling him forwards. Archer moves next to her and hoists him up over his shoulder like a rag doll. 

“Check the corridor.”

Everleigh runs forward, opens the door and nods that the way is clear. Archer carries Will easily, he is lighter and shorter than him, though slippery from the blood. 

“We need to take him to Halfreda. She can fix him.”

Archer nods. “If anyone can.” 
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THE WALK BACK TO THE castle is thrice as long as the one from it. I have to keep stopping, sitting on low walls and once even dropping to the floor, until a woman with a skin of ale took pity on me. As the wise woman of the castle I have never been so low as to sit on the floor like a tramp. It felt frightening to me, being out of the castle so late, and I knew my powers would help me none if I was set on by some ruffian or other. 

Fear made me move faster than I might have, so only the gods know how long it would have taken me otherwise.

The village is not a bad place to be, but there will always be someone chancing their arm. Trying their luck. And I must admit to being an easy target.

Looking at me, bundled up in my old cloaks, stooped and shuffling, alone, no one with bad blood would hesitate before taking me on or out. Some men love violence for the pleasure it gives them; it makes them feel alive, I suppose. Others will only injure for gain or retribution. All the same, I would not survive an attack and as my end is coming, I am wary. I should have sent for a carriage to bring me back to the castle.

My feet are crying out and my back is almost bent in half. I sit one more time; I can see the castle now and it won’t take me ten more minutes to get there. 

I wonder if the ball has finished. I know all about the comings and goings in the castle but I don’t join in with them all. I do sit and join meals, though not always, I might be asked to join a feast if there is someone important attending, and I cannot resist a play, but jousts and hunts and balls are not for me. I am old now and I like my own company. 

It is a gift in this world to enjoy the solitary pleasures. So many people fill their lives with drama and their minds with nonsense. There is true delight in sitting alone, thinking, relaxing, letting the mind be still, not full of petty problems. 

The castle is before me and I sigh with joy. I need to rest but I will see the King first. 

The guards gesture me through with barely a glance and I head to the ballroom. I look through the doors, see people laughing and dancing, the two princes twirling ladies around, though no sign of Everleigh, Addyson or the King. Everleigh will have retired; she doesn’t stay up late; she is always too tired from her late night treks to her mother’s grave. Addyson would have gone to bed even earlier as the youngest of all and I am glad the King has gone to his rooms, it will be simpler to talk there, rather than pulling him away from the party. 

I know he will be awake; he seldom sleeps before midnight.

The blisters on my feet are troubling me, filling my head with pain. So much pain that I don’t see it in my mind’s eye. I only see it when I reach for the door handle. 

The King!

I don’t knock the door, just push it open. He is there, slumped on the floor. “Guards!” I scream as loud as I am able, as I am softly spoken, but one comes running. 

“Get the doctor. I think the King has been poisoned.”

I am sure it is too late of course, though some poisons have antidotes, as I go closer to him, I know it is the death draught and there is nothing to be done.

I start to wail, a foreign tongue slipping out of my mouth and a strange chanting joining it.

Murdered by his own son. It is nothing but an abomination. What will become of him? A ruler such as he would be an evil one indeed. And if he can kill his father he will surely kill his sister. I need to get Everleigh to safety. If he hears that she will live, then she is as good as dead. 

Two guards run into the room, dropping to their knees when they see their dead King. He inspired such love and loyalty; I am broken hearted to see him so undignified on the floor.

If I was in better shape would I have seen this; prevented it?

Useless questions. No help to any of us.

I need to get Everleigh to safety.

My mind flashes to Millard and Addyson, but I am sure they will be left alone for now. Macsen is power hungry and they have nothing to offer him.

“Guards, let the doctor see him, but I don’t believe he can be saved.”

They lower their heads, grief etched on their faces.

We will bring forward our announcement; Everleigh will need to be crowned tomorrow. We cannot be without a ruler and we need Everleigh crowned to keep Macsen at bay. If that will be enough. 

I head out to the courtyard, to Everleigh’s room. There is a commotion behind me and, nerves fraught, I cry out as I turn.

“Halfreda?”

It is Archer and he is carrying a sack or something. Everleigh is with him. They step into the light. It is the fool’s boy he is carrying and he is bleeding surely to death. What has gone on in this castle in my absence? Some evil has come to life, some malignant force.

“Halfreda, quick, we need to get Will to your rooms. We think he can be saved.”

I know I need to but I cannot move.

I announce it, ridiculously simply, without preamble or assurances. “The King is dead. He has been murdered.”  
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THIS TIME, WHEN EVERLEIGH falls Archer cannot catch her because he is still holding Will.

Halfreda helps Everleigh to her feet, but she cannot stand. “My father?”

Halfreda nods at her. There are no words. She scoops her up again and this time, supports her so that she can’t fall.

“By my brother?”

Halfreda nods again, slowly. “I think so. How did you guess?”

Everleigh gestures at Will. 

Halfreda rubs at her face; she is pale and weary. “He did this too?”

“Macsen.” Everleigh nods. “He thought that Will was me. He wanted to kill me.”

Halfreda shakes her head, a sob escaping her; what a mess.

They need to get to Halfreda’s rooms, and quickly. Will is losing blood fast, and his breathing is shallow, but Everleigh is like a puppet with no strings, limp and crying. Endless tears washing away all hopes of normality.

Halfreda assists her and they go as quickly as they can. Archer lays Will out in front of Halfreda’s fire, still burning, though low. Halfreda throws some more logs on, and bustles about in some drawers. They can’t risk calling the King’s doctor, they have no idea now who is in an alliance with whom. Macsen could have been quietly gathering supporters around him, ready for his coup, his bid for the Kingship. It is clear now that he will do anything to get the crown. Including killing his own father and sister. 

Archer sits holding Everleigh and Halfreda kneels next to Will. She pulls his clothes off him, revealing the wounds in his stomach. 

Clearly Macsen is a swordsman but not a good marksman. He has made two fatal mistakes; he hasn’t checked that his intended victim is the one in the bed. And he hasn’t stabbed in enough places to ensure maximum damage. To do a better job he should have stabbed in the stomach, the heart and the throat, but instead all three wounds are in one area, underneath Will’s heart, to the left. 

He has lost a lot of blood but he could be lucky. 

Halfreda has cloth, herbs, water boiling on the fire, and within minutes she has set up a little surgery. The wounds need cleaning and one needs stitching. He needs a tonic and he needs to wake up. He is unconscious, which is a worry.

She will do all she can; she can only try.

Everleigh’s rocking in Archer’s arms, making a strange noise, like a mewling kitten. She needs a tonic too. 

Halfreda makes two infusions of herbs and spices, made with boiling water and different strengths of flavours for each patient. Everleigh has no physical injury and yet could be in a far worse predicament than Will.

Sometimes physical injuries healed but mental anguish changed a soul completely.

Halfreda is worried for Everleigh. So much has happened and changed in one week and now this. Her own brother has killed her father and tried to kill her. The betrayal is massive and will lead her to question everything. 

“How could he?” Her voice is a whisper, but Halfreda and Archer hear.

“Power?” Halfreda shrugs. It is a question as much as Everleigh’s had been. How could a sweet and kind brother and son turn into a monstrous murderer? 

And what should they do next?

Halfreda passes the drink to Archer to hold for Everleigh; she will only drop it. He holds it up to her lips and she sips at it automatically. 

“How could he?” she asks again. Then she sits upright. “Addy. Millard. We need to fetch them.” She stands up and loses her balance, falling again. Archer catches her, just, and settles her back in the chair. 

“I thought of them,” Halfreda says. “But I think they’ll be fine. They have nothing to offer Macsen. With you and your father dead, the old laws will come into play. The eldest son will take the crown, as they take property or coin after death.”

“We can’t let him take the crown. It’s mine.” Everleigh’s eyes are filled with a mix of sorrow and hate. “He killed my father. He’s not fit to rule.”

“Agreed. But what do we do?”

“There is no one here to challenge him.”

“I am here.” Everleigh’s voice is strong for the first time since she heard the news of her father’s death. “I am meant to be Queen.”

Halfreda nods, still tending to Will. He seems to be breathing a little easier and the bleeding has been staunched. “Archer. What would you do?”

“We cannot take your brother on, not right now. We have no idea how many men he has on his side, or what he might do. It’s too dangerous. I think Macsen thinks he’s free to be King now that the King is dead and he thinks he killed Everleigh. He may announce it tomorrow but he cannot be King without the proper ceremony. There will need to be a coronation.”

“So, we let him think he is to be King and then stop the coronation?”

Archer nods. “That’s what I’m thinking. He thinks you’re dead.”

“What about my body? Won’t he be waiting for one of the little maids to raise the alarm in the morning?”

“Halfreda, what do we do?”

Halfreda is quiet. There are so many questions to answer, things that need doing. “What if I am the one to find her body? I am allowed in her room, and I could say that I found her and wrapped her ready for her blessing.”

“We could just bundle up some cloth. No one will look. We will say her injuries were so bad that she needed to be covered. We need a witness, though.”

“You?” 

Archer shakes his head at Halfreda’s suggestion. “Lanorie?”

“Lanorie?” Everleigh still can’t fathom why Lanorie had betrayed her but she doesn’t want to see her again.

“People will take her word for it. They’ll believe her.”

This much is true. It would go a way towards Lanorie atoning for what she had done. Everleigh nods her agreement. “Let’s get Will stable and then we’ll go to her.”

She freezes, hands covering her mouth. “Addy? Addyson. I can’t do this to her. I cannot let her believe her mother is dead. Her father is dead. I am dead. I am everything to her. I am the only one who truly sees past her curse.”

Halfreda takes Everleigh’s hands and holds her tight. “This situation is making all of us do things we wouldn’t choose to. None of this is our first choice. You must keep her safe. She is too young to understand the peril. She will get over it. She’ll be fine when she sees that you live. And when you rule you will more than make it up to her.”

Everleigh’s eyes are sad as she looks at Halfreda. “When I am Queen, I will not be helpless any more. I cannot wait to have a choice in my life. To have the say over what I do and where I go.”

“It is coming,” Halfreda says, hoping that she is right. 
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I HAVE BEEN GOING THROUGH my things and slowly packing up since Halfreda left me. It will be a few days until I am needed to replace her, if she is right, but I have a lot of things in my little cottage. 

I am taking a rest when a young boy from the village knocks at my door. I answer it, wondering if he has a family member unwell, or a school mate being unkind to him. It’s rare that youngsters ask for my help but it does happen. 

“News from the castle.” He has no breath; he must be running everywhere. With so much going on with Everleigh and a death draught on the loose, my heart is tight. 

“What, tell me.”

“The King is dead.”

“What?” I cannot believe it. “How? Old age, his heart?” I clutch at a reasonable explanation, after all the King is not a young man any more. 

“Poison. That’s what the guards are saying.”

“What else are they saying.”

“That the Kingmaker’s death day might be brought forwards, that an enemy must be at the castle.”

“I bet.” This was unthinkable, so everyone would be panicking and gossiping, fretting, working out their allegiances, mourning.

After he leaves I make up my mind. I am quick enough. I will be at the castle in no time. Halfreda will know what the truth of it all is.

But a cold and prickly fear takes over my whole body. I don’t need a fire or a dream to tell me what I already know.

Macsen has used the death draught.

And he has used it against his own father. I run to my garden and am sick all over one of my flower beds. I cannot hold it in, I have done this.

I should have told him that I had not heard of a death draught, or that I didn’t have the skill to make one, or I had no idea where to find one. I should have let him find someone else to get it for him.

Now I am embroiled in this game, and I want no part of it.

The guilt will eat me up I know it. It might kill me yet. What will become of me? As guilty and as much a murderer as the man who unscrewed the lid of the vial and gave it to his father. I am guilty.

I take a sip of tonic, rinse out my mouth and spit it away, then I drink the rest of it down. I need it. I fetch my cloak and I head to the castle. If this is true; and I know that it is. Halfreda will need all the help she can get. So will Everleigh. 
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HALFREDA HAS TO CHANGE all of Will’s dressings, despite the stitches, the blood has started to seep through. She cleans him up, adds fresh herbs and dresses his wounds again. His heart is beating clearly and his breathing is strong, but he has yet to open his eyes.

Everleigh has drunk all her tonic and is pacing the room. “How’s he doing?” 

Halfreda shakes her head. “It’s too early to say. He’s breathing and his heart is beating. That’s good. He’s not conscious. That’s not good. Time will tell.”

There’s a quiet knock at the door. They all jump up; Archer has his sword out. 

“Halfreda, it’s me,” Ginata calls out. 

Halfreda goes to the door and opens it. Ginata looks upset. “Is it true?”

Halfreda nods as she moves out of the way to let Ginata in the room. She pauses when she sees Everleigh and Archer. 

She curtseys. 

Everleigh waves a hand at her. “You don’t need to do that.”

Ginata nods and then her eyes fall on Will. “What’s happened?” She knows who Will is, though she doesn’t know him personally.

Halfreda explains the night’s events, from the King’s death to the attempted murder of Everleigh and how Will took her place, sacrificed himself for his friend.

Ginata sits next to him, on the floor. “You’ve done well, Halfreda. He’ll live.”

“Really?” Old age and upset are clouding Halfreda’s vision even more than usual and she can’t see what will happen in the next five minutes, let alone in the long run. 

Everleigh touches Ginata’s shoulder. “Really? He will live?”

She nods. “Yes. I see him.”

Everleigh closes her eyes in relief. 

“Everleigh, I have to tell you something.” Ginata’s voice is quiet. “I am the one who gave your brother the death draught.”

“What!” Archer shoots up from his chair. “What a stupid bloody thing to do.”

Ginata shrinks back from his fury, but Everleigh puts her hand out to Archer. 

“Archer. My brother killed his own father. Do you believe he would have hesitated to kill Ginata?”

Archer sits down, refusing to answer, but scowling over at Ginata.

“It was stupid; I am so sorry.”

“It wasn’t stupid, Ginata, it was necessary. And if you hadn’t given him that he would have found another way to kill my father. He would have just put a sword through him. Why didn’t he just put a sword through him? Why did he want the draught?”

Halfreda moves in front of Everleigh and takes her hands. “We believe he wanted the draught for Saturday. We think he was going to use it in the cup of blood to kill Millard and become King. We knew that he would test it, but assumed it would be on a cat or a dog. We never imagined he would kill your father. When he found out from Lanorie that you would live, we think that’s when he decided to get rid of you. That might have been when he decided to kill your father too. We don’t know.”

Everleigh shakes her head. This thirst for power has been brewing in Macsen for longer than she thought. And of course, him being willing to kill Millard was no big surprise now but she would never have guessed at it. 

“So now what?” Ginata looks at them all, even Archer, who still looks furious with her.

“We are going to go along with his plan. I will say that I have found Everleigh dead from such awful stab wounds that I have wrapped her ready to be laid on the island. We’re going to fetch Everleigh’s maid Lanorie to back up the lie.”

“Even though she’s the one who told Everleigh’s secret. She’s the reason Macsen tried to kill her,” Archer pipes up from his chair, still looking disgruntled, cross with everyone. 

Ginata is nodding as she listens to their plans. “Good idea. Then what?”

“We think he’ll want to be crowned on Saturday.”

“But won’t you have to do that for him, Halfreda?”

Halfreda nods. As the wise woman of the castle, she performs all ceremonies. Macsen will need her to crown him.

“With the King dead and Everleigh dead, it will fall on Macsen to become King as the first-born son. It’s not happened in the Realm for over five hundred years; the last time a Kingmaker died before her death day she took ill of the plague two years before she would have been sacrificed, and so we had no blood to crown or kill. The eldest son can do it, but it wasn’t a successful reign. Many would argue that the wrong King was crowned, without the magic of the Kingmaker’s blood.”

“Well I already know that Macsen will be a terrible King.” Everleigh is veering between feeling broken hearted that her brother has betrayed the family and furious that he would dare try to usurp her before the crown is even on her head. 

“So Halfreda, you’ll have to pretend everything is alright?”

Halfreda nods. This will be difficult to achieve. The sorrow in her heart is overwhelming. How could the boy she knew turn into a man like this?

Feeling better that they have a plan, Everleigh turns to Ginata. “Will you stay with Halfreda while we fetch Lanorie?”

“What if someone sees you, princess? You’re meant to be dead.”

Ginata takes off her cloak and passes it to Everleigh, who quickly puts it on. 

“Thank you. We’ll be careful. I have to face her, though.”

“Be safe.”

“You too.”
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IT IS WORSE THAN I could have thought. I was ready to leave, all cried out. I stole quietly across the courtyard, desperate not to be seen by anyone, and I saw Everleigh with Archer. He was carrying Will. I was close to them but hidden in the shadows. Then I saw Halfreda join them and then I heard the worst news.

My heart has all but stopped. 

I set a terrible plot in motion when I told my friend about Everleigh. I didn’t know what would happen. I can’t be blamed, but I know I can be and I am to blame. 

Macsen.

I can’t believe what he’s done. I thought he was a good one. Cook always thought he was daft.

We were both wrong.

From the sounds of it he has murdered his own father and tried to murder his own sister. 

Will must have stepped in to save Everleigh. He is a better friend than I am. 

She deserves more than me, better than I have done for her. 

I flee back to my room, off the kitchen, ignoring Cook as she calls to me. I slam the door and stand with my back to it. I cannot breathe. 

The King is dead because of me.

Will is dead because of me.

Macsen tried to kill Everleigh because of me.

I am the cause of all the trouble here tonight. 

It hits me then that the Realm will be a better place without me in it. 

I listen at the door, I know Cook will be in and out with the ball still going on; dancing makes people hungry. It is busy in the kitchen; it’s probably why she didn’t chase after me. She’s barking orders and sounds so stressed out. 

I wonder if she knows about the King yet. 

It’s all gone quiet. I risk a look. The kitchen is empty.

I know where she keeps sleeping draughts to add to tea or ale if any of the family can’t sleep and I know where she keeps the ale; I’ve watched her enjoy a tipple often enough. And haven’t I shared plenty with her too? I am hoping that a good bit of ale and plenty of sleeping draughts might end this world for me. 

Everything’s gone wrong and I can’t stand it anymore. If I mix enough of the two of them, I can end it all.

I don’t want to live with what I’ve done. 

I can’t.
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ARCHER LEADS THE WAY to the kitchen, and Everleigh skulks behind him. She can’t be seen but she must be the one who speaks to Lanorie. The cloak is wrapped tightly around her and she stoops a little so her height is altered. 

The two of them tuck next to the kitchen door, there are too many people in there; and they need to go through it.

They wait in the cold, the night air still but biting. Everleigh tucks her hands in the cloak and stands closer to Archer.

A few minutes later Cook bustles across the courtyard and into the kitchen and they duck out of sight, seconds later she leaves again, carrying a big platter, a troop of serving girls following her with plates and dishes. The smell is wonderful. Taking a chance, they rush into the kitchen, relieved to find it empty. Everleigh knocks but doesn’t wait for Lanorie to answer. She opens the door. 

“Archer, quick.” Everleigh runs to Lanorie’s side. She’s lying on the floor, a cup of ale at her side, and a pouch of sleeping draughts next to that. She is unconscious, but breathing. 

“Oh, Lanorie, what have you done?” 

Archer lifts her off the floor. “Come on.” 

Another patient for Halfreda. 

They are lucky enough not to be seen, and get to Halfreda’s rooms in seconds. 

“What’s happened?” Halfreda puts her hand out and touches Lanorie’s forehead. 

“Sleeping draughts and ale,” Everleigh says, hovering next to Lanorie.

Ginata and Archer move Will, he is still out of it, but his breathing seems steady. They lie Lanorie in his place, in front of the fire, and Halfreda busies herself with some herbs and liquids. 

“Just need to make her sick,” Ginata says. “That should be enough.”

“I cannot stand this night,” Everleigh says, and Archer goes to her side, putting a hand on her shoulder, the warmth of his touch making her feel slightly better. “It’s like some sort of curse.”

Halfreda beckons Archer over to Lanorie. “Sit her up.”

Archer does as he’s told, and holds Lanorie, facing away from him. He tips her head back and Halfreda opens her mouth. She pours the concoction in and moments later, Lanorie coughs, splutters and then vomits. She opens her eyes, blearily, sees Everleigh and sobs. “Just let me die.” 

Despite the sick, Everleigh kneels by her side, holding her hand and stroking her hair. 

“Lanny. I know. I know what you did and I don’t care. Death isn’t the answer. Not ever.”

Lanorie’s shaking her head, tears and snot mingling as she cries. “No. I don’t deserve to live.”

“None of us do. Why do any of us deserve to live? Do murderers deserve to live? Or good people deserve to die? That’s not what it’s about.” Everleigh thinks of Macsen. “And we all say and do things wrong. I would have forgiven you. I wish you’d come to me.”

“But the King? Will.”

“We think Will will live, and I think Macsen would have killed my father regardless. Lanny you’re my friend.”

“I’ve messed everything up.”

“No, you haven’t. It’s alright.”

“I’ll never forgive myself.”

“You might, in time, once you realise that I have forgiven you. All is well. We’re fine. You’ll be fine.” Everleigh looks at Halfreda. “Won’t she?”

Halfreda nods. “No damage done. If we hadn’t found her she would have died, probably been sick and choked on it, but she’ll be fine. It wasn’t a clever thing to do, though.”

Lanorie looks at Halfreda and then drops her head. Halfreda hands her another drink. Lanorie takes it but sniffs at it, suspiciously. “It’ll perk you up. Make you feel better.”

Everleigh takes off Ginata’s cloak and settles by the fire with Lanorie, holding her hand. Archer is pacing the room. Halfreda and Ginata are whispering together. It has been a strange and unsettling and upsetting night. 

“I think you all need to sleep here,” Halfreda says. “I will wake early and go to Everleigh’s room with you Lanorie.”

Lanorie looks up. Everleigh explains the plan. “Macsen killed the King and he thinks he’s killed me. We want him to believe he has succeeded. Then on Saturday Halfreda will lead his coronation, but, with Archer’s help, we will swoop in and steal the crown. I will be Queen. And avenge my father’s death.”

“Or,” Archer butts in. “I could kill him now. Save all the drama. Just kill him.”

“No. Whatever he has done I will not lower myself to be the same.”

“But it would be so much easier.”

Halfreda is watching Everleigh. Is this the right move? Kill Macsen before he has another chance to kill her. Or play it clever, let him think he has won and then lock him away where he cannot do any more damage?

“No.” Everleigh’s voice is clear. 

Ginata touches her sleeve. “Forgive me for telling you what to do, but murder will change you. If you kill Macsen then you become like him.”

Everleigh nods. “Self defence is one thing, but despite all that he has done I will not be cowardly and kill him. Let him declare himself King, let me challenge that, let me fight with honour for this. Sorry Archer.”

“Right. So why not just crown Everleigh then? Crown her now, before he has a chance to be King.”

Halfreda shakes her head. “If it were only so easy. A coronation must have witnesses one hundredfold or more for it to be valid. Or else any madman could blackmail a wise woman to crown him. We would have one hundred Kings.”

Archer shrugs as though he isn’t bothered either way when the truth is, he would kill Macsen in a second for what he had done to Everleigh and he is so frustrated with the ridiculous laws of the land he could scream. 

“So Lanorie and Halfreda will go to my room in the morning.” Everleigh has decided.

“Why do I need to go with Halfreda?”

“I need Macsen to believe me,” Halfreda says. “If I have a witness he will cease to see any more threat. Maybe the bloodshed will stop.”

Lanorie nods reluctantly. She doesn’t want to spend any time alone with Halfreda, but she will do anything now to show Everleigh that she is sorry. 

“Ginata will stay here tonight too, and Archer can stand guard.” 

Archer nods. “Will do.” He touches his sword, as if checking it’s there or reassuring himself that he could indeed guard them all. 
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AND SO, THE WHOLE WORLD has shifted again. I wanted to crown Everleigh today but instead I will have to pretend that she is dead. Macsen is far more evil than I could have imagined.

When Ginata told me that someone had requested the death draught, the scales fell away from my eyes and I knew, but I had not seen the extent of his betrayal, everything that he was capable of.

Last night our King was murdered and our Kingmaker, princess, Queen was in mortal danger. The fool’s boy saved her life. Who would have thought he had it in him? Maybe he is wiser than us and we are the fools. I certainly feel like one at times.  

Lanorie, like a spoiled and ignored child has had a tantrum and made a feeble effort at taking her own life. As though that would help anyone at all. Did she think Everleigh would hear that she was dead and realise how sorry she had been for betraying her. Nothing says please forgive me like a dead body. Silly girl. Like we don’t have enough to deal with now.

And then, poor Everleigh, when I awoke in the night for a drink, she was heartbrokenly sobbing in front of my fire, with Archer smoothing her hair. I didn’t interrupt them, she needs more time to grieve and yet with so much going on, how can she?

Oh, I am not feeling generous of spirit today. I must face the day and tell everyone that Everleigh is dead, that I have found her body. I know her maid is only a young girl, and foolish with it, but look at the actions of the fool in the making and the princess’s handmaiden. What a difference.

There is too much going on for me to feel anything much for her though. Everleigh has lost her father and barely had a minute to grieve for him. Her own brother tried to kill her so she has lost him too and has not had a minute to grieve for that either. 

I have Ginata out of her mind with worry that Macsen as King will expect her to turn to the dark work.  

And I have Will half dead. I think that Ginata is right, he will live, but it saddens me that my gift is slipping. All I knew has been lost to me.

Since the day I embraced my gifts I have felt, and this is not good to admit, superior. I am superior to other people. My gifts make me special; not unique, but special. Most people are normal, average, many are less than that. I had something that made me different. It gave me an edge in life. I had skills and knowledge and intuition above and beyond most others and it has served me so well.

Without my gifts, I do not feel like myself.

I wake Lanorie up, shaking her not too gently on her shoulder. She groans and turns, trying to stay asleep, so I poke her in the arm. She jumps up, panic on her features for a second.

“Come, we have to be the first in Everleigh’s room.”

It is before sunrise, but we need to be early. If anyone finds her bed empty before us, our plan will be spoiled. 

We scurry across the courtyard, our breath frosting before us, cloaks wrapped tightly around us. It is a cold morning, a bleak morning and it fits my mood. This safe and warm castle has become a stranger overnight.

We step over the little maid at her door, luckily still sleeping and slip into Everleigh’s room. The bed, covers and floor are saturated with Will’s blood. It is dry but frightening. Lanorie has a hand over her mouth, making heaving noises. “Pull yourself together,” I tell her, a little more sharply than I intended. 

I root through one of Everleigh’s chests, find some bed linen and throw it over to Lanorie. “Make a body shape, on the bloody sheets.” I want to find something suitable to wrap her in. She’s a princess after all, and I would never let her be taken to rest in dirty old sheets. It’s not unusual for a body to be fully wrapped, especially if they have suffered an injury. Besides Macsen killed her himself, or so he believes, he will need no proof and there is plenty of blood to convince anyone else. 

I find a beautiful blanket, heavy and embroidered with tiny flowers and stars. It is perfect. Lanorie has used her head, she has wrapped the sheets and used ribbon to fasten them. She has fashioned a plausible body shape. 

When I am satisfied, I open the door and wake the little maid. “Quick fetch Macsen and Millard and Archer.” I scream the words at her, tears easily filling my eyes.

She scurries off and I sit at the window with Lanorie standing beside me.

“Think of something sad,” I tell her. 

We need to look as though we have lost the princess. We need to be believable. 

“I can’t,” she says, staring at me with a stupid look on her face.

“Of course you can.” I am upset and I am cruel. “Why don’t you think about how stupid you were telling Everleigh’s secret to some stranger? Why don’t you think about the upset you caused when you betrayed your lifelong friend for a few kisses like a cheap tavern maid? Why don’t you think about the fact that the King was killed last night, that Will risked his life for Everleigh but you, like a selfish spoiled child, sat and tried to drink yourself into oblivion, so that she didn’t have time to grieve, she had to save your wretched, worthless life. Why don’t you think about all that and see if you can cry?” 

By the time Macsen and Millard burst into the room we are both sobbing. I feel like a bully talking to her the way I have and I absolutely took out my frustrations on her, but she deserved it.

“What’s happened?” Macsen asks as Millard points at the bundle and asks: “Who’s that?”

My eyes are wet. “I came to see Everleigh, to go over some things for her death day. I found her dead. Stabbed three times.”

I do not dare to look at Macsen as I say it. 

“I called Lanorie and she helped me wrap her. She cannot be seen; it is not fitting for a princess. She is a bloody mess.”

Millard is shaking his head in disbelief, tears flooding his face. “And father last night too. Is there a curse, Halfreda?”

I shake my head, wondering who broke the news to him. Macsen with his ability to lie and deceive and pretend to be upset, or one of the guards or the doctor?

I shrug my shoulders. A curse is better than what I could tell him. 

“I am not seeing one, though I will look further into the fires this afternoon.”

The princes nod. “I need to know what you want me to do.” I look at Macsen for a moment, it’s longer than I want to. 

He shakes his head like he cannot speak, but quietly says. “What a sad day to be in the Realm. I would never have imagined such a disaster. I, of course, will become King, now. We revert to the old law.”

“What about father and Everleigh? What will we do?” Millard asks. 

“We’ll have the ceremony for them this evening.” 

Dead people are disposed of very quickly in the Realm in one of two ways. Anyone of importance is given a small simple ceremony on the island, as soon as it is feasibly possible, which I perform, and then, weighted with coloured pebbles, dropped into the sea. Anyone who is not important is taken to the Ashes, a small scrap of land to the North of the castle, where bodies are burnt twice weekly, if there’s anything left that hasn’t been eaten by the wild animals. 

The King and Everleigh will go tonight. There is no reason to wait. 

“And I will crown you tomorrow, Macsen.” I say the words he wants to hear, and bow my head, ever so slightly to him.

Millard looks put out, but resigned. The old law of the land will come into play and he cannot argue with that.

Lanorie hasn’t moved from the window. She is sobbing still and it has helped matters look genuine.

Everleigh’s pretend body is on the bloody bed. The two princes walk over to her, place a hand on her and murmur their blessings. I hope Lanorie has done a better job of this than killing herself. They cannot be suspicious.

Macsen manages to squeeze out a tear and I almost laugh at his gall. 

There is a battle ahead; this man will not go quietly. 
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ARCHER ARRIVES AT EVERLEIGH’S door in the middle of the two brother’s final goodbyes. He puts on a good display of grief, crying and hugging both Halfreda and Lanorie. The tears are real; she came so close to losing her life in this room. No one would know how close except him, her and Will.

After a lot of weeping and some wailing from Lanorie, who is at the point of hysteria, the two princes leave. Archer is charged with carrying Everleigh’s body to the island.

Two guards will meet him there with the King’s body. His death was more peaceful than Everleigh’s, if death at someone else’s hand is ever peaceful, and so his body has been viewed through the morning in the great hall, by family, friends, visitors to the Realm and anyone who fancies looking at something so macabre. He was finally wrapped up by his maid and is ready for the ceremony. 

Everleigh is still upset that Millard and Addyson will think she is dead, so Halfreda says she will break the news to Addyson and comfort her little sister.  

Addyson is in her room, crying on the bed. Halfreda needs to break the news of Everleigh’s pretend death and it is hurting her that she must tell her such an awful lie. 

“Addy.” Addyson turns and throws herself on Halfreda. Halfreda is the wise woman, but so much more. She is a surrogate grandmother who became a surrogate mother to the older children; all she has been to Addyson is a mother though. Addyson has never known her mother and has the added burden of the curse. 

“I have some upsetting news, my little dear.”

Addyson shakes her head, tears like two waterfalls down her face. “I know about the King. My brother told me.”

“No, my sweet.” Halfreda lays her head on Addyson’s, crying but needing to get the words out, cursing Macsen as she does. “Your sister is also dead. Someone broke into her room last night and killed her.”

The grief is extreme; Everleigh is the closest person to Addyson. She screams and cries and rocks and eventually sleeps through pure exhaustion. She wakes and wails and curses and Halfreda sits with her, until her sleep becomes a deep one. “Stay with her,” she tells her maid. “I will be back with a sleeping draught. She will need something when she wakes.”

Back in her room, Halfreda takes Everleigh in her arms. “Addy is heartbroken. I am not sure how she will get over this.”

“When she sees me she will be glad?”

“I think so, but hurt and confused also.”

They hug and Everleigh cries. Grief isn’t a strong enough word for the feelings that are going through her; hurt, betrayal, shock, devastation, disbelief.

“Where is Lanorie now?” 

Halfreda frowns. “Back in the kitchen, and told to keep her mouth shut from now on.”

“Don’t be hard on her, Halfreda, she is heartbroken by what she did.”

“She should never have done it to be broken hearted. We all make choices, Everleigh. She made the wrong one.”

“I know. I think she is sorry.”

“She is sorry for the consequences. She is sorry you found out.”

Halfreda goes quiet and Everleigh moves to sit with Will again in front of the fire.

He is awake and talking, weak but gaining strength. They have given him food, drink and medication and can only hope now that he will recover, that his stab wounds will heal and no infection will set in. He is in hiding as no one can know he has been injured; there would be no feasible explanation. 

“The ceremony for you and your father is this evening, at the island,” Halfreda says.

Everleigh looks up. “I hadn’t thought about that. Poor Millard and Addy having to go through that. Can you manage?”

“Yes, I am no actress but I am able to mask my feelings well enough. The declarations will be made at noon and I will go over to the island at six. This has turned in to a strange situation.”

“I know. My father dead, my brother the culprit, me hiding, my death faked, Will attacked and left for dead. Will it all be well? Have you seen anything?”

Halfreda shakes her head. Her powers are growing dimmer. She cannot see anything in her flames now. 

“Nothing my child, but I believe things will work out. Archer is here.”

“He will keep me safe?”

“I know it. Macsen thinks you are dead. Ginata is ready to take over from me-”

“Take over, where will you be?”

“I have seen something, Everleigh, but with all the upset you have faced I did not want to add to it. I am not long for this world.”

“Halfreda don’t. You are older than the stars. Surely you will live on.”

“No, I have seen enough to know that I don’t have long. I am hopeful that seeing you crowned is the last thing I will see.”

She doesn’t add that she has seen a violent end to her own life; there is no reason to cause further distress. 

“So, you will bury me tonight and crown Macsen in the morning?”

“Yes, and Archer will be there and at the last moment before the ceremony is complete, you will step forward and take the crown. I will change the words and make you Queen instead of him King.”

“He will be shocked to see me.”

“Hopefully. I think that will help. He won’t be expecting any resistance.”

“Will it work?”

“I believe so.”

It is the best either of them can hope for. 
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HALFREDA HAS TOLD ME to visit with Macsen. She thinks it’s a good idea for me to tell him I am sorry for the loss of his father, and his sister, to see if he reveals his true intentions to me. 

The cloaked man told me that he would need me as an ally. Will Macsen admit that he is that same man? And what will I say to him if he does. I think I will die.

I am frightened as I go to his room. I don’t like him. And I fear what might start between us. 

I have never wanted to be a dark witch, though there are many. Some with real power and those who pretend. I am a good witch. I want to be good and do good.

I knock at his door and a guard opens it.

“Ginata, the village white witch to see Macsen please.”

He nods and closes the door in my face. I am not sure whether to stay or leave and hover for a moment before the door opens again. It is Macsen. I know he is the cloaked man the instant our eyes meet. I mask my knowledge and hope that he is not as adept at seeing duplicity as he is at partaking in it.

I smile a solemn smile. “I heard the sad news, and I wanted to offer my condolences on the loss of your father and sister.”

He smiles at me and invites me into his rooms, with a gesture. 

I follow him in, wondering if I will see his guard / friend. 

“It’s been a shock,” he says, taking a seat. He lifts a jug of ale. “Would you like some?”

I shake my head. I couldn’t bear to drink something he has touched. There could be some of the death draught in there. I will never trust this man.

“No thank you. I come to offer my services. I understand that Halfreda isn’t as well as she would like to be. And, that you will become King? That we will revert to the old laws?”

He nods at me, almost lazily. I get the feeling that he’s sizing me up but I am also sure that he believes I am fooled by his disguise; that I do not know his true nature. 

“Halfreda is a part of our family, but our family is changing. If something awful befalls her then I would hugely appreciate you serving me. I have heard good things about your work. You are a successful, talented witch, if I’m correct.”

“I like to think so,” I agree, watching him drink from the jug. Not poisoned then. 

“A man needs a friend. And one with your knowledge, skills and resources is priceless. You will be very useful to me.”

He repeats the words he said to me in my little cottage and a shiver runs through me. Do I acknowledge that it was him? Do I play the game with him?

“A poor witch would be happy with any opportunities that came her way. She would be happy to help and happy to work with a new King.”

He smiles over the top of his cup, his eyes full of menace. He has a huge ego this man. This man who would be King. I feel happiness in my heart as I think of Everleigh becoming Queen. 

Macsen will not know what has hit him tomorrow and I am full of joy that I will get to witness it.

“Yours to command,” I lie, as I back out of his room.
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THE PROCESSION THAT heads down to the island at six is a sombre one indeed.

Halfreda leads the way, the real grief she is feeling slowing her down more than usual. Macsen follows behind and then Millard holding on to Addyson. Archer walks with Lanorie and then Ginata, and the rest of the household and the visitors to the Realm come behind. No one who came to enjoy this week of festivities could have been prepared for their King and the Kingmaker to die. It is unprecedented and they are looking to Halfreda and Macsen to guide them. 

Halfreda has sent out messengers with the news of the King’s death. She has the herald ready to pronounce it this evening at supper. The whole Realm must know of his death, but she hasn’t officially named Macsen as his heir. She would rather people assumed it and then she can crown Everleigh with as little fuss as possible and without making a further proclamation that contradicts the first. The princes will be shown the prophecy; it should mollify Millard. Macsen will be another story. They will have to lock him in the tower at the very least. They may have to end his life. He cannot live as a threat to their Queen.

For now, Halfreda carries on with their little play. Everleigh is dead as well as the King and Macsen will rule. 

Addyson is a wreck, she is drugged with sleeping draughts and herbs to calm her down, some ale to take the edge off and, yet, she is still dizzy with grief. Millard is finding it hard to support her, while wiping at his own tears. Macsen is stoic, and only Halfreda, Archer, Ginata and Lanorie know why. 

The tiny boat takes Halfreda over to the island and the guards have pulled out more boats for the family. Lanorie and Archer travel to the island, but the rest of the mourners and spectators stay on the land beyond the water, even Ginata.

Halfreda looks down at the two bodies, one real and one pretend, pleased that she cannot tell the difference, and starts sprinkling white powder over them; a cleansing herb to help them on their way.

When everyone is ready, heads bowed, tears flowing she starts chanting. She chants and cries, chants and cries and then as the sun begins to set, Macsen steps forward and pushes his father into the water. Millard steps forward and pushes Everleigh in after him.

Addyson drops to her knees and Lanorie is comforting her as best she can. Throughout it all, Halfreda is incredulous at the duplicity Macsen can show. The composure he has over himself, knowing what he has done is extraordinary, really.  

The ceremony complete, they all cross back over the water. 

There is to be a mourning feast, but Halfreda, Ginata, Lanorie and Archer excuse themselves. Nobody questions their decision, as there is no protocol to follow in these circumstances, and they cross the courtyard alone. 

“Lanorie, go back to your room and be quiet. No one knows of our plan tomorrow so if it comes out it can only have come from you, and Everleigh will not be so forgiving a second time.”

Lanorie doesn’t even argue, but walks off with her head down. Cook would let her off working, everyone knows how much she loved Everleigh, no one will expect her to be alright. 

“Is it safe to let her go?” Archer asks, watching her walk away. “We cannot trust her.”

“I do not think she will speak out of turn again,” Halfreda says, aware that she has no sight now to back up this belief. 

They troop quietly back to Halfreda’s room. Everleigh and Will are sitting on chairs away from the fire. Will looks much better. 

“How was my funeral?” Everleigh asks. She is crying; cannot stop. “Sometimes I wish I had never heard of the prophecy or made that river rise.”

“Everleigh don’t.”

“I mean it, Halfreda. Everything’s gone wrong.”

“And we are putting it right.” 

“Not everything.”

“Not everything.”

Everleigh shrugs and turns away, watching the flames. “I’m frightened.”

“Me too.”

There is a knock at the door. Everleigh pulls Will to his feet and helps him to Halfreda’s wash room.

Halfreda is slow to answer, giving them time to sit quietly. 

It is one of Macsen’s guards. “Macsen would like to see you in his rooms.”

Halfreda nods and follows him out. It is important that Macsen thinks she is on his side.

She must do nothing to upset him at this stage.
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I AM ALIVE. AND I AM halfway between thanking the gods that she found me and wishing to the gods that she hadn’t.

Wretched is the word Cook would use.

Everleigh is a Queen indeed to forgive me. Halfreda might not be such a bad old bint either. She has a wash room and yesterday she sent me in there, filled me a bath and gave me some lotions and potions to make me look and feel better. Like I said, not such a bad old bint. 

I sat in the scalding hot water and Everleigh came in. She sat at the side of the bath and picked up a cup. She wet my hair and washed it for me. It was nice to have someone look after me for a change. I wish I hadn’t had to betray her first though. 

I was awful upset, but it was like she read my mind. “It will be alright,” she said.

“Really?” I was like a child wanting reassurance from her. 

“Yes.” Her hands were soft on my hair. “You’re like my sister, Lanny. Closer than Addy really. I see you every day.”

“I need you to know, Queen, how sorry I am. I never meant to hurt you. I wasn’t thinking about you. Stupid as that sounds. But it was about me. Someone listening to me. Oh, I don’t mean that you don’t listen, but he was handsome and funny and a good kisser.”

We ended up laughing and it felt good. I like having Everleigh around. She is like a sister to me. And she is good. Better than I deserve.  

She rinsed my hair and then Halfreda brought me some food. I was proper starving by then. Halfreda knows her stuff, I suppose. It was just meat and bread but it was like I’d never eaten before. It was bloody lovely. 

The tears started again and Everleigh laughed. “Enough now, cry baby.”

I snorted and then coughed and spat out some meat into the water. “Time to get out.” Everleigh helped me out and placed a drying cloak over me.

She wrapped me up and we joined the others by the fire. Will had woken up while we were in the wash room. He looks awful. But he’s alive. It was good to see him, truth be told.

“Lanny.” He looked happy to see me. He is a nice bloke, Will, a fool in the making for sure. But I’ll take all the friends I can now.

So, this morning we had to pretend Everleigh was dead. I had to go with Halfreda and she was horrible to me. I’m not asking for pity; I know that I deserved it. Deserve worse than some horrible words. But it hurt. My tears were real enough.

Then in strolls Macsen acting all sad that his sister is dead, like that wasn’t what he wanted. Like it wasn’t him that did it. Of course, he doesn’t know that he didn’t do it. 

What a snake! All these years I have stuck up for him when Cook says he’s useless. 

And he’s a murderer. Killed his own father.

It’s a shocker I can tell you. Worst scandal to ever hit this castle, I can tell you. I just wish I could tell someone. Oh, I’ve learned my lesson, don’t you worry. 

And poor handsome Millard, he was right heart broken when he came in. I wanted to hold him, but I would never. He’s so gorgeous, my heart broke again for him. He’ll be glad when Everleigh is Queen. 

And we had the funeral as well. I forgot how quick they like to throw people in the sea around here. 

Oh, it was sad. I was sad for the King, but mostly for Everleigh. I had to keep remembering that she’s not dead.

Well I am happy that we only have to wait till tomorrow, then she can be Queen and I can rest without all the worry of something slipping out again. 

And never fear, I won’t be kissing anyone ever again. Unless it’s Millard. I’d take it back for a smooch with him!
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IT IS SATURDAY. TODAY, Macsen will try to take the crown and Everleigh will claim it as her own. The atmosphere is strained as the five of them sit before Halfreda’s fire breaking their fast. 

Will is looking and feeling so much better. He will be able to help today. He is hoping to play the fool and cause a distraction when he gets the nod from Archer. His wounds have been cleaned and dressed again and with his bandages bound tightly, he can move freely around. He is on the mend.

Halfreda is hungry and eats more breakfast than anyone. She is convinced it will be her last meal on this earth and she is resigned to dying. She wants only one thing; to see her beloved Everleigh with a crown on her beautiful head. 

Ginata is worried. She cannot see the crown on Everleigh’s head. She has been having faint visions since she woke, tucked up with Halfreda, and she cannot see straight. She sees the princes and Everleigh at the coronation but she cannot see Everleigh with a crown. She says nothing and eats silently. She will be there to help in any way she can. 

Archer is watching Everleigh. She’s not eating, just holding onto a piece of bread. He is ready for today. The biggest day in his life as a knight of a Queen, watching her be crowned and fighting on her behalf. He knows that Macsen will not go down without a fight. Halfreda muttered something yesterday about locking him in the tower. He knows that won’t work. He will have to kill him. Macsen didn’t hesitate for a second when he believed he was killing his own sister and he killed his own father quite happily. 

Archer is ready to kill him, happy to do so.  

Everleigh is sad. It is her birthday but no one has remembered. Her father is dead. Her brother is a murderer. Instead of the sweet joy of living and ruling she is burdened with the difficult task of battling her brother for a crown she never even wanted in the first place. 

Halfreda clears her throat. “I don’t know how appropriate this is, Everleigh, but we all wanted to give you something.”

Archer leans over and kisses her cheek. “Happy birthday, Queen Everleigh.”

Everleigh is crying as she pulls him towards her for a hug. “You remembered.”

“Of course. We all did.”

Ginata passes her a small box. Everleigh thanks her and opens it. It is a little bottle of perfume. 

“It’s tiny,” Ginata says. “But it will last a long time. You need but one drop and the scent will last all day.”

Taking off the tiny lid, Everleigh squeezes a drop on to her wrist. It smells of roses. “It’s beautiful. Thank you.”

Will passes her a box next. “Will. You shouldn’t be worrying about me, only getting better.” Now that she knows no one forgot her, she feels a bit silly. Today of all days she shouldn’t be worrying about presents.  

She opens the box. Inside is a beautifully carved wooden quill and a bottle of ink. “For signing your royal declarations,” he says, pulling a funny face at her, needing to diffuse the tension.

“It’s perfect Will. Thank you.”

Halfreda passes her a package next. Everleigh opens it. It is the prophecy, framed in a delicately engraved wooden frame, words still glowing.

“This is your proof. Your birth right.” 

“Your teacher gave it to you? Is he still here?”

“No, he left this morning, he is devastated at the loss of the King. And upset that he didn’t see it coming, couldn’t save him. We have all had our vision clouded this week, somehow.”

Archer nods his head. “I accompanied his carriage to the top road. I was worried about him, but we talked and he’s fine. He will visit again when you are Queen, he said.” 

Everleigh smiles at that, she likes the teacher. Feels safe with him. And it stands to reason that he has more knowledge, power and experience than even Halfreda. That is bound to come in handy. 

She traces her finger over the prophecy’s words. “I’m ready,” she says.

Archer puts a hand on her arm. “One more present.” He passes her a small velvet pouch, tied closed with a ribbon. 

She takes it off him and undoes the ribbon. She opens the pouch. Inside is a tiny replica of a crown, in solid silver, set with a ruby, an emerald and a sapphire. “A brooch for you to wear, until the real crown is on your head,” he says.

“It is so beautiful. It must have cost you a fortune?”  

“It was worth it. And I had a little help.” He grins at Halfreda and then pins it on Everleigh’s dress. 

“Are we ready?”

They all stand up.

Halfreda is wearing a cleaner, less shabby version of her usual robes; for a coronation, she will need to look a little more presentable than she normally does. 

Archer has his sword, bow and arrow and two daggers about his person. 

Everleigh is dressed in her most beautiful gown; one fit for a Queen. Halfreda took it from her room yesterday. She will stay in Halfreda’s rooms until Archer collects her. 

They are all nervous. There’s a lot that can go wrong today.
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THE MOOD IS A STRANGE one this morning, mine and the others.

When I woke with Ginata beside me, my mind was empty and panic filled me. It has stayed the same since. I can talk and I can think and I can remember but the colours and sounds of my mind, the ideas and intuition are all gone. I have no feelings, no inkling, no sight left.

I know one thing for sure and that is all; I will die today.

I am not frightened. I am tired. If I could lay down in front of my fire and slowly fade away with it, turning to ash and dying with the embers I would be happy, but I know that is not the end chosen for me.

I must face this final day with the bravery I expect to see from Everleigh and Archer today. I also must face this day as though it is any other: Macsen cannot know that there is anything amiss. He is quite unstable and I fear the same madness that took his mother has settled in him. We all assumed it was the knowledge of Everleigh’s role as Kingmaker that addled her mind but I wonder now if it was addled anyway. Such afflictions can run in families, and I cannot look at Macsen without seeing the boy he was and the man he has become. Something has gone wrong and maybe it is something that was always inside him.  

The quiet of my mind is disconcerting to me; I have a feeling that this is how a normal mind views the world, but it is not what I am used to and I feel incomplete.

I eat my breakfast unhappily and then try to put on a brave face as we give Everleigh her birthday gifts. I think it’s going to be a birthday she will never forget, this day that she turns seventeen. I think it will be a long and bloody day. I may not have my sight any more but I would wager that I will not be the only one who dies this day. I think of consulting Ginata; seeing what she sees, but truth be told, I am upset enough. I cannot bear knowing if worse things than my death are coming, but I will pass my authority over to her before I go to Macsen.

I call her into my wash room; there are so many of us in my little rooms that we are hard pressed for any privacy.

“Ginata, I need to give you my authority.”

She shakes her head as though denial would keep me alive. She will take my place should I die, regardless, but I feel better for doing it properly, making it official.

“Ginny. I am going to die today. I know it.”

I see a shadow pass her eyes and I know she knows it too. Swallowing a sudden rush of fear, I take her hands. “From my heart to yours, the power and the responsibility, the gift.”

I close my eyes and I can only hope that all I knew and all I had, will go to her, that she will live and serve with wisdom and truth. I cannot see what will be; I can only say that I have done my best.

She hugs me tightly and I wonder if she feels any different. I do; I am far wearier than I was when I woke up. Barely awake for an hour, I feel like it is time to take to my bed. My bed that I will never sleep in again. I am sure.

I leave the others while I go to see Macsen. I don’t want to see him but I should make sure he is well prepared for this morning. I have dressed with more care than usual; a coronation is a big deal in the Realm and this one is a bigger deal than a normal one would be.

Today is the day I see Everleigh crowned and the day I die. 

The courtyard is jammed with people. Serving girls, little maids and pages scurry back and fore carrying food and ale and only the gods know what else.

I am slow as I walk to Macsen’s rooms. There is nothing to hurry me along, as I cannot bear to see his evil face.

My only wish is that Archer is quick enough to kill him if it gets to that point.  My preference, and I don’t know why as I have advised the King many a time to kill a man who he needed to be rid of, is to lock him up. Spare his life and keep him imprisoned forever. 

Maybe because I loved him all his life long as a second mother. I have seen many good things he has done; the love he showed for his siblings, his parents, me. Now I know him for a false boy, I still have love for him. That must be my age. I should be ruthless towards him, but I cannot be.

Let them lock him away, throw away the key if they must, I won’t be here to witness it.

I come to his doors and stand before them, taking deep breaths and readying myself for his lies, his conniving nature. 

I am ready.

The guard lets me in and Macsen greets me with a sad smile. “What has happened to our Realm?” he asks, as though he had no bearing on any of it.

I shake my head. “Sad times, my prince, soon to be King. Sad times.”

He nods, almost thoughtfully. I wonder if he knows what I know of him, or if he thinks he is clever enough to dupe me. He has been clever enough; I only just saw it in time.  

“And I will be King.” He leaves the sentence hanging there and it is a stark statement; it doesn’t sound right. 

“And you will be King,” I agree with him.

A sacrificial ceremony and a coronation are both held outside, where more crowds can gather. People do love a spectacle. There have been some changes made; the death pallets are no longer needed, of course, which brings me some happiness today. The wreaths to decorate the dead bodies have been pulled apart by the little maids. We have the King’s crown ready for Macsen on a red velvet cushion, just sitting there, the King no longer around to see his son take over and claim the power of the Realm as his own.

There is seating for the more important visitors and space for the less important ones to stand. A stage has been erected so that everyone can see; this is the same stage that would have raised Everleigh above the crowds so everyone could get a good look at her having her throat slit. 

Killing the Kingmakers has always been the least favourite part of my job and I am glad I will not have to do it anymore. They have all been unfailingly brave, but for me it is as cruel as slitting an innocent lamb’s throat when you do not even wish to eat it. It has had to be done and so I have done it, but I have never enjoyed it and as the dagger sliced along the delicate skin of pretty, young necks I would ask for forgiveness from the gods. Every time.  

So now the stage is set for everyone to watch this murderer be crowned King of the Realm; he does not deserve it and I am heart happy that Everleigh is alive and ready to fight for her crown. Seeing the prophecy this morning gave her renewed hope I think, renewed desire. 

“You need to be there at eleven,” I tell him. “I will lead you in what to say and do and if you follow my lead it should take no longer than fifteen minutes.”

“Fifteen minutes and then I will be King?”

I nod my head and feel the bile rising in my throat. 
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IT IS JUST BEFORE ELEVEN in the morning on Everleigh’s seventeenth birthday. She is alone in Halfreda’s room, looking beautiful in her dress but feeling more upset and anxious than she has ever felt before. This is more frightening than when she thought about being sacrificed; this is unknown. Who will win? Who will lose? Who will live? Who will die? Too many questions and no answers. 

She hadn’t wanted Archer to leave her, even though she knew he had to. And when Will and Ginata followed Halfreda out, she cried for a long time before pulling herself together. 

She sits and watches the fire, trying to stay calm and controlled as she waits for what seems like an eternity to meet her destiny.

She pulls out the prophecy again and traces her finger over the glowing words. Words that say she will live; words that say she will rule. 

Macsen tried to kill her and failed; she is meant to live. She wants so badly to live. With new friends and old, her father’s memory to preserve and a Realm that needs a better ruler than her brother, she has a lot to live for. She just wishes she wasn’t feeling so sick about it. 

***
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MACSEN IS DRESSED LIKE a King, in ermine and fur, a sword at his side, jewels on his fingers. He walks slowly to the dais, taking in the sights and sounds of his coronation. It is all worth it to him to be so close to the power and authority he has always craved. 

Halfreda watches him climb up the stairs. He waves at the crowd, as though his father didn’t just die, as though his sister didn’t just die, as though he isn’t responsible for any of it. 

The crowd roar their approval; a fickle bunch. They don’t really care who is King, they grieve briefly for the old one and then happily welcome the new one.

Millard and Addyson are already sitting on the dais, watching the events unfold. Addyson is still in a fog and Halfreda is worried about what their deception has done to her. She fears she may go mad, like her mother and her brother, and that she will not be around to help. 

Millard looks relaxed and happy. He has his arm around Addyson’s shoulder, and when Macsen gets to the centre of the stage Millard jumps up and claps him on the back, before settling next to Addyson again. 

Macsen smiles out at the crowd; his people. 
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Ginata 
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I DO NOT LIKE THIS day. I have an unhappy feeling but I do not know why. I have never seen as much as Halfreda does, but I usually have an idea of the twists and turns that are coming. I still cannot see Everleigh as Queen today.

I am nervous as we sit. If I can help I will. I cannot wield a sword and I do not have a dagger, but I can be pretty scrappy if I need to be.

I close my eyes; what will the day bring? What do I need to be prepared for, ready for? I see nothing. I am anxious and stressed and that is probably why.

I breathe in and out slowly, calming myself and opening my mind to something, anything and like an invitation was sent out and accepted, it comes:

Archer jumping onto the stage. I’m holding Everleigh’s hand. I am desperate for her to be Queen but unable to take my eyes off the two men fighting. They are clashing swords. I try to talk, to say the words that will crown Everleigh but she stops me. Archer is quick on his feet and Everleigh is smiling. 

Then the vision becomes brighter, filling my head and making it ache; swords slashing, a man, I can’t make out his face, taking another step closer to Archer. Archer raising his sword, the man dodging around and slashing again. Archer stumbling on the dais and falling to the floor. Before he can rise, the man stepping close to him, hovering over him, and stabbing his sword straight into his body, into his heart. 

Will, who is sitting with me, clutches my arm, probably wondering what is wrong with me. My head feels as though it is splitting into two. Archer will die if he tries to help Everleigh today. I believe what I have seen. I must tell Archer to leave. 

Will whispers to me, “What’s wrong?” I don’t explain, just tell him to go to Everleigh. I can tell he is in pain; he was bright this morning, but his wounds are taking a toll on him again. Halfreda gave him extra pain relief before we left and I think they have put him in a fog and I doubt he will be of any use to us as a distraction or an ally should things go askew. “Will, go and wait with Everleigh. You’re no use here in pain.”

Will does as he is told, and I turn to face the spectacle of the coronation once again. I know Archer is hidden at the back of the crowd, ready to charge forward and I now know that I need to get him out of the way. He cannot be here to help Everleigh; he will die.  

Macsen is facing the crowd of people and there are hundreds of us, more than I have ever seen gathered in one place before.  

The minstrel plays a merry tune as Macsen waves and smiles at us all. I look at his viper face when he is not looking my way and I am shocked anew at what he is capable of. Such a handsome man; not as handsome as Millard, Millard has a more open, friendly face, but Macsen is good looking. His voice is smooth and warm. No one talking to him and not knowing the truth of him would guess it in a million years. He looks like he will be a good King and the crowd cheer for him. I wish they knew what I know; they would not be so quick to welcome him then. 

Before the ceremony starts I duck out of my seat and weave my way through the crowd. 

Archer is leaning on a tree.

“I need you to leave.”

He shakes his head confused.

“I have seen your death. If you try to intervene in this coronation you will die. I have seen it in a vision.”

“No one will kill me. I’m pretty handy with a sword, you know.”

“Archer. It’s not funny. It’s not a joke.”

“I’m not laughing. But I’m not leaving.”

I take hold of his hands. “Trust me.”

“I do. But I am here to protect Everleigh.”

“You will be no help when you are dead. Wouldn’t you go if Halfreda told you to?” 

He stares at me for a long second, taking the measure of me. And then he nods and turns away. I don’t know where he will go or how Everleigh will feel but I need to keep him alive. 

I slip back into my seat as Halfreda calls out to the crowd and the murmuring stops. There is deadly silence.

“Ladies and gentlemen of the Realm, esteemed visitors, we are here today to witness the coronation of Macsen.”

“Sadly not,” Millard’s voice rings out, loud and clear, and as he says the words, which confuse me for a split second, he leaps from his seat and wraps an arm around Macsen’s neck, placing the point of his sword against his skin.

Macsen struggles but Millard has a strong grip on him. Halfreda shrieks and takes a step back. Addyson cries out and tries to pull Millard off her brother. Without missing a beat, Millard says, “Wolf”, and the man who guarded Macsen when he came to my cottage steps forwards and takes a hold of Addyson. Despite her wriggling, he keeps hold of her; she is like a mouse trying to escape the jaws of a lion. Wolf is strong and obviously, a turn coat. He is not Macsen’s man now, if he ever was. I am quiet in my seat; I do not know what I can do to help here. 

Millard looks out at the crowd; some have panicked and run away but the majority are frozen in their seats like me. This is scandalous, and nobody wants to miss it. 

“I will be King of the Realm,” he says and runs his sword across his brother’s neck, severing it perfectly from his body. I feel like I am watching a play. Neither Halfreda or I saw this coming. 

One murderous brother in a family is quite enough, how unlucky for this family to have two. 

I am still sitting helpless when Macsen’s head rolls off the dais and lands near someone’s feet. There are screams and shuffling seats as people move out of the way.

This bloodshed is unprecedented. No one knows what to do. 

I slip out of my seat and move around the back of the bloody scene to stand with Halfreda. Maybe neither of us will know what to do, but we can at least stand together.
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ARCHER TAKES A STEP forward when he sees Millard slice his brother’s head clean off; time to end this now; this upset and this madness, but Ginata’s warning is still in his head. Can he trust her? If she is anything like Halfreda, if her visions are true, then yes. He must leave. He does not want to die. He is not a coward and he cannot help Everleigh if he is dead, but he may as well be dead if he cannot help her. Determined, regardless, he turns towards the carnage on the dais and as he does, he feels the crack as someone crashes something heavy into the back of his head and he collapses onto the ground. The crowd are too busy watching the spectacle on the dais to even notice as Brett drags him by his feet and tucks him next to the stable, leaving him there alone. 

Millard wipes the bloody sword on his cloak, his brother’s blood dripping onto the floor, and roars at the crowd. “I will be King of the Realm and if anyone doesn’t like that idea, they are welcome to take it up with me. Right now.” He holds out his sword, a maniacal look on his face. Addyson is screaming behind him, but held so tightly by Millard’s henchman Wolf, it is a wonder she can breathe. 

No one stands up or speaks out to argue against this mad man. 

Halfreda is shaking, Ginata holding her hand and shaking just as much. Neither of them knows what to do. 

Millard turns to face them, sword still aloft. They both shrink back as far as they can without falling off the dais, both too frightened to run away. 

“Halfreda. You were saying?” Millard laughs at his own wit, though no one else joins in. The mood is strange, quiet. The entire crowd is silent. People on the front row are pushing their chairs back, as quietly and surreptitiously as they can, so he doesn’t turn his rage on them. Nobody wants to be here but no one is brave enough to leave.

Halfreda opens her mouth but no sound comes out.

“Come on Halfreda, don’t let me down.” Millard moves closer to them, places his sword at Halfreda’s throat. 

“You do not need to threaten me.” Her voice is stronger than she looks.

He drops his sword, contrite. “Sorry Halfreda. The madness has gone to my head.”

Halfreda lets go of Ginata’s hand and moves closer to Millard. “What has happened to you?”

He shrugs. “Kill or be killed, Halfreda. I knew all about my brother’s scheme. His plan to kill me today. I know he got the death draught off her.” He gestures to Ginata and she turns white. She doesn’t want his focus on her. She doesn’t want to be the next one on his list.  

Millard turns to the crowd again. “Don’t you want a King who will fight? Who will win?”

A few brave souls call out no, but more shout yes. Millard laughs and raises his sword to the sky. “My brother would have killed me. He killed my father. He killed my sister. I have saved myself.”

When he says it like that Halfreda almost agrees with his actions, can see the logic in what he’s done.

“Besides,” he yells to the crowd, “he saved me a job. I wanted to be King. I was trying to work out how it could be done, and then my good friend here helped me out.” He gestures at Wolf, who grins as he bows his head. “He told me of my brother’s plot and so I sat back and let my brother carry on. I let Macsen do my dirty work, put my father and my sister out of the picture. It was all too easy really.”

Halfreda shakes her head and moves back next to Ginata. This is something nobody could have foreseen and she is desperately searching the crowd for Archer, for Everleigh, for anyone who could help. 

Millard walks over to his little sister. She shrinks back from him, huddles into Wolf, obviously petrified of her brother, panicking that she is next.

“I’m so sorry little Addy. You are safe. I wish you no harm, but I had to kill the others. I have to be King.”

Addyson has her eyes closed, refusing to even look at him.

“Wolf, tie her up. I want her to see this.”

Halfreda says nothing but is flooded with relief. She thought he might kill all his siblings; be done with it. She is so happy that Addyson will live and while this week, and this day especially, will have long lasting effects, Everleigh being alive to look after her should make a big difference.

Millard addresses Halfreda again. “Please, continue.”
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Lanorie
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I AM NOT A BRAVE GIRL, I don’t mind saying so, never had a need to be really. If there’s trouble in the castle, it’s nothing to do with me. Right now, my bowels have turned to jelly. I cannot believe my eyes. It is like a play but worse, with blood and gore. How I wasn’t sick when I saw Millard kill Macsen I don’t know. Sliced his head clean off he did. Rolled into the crowd it did. He didn’t even flinch as he did it. 

Just swoosh and his brother’s dead. Minutes before he’d been patting him on the back, wishing him luck.

And poor little Addyson. If I was brave, I would have kicked that Wolf in the head. He has always been Macsen’s man, so that shows you what he’s all about. What a pig. Holding on to a little girl like that, scaring the living daylights out of her. What a bloody awful day. 

I have looked for Archer; he was at the back of the crowd, but he is gone. I need to tell Everleigh what’s just happened. I need to get her here quickly, even if I can’t find Archer. Millard cannot be made King, but I am too scared to move. I don’t want him looking at me. 

He’s far too handy with that sword. 

Halfreda has shuffled over to him now and I reckon she’s going to have to carry on with the ceremony. No doubt he’ll slice her old head right off otherwise. What a to-do. And to think I fancied myself marrying this one. He’s a mad man. I can see it now. We all can. Oh, he tried to say he was only defending himself. Killing his brother before his brother killed him, letting him do his dirty work with the King and Everleigh, but that’s just excuses. He’s a maniac. 

He is watching Halfreda and I reckon I can slip away. I need to fetch Everleigh.

I hammer on Halfreda’s door, probably scaring Everleigh half to death but I am panicked now. Millard cannot be King; he will kill us all.

“Everleigh!” I am screaming now. No one else will hear me. Everyone who matters is watching the mad man become King. She opens the door a tiny bit and I shove my way past her. Finally, away from the killer, I burst out crying. 

Will is with her and they both look horrified, and they have not even heard my tale yet. There is no sign of Archer with them.

Everleigh tries to comfort me but I know she’s confused as to why I’ve broken from the plan. She hugs me tight then steps back, passing me a handkerchief from Halfreda’s table. I blow my nose. 

“You need to come now,” I say. “Don’t argue. You need to come.”

“What’s happened?” I can see she’s panicking but I’ve got hold of her arm. I can tell her on the way.  

She stops me. “Lanorie. Tell us. What’s wrong. Am I too late? Is Macsen King?”

“Worse than that.” And I am crying again. In between crying, blowing my nose and feeling sick at remembering it, I tell her. 

“Millard has killed Macsen.”

“What?” Everleigh drops to a chair, hand over her mouth, eyes wide. “What?” Will holds on to her other hand.

“Macsen came on to the stage. All dressed up. Looked lovely. Addy was watching. And Millard. Millard got up and hugged him. The crowd is huge. All clapping and cheering. I stood at the back. Because I knew about you. You coming. Halfreda told us all that we were there to watch him be King and Millard said something like, no we’re not or wrong or think again. I don’t know. Then he jumped up, grabbed Macsen around the head and poked his sword against his neck. Then he said, or did he say, I don’t know but then he cut his head off and it rolled on the floor.”

Everleigh sobs at that, hand moving to her heart.

“Then Wolf grabbed Addy.”

“Addy?”

“She’s fine. She’s not hurt, Wolf just grabbed her.”

“Wolf? He’s Macsen’s friend, Macsen’s guard.”

“No, he grabbed Addy and she was screaming and crying. Worried she was next. Then Halfreda asked Millard what he was doing. He said he wanted to kill everyone but Macsen beat him to it. He said he wanted to be King and he needed everyone out of the way. And his sword was just dripping with blood. He said Macsen would have killed him, so he killed him first. He said to Wolf to keep hold of Addy so she could watch him be made King. He said she was safe, but she was miserable. He said he knew that Macsen got the death thingy off Ginata. He knew everything. Except about you. He didn’t know that. He doesn’t know you’re alive. That’s why we must go. We must stop him. Halfreda’s got to make him King or he’ll kill her too. Come on.”

“Where’s Archer-”

“I don’t know and it’s too late to worry. We have to go.”

Everleigh nods. Stands up, she’s right pale but moving. Will holds her hand and the three of us leave the safety of Halfreda’s room. They are coming with me. She’s all the hope we have now. 
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EVERLEIGH FOLLOWS LANORIE across the courtyard as though she is in a dream. She cannot feel Will’s hand in hers. She doesn’t see anyone or anything. She doesn’t see one of the little maids faint at the sight of her, she doesn’t see Cook come out of the kitchen and drop a tray of food when she sees her, no longer dead but walking around. 

Lanorie is blind to it all too, leading Everleigh by the hand and almost running along. 

Everleigh wants to turn and hide but the decision has been taken off her. She cannot run, and she cannot hide, and she cannot wait for Archer. If she wants to be Queen, and she does, this is the first thing she needs to do. She must be brave. She must be courageous. She must be Queenly. 

Lanorie stops when Millard comes in to view and Everleigh pauses beside her.

The grounds of the castle are vast; room for jousts and outdoor plays, room for sports, like hawking and room for ceremonies like this one today. 

There must be more than a thousand people gathered and she is right at the back. Because of the stage, she can see it all clearly. 

Ginata is standing just behind Halfreda. Her arms hang uselessly. Halfreda is facing Millard and he is sideways on to the crowd. His sword is in his hand, but not aloft. Addyson is in a chair, tied there by Wolf, who is standing like a bear behind her. Everleigh is glad that she cannot see Macsen dead on the floor from where she is.  

Taking a deep breath, she lets go of Will’s hand and heads towards the dais. She walks with a confidence she is not feeling and the crowd murmur and part as she comes through the middle of them; some cry out to the gods wondering how a spirit walks before them, a few women faint and one man clutches his heart and drops to the floor.

Someone calls out: “The Kingmaker” and the cry is taken up by the crowd. The mass of people who came to see one man crowned King only to see him murdered, seem happy to see her.

The throng have become noisy enough to halt Halfreda. Millard turns in exasperation to see what they are all fussing about and Everleigh knows he has seen her from his reaction. So has Addyson. Her eyes light up. “Everleigh!” Addyson’s voice is loud, full of fear.

Millard drops his sword, then he drops to his knees. He grabs a hold of his hair and shakes his head like he would shake the sight of her right out of his mind.

“What sorcery is this?” His voice is a roar.

Halfreda moves back, a smile on her lips. The crown is still on its cushion. Everleigh made it. There is no sign of Archer but if they can waste some time, he may turn up ready to fight; she cannot imagine where he is. 

Everleigh doesn’t answer but walks slowly, carefully through the crowd. Millard picks up his sword and waves it around. It doesn’t stop her. He is not King yet; she has made it in time. 

He asks again. “Sorcery. Dark magic. What has risen you from the dead?”

Everleigh stops, far enough away that his sword cannot reach her, close enough that he can hear her. “I never was dead. Macsen tried to kill me but he failed. If you try to take the crown today, you will fail.”

“Fail. How will I fail? Won’t you be happy to see me as King? You can sit with Addyson. I am so pleased you are alive sister, dear, to see it. I will be King. The first-born son is dead. Sadly.” He gestures at their brother’s headless body on the dais, near his feet. 

Everleigh shakes her head. “Poor brother. Poor murderous brother. You sat back and let Macsen do your dirty work, but he knew more than you. Why do you think he killed me? Or tried to?”

“Maybe he just preferred Addyson?”

Everleigh laughs; a short humourless laugh. “No brother. He knew more than you did. He learned that I would not die. That I would live. That I would rule. And he didn’t like it.”

“What nonsense do you speak? The Kingmaker dies. Always.”

“Except today, Millard. There is a prophecy. Macsen knew about it. It’s why he tried to kill me. There is a prophecy that says I will live. I will rule. I am here for my crown.” 

He laughs, and waves his sword around again, even though it cannot reach her. Everleigh takes a step closer. “Step down brother. You cannot fight what is meant to be. I was born to rule.”

He jumps off the stage, but Everleigh stands her ground. 
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Halfreda
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I HAVE NEVER BEEN MORE frightened than I am now. Millard is without a doubt a maniac. He is as addled in the brain as I have ever seen. He laughs and jokes and murders his brother in cold blood with a crowd of witnesses. 

I am performing the coronation ceremony, albeit slowly: deliberately adding pointless, extra words and incantations, chants and declarations, none of which mean anything, just to slow things down. I need Everleigh and I need Archer and here at least is one of them.

She is a true Queen as she walks through the mass of people towards us. She shows no fear on her face, no hesitation in her step. She walks with confidence and with a Queenly poise. I see her before Millard does but I continue to speak. The longer she has before he sets his evil eyes on her, the better. 

The crowd cannot be silenced however. They see their beloved princess, their Kingmaker who they are still mourning for, and they take up the cry of her name. They cheer and call out to her and she moves directly towards her brother.

Millard is beyond confusion at the sight of her. He has no knowledge of the prophecy and no inkling of our duplicity in sending her dead body in to the river. He is truly flummoxed at the sight of her; it’s exactly what we wanted to happen to Macsen, but it has worked a treat with Millard instead and I can only hope it will buy us time as we wait for Archer. Where can he be?

I am sad to say but I think Millard needs to see his death today. Only death will stop his insanity. 

He has jumped off the stage and I follow him. I don’t jump down myself, that would finish me off; I take the steps and come around so that I am standing beside Everleigh.

“Did you know of this?” He turns to me, glad of someone else to blame.

I nod my head, proud to acknowledge the prophecy, proud to acknowledge my Queen.

He shakes his head, true sorrow clouding his face. He is genuinely upset with me and I almost want to laugh. I want to throw back my head and cackle like the mad crone so many in the Realm see me as. 

“Halfreda.” There is a wealth of hurt in his voice and I am again reminded that this man is crazed. He happily sat by while his brother killed people he loved and then he cut his throat with as much nonchalance as if he were cutting through an apple. 

A chill runs through me and steals the laughter away from my lips. What will he do next?

He taps his sword on one leg and then the other. I take a small, imperceptible step backwards. I put my hand on Everleigh’s arm. He will kill again; I have no doubt. 

“Millard.” Everleigh’s voice holds a warning.

Archer where are you? I call out a silent plea for him to hurry up, though I know he won’t hear it; my powers have dried up.

Millard turns his head to the side, watching us both, eyes switching from me, to Everleigh and back again.

His mind made up, I see the spark in his eyes, they narrow as they land on me and he lifts the sword. Before I have a chance to speak he darts forward and pierces my heart-
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THE CROWD SHOUT OUT in both fear and anger as Halfreda drops to the floor, blood pulsing from her heart and her dead eyes staring at them. Ginata runs down from the stage and kneels next to her, seeing if she can staunch the wound, if Halfreda can be saved. She is shaking her head as she touches her fingers to the sticky, wet blood. Millard’s sword went straight through her heart. Halfreda is dead.

The braver and more able men jump to their feet, shaking their fists and standing behind Everleigh, ready to fight this mad man if they are needed. 

The King’s men whose fealty should automatically pass from old King to new, are frozen, unsure who to rally for and who to rally against. They are as upset and shocked as the general crowd. It seems only Wolf knew what Millard was up to, and Macsen too; two scheming brothers. 

Everleigh is crying but standing, her body shuddering; she wants to collapse wailing on to the floor, cradling Halfreda’s head and pleading with the gods to keep her safe in death. She wants to grieve and wallow in the upset that has washed over her, but her brother is mere feet away from her, Halfreda’s blood glistening on the end of his sword, a mean smile playing on his lips. 

She needs to be a brave Queen, a warrior Queen but she wants to crumble like a little girl. She curses that she was too slow to stop his sword; she just didn’t guess what he was about to do. Now it is too late. 

“Poor Halfreda,” Millard says, shaking his head, eyes filling with tears, as though forgetting that he delivered the deadly blow. “What a day this is turning out to be.”

“Millard. Put your sword down.”

He laughs and raises it aloft. Everleigh holds up her hand, placating and surrendering at the same time. She does not want to die; she wants him to listen. “Millard. I am to be Queen. You cannot stop destiny. You must let me live and let me rule.”

He laughs again, sword skittish in his hand. “And what will you do with me, dear sister? Bring me to sit beside you on your throne? A faithful and loyal helper?”

He knows as well as she does that she will have to kill him. Everleigh is playing for time, desperately hoping Archer will arrive to save her, frantically trying to come up with a plan for if he does not. 

***
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LANORIE AND WILL ARE still standing at the back of the crowd of people, watching the awful events unravel. They have linked hands. 

“I cannot believe what I’m seeing,” Lanorie says.

“He will kill her. He will surely kill her. We have to help her.”

“Archer-”

“Archer’s not here. Everyone who is here is too frightened to do anything. Ginata will have to make him King.”

“She can’t.”

“She must. He will kill her if not. He’s already killed Halfreda and his brother. He won’t hesitate to kill Ginata.”

“So, let him be crowned? Let him be King? We can’t. He’s unstable. He’s evil. He’ll kill us all and be done with it.”

“A bunch of corpses cannot worship him. He doesn’t want to kill everyone, but he wants everyone who lives to bend to his will. We need to get Everleigh to safety; she is a threat to him.”

“We need to get to safety.” Lanorie’s voice is rising. She is getting hysterical.

“No, we need to get her out of the way. Once he is King he may kill her or imprison her to keep her away from him. He will not want her fighting him for the throne.”

“What can we do?”

“Let’s get closer for a start.”

Will pulls Lanorie reluctantly towards the dais.

***
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MILLARD TAKES EVERLEIGH by the arm, roughly, and pulls her onto the stage with him. She has no choice but to follow him; the crowd swarming forwards with them, stopping just short of the dais. Protocol forbids them from attacking a royal person and although they are clearly livid, no one is sure what to do. 

Everleigh pulls away from him, the anger of the crowd giving her strength. 

“You killed Halfreda, clever King-to-be. Now who will put the crown on your head?”
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Ginata
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“I WILL.” AS I CALL out I am not sure whose skin I am saving, Everleigh’s, mine or both. 

My hands are wet and sticky with Halfreda’s blood and I wipe them on my clothes; they are still blood stained but not wet. Halfreda knew she was about to die; I do not want to die.

Now that I have told Archer to stay away, I must do as this mad man pleases. I will help him and abet him, and I will be rewarded with my life. 

If I try to crown Everleigh he will simply stab us both with his sword; if I say I will crown him, if he believes me, then we may both live.

I would need force to beat Millard and I have no weapon. Neither does Everleigh. 

Millard grins at me. “Finally, someone who listens to their King. Thank you.”

I give him a small bow and I climb up the stairs onto the dais. His eyes are on me and it gives Everleigh a chance to move away from him. 

The first time I was in a position to fear for my life I gave Macsen the death draught. I am in the same position here, and self preservation kicks in. I will not die for anyone. 

He stands before me, bloody sword at his side, on his face a peaceful expression. I have mollified him by giving him what he wants; he is a spoiled child. 

I have the authority to crown a King, and with Halfreda’s death I am the only person who can do it for him.

He looks over at his sister. “If you really are a threat to my reign, then I need you out of the way.”

“Don’t kill her, King, let her live.” I try not to sound too desperate; if I plead for her life he will question my fealty to him; he cannot question my loyalty; it will mean certain death for me. And her.

“She will live, but she will be locked away,” he says, gesturing for Wolf. Wolf nods, and leaves Addyson; she cannot move. The light has gone out of her eyes, the fight gone out of her body. 

Wolf does as he is bid straight away, grabbing Everleigh by the arm and dragging her away. She puts up a good fight and I cannot make a move to help her; I can only hope for a miracle at this stage. Archer is somewhere in the crowd, but I have begged him not to intervene. 

Everleigh screams and fights and shouts and battles but Wolf is far stronger than she is, and she is taken away. The crowd shout and shake their fists but nobody is brave enough to step in. Millard faces them with his sword aloft and I have no doubt that he would attack anyone who tried to rescue her.

I close my eyes and I still cannot see her crowned. I see Millard crowned and I know that without Archer to help me I must continue with this coronation.  

I begin the ceremony, repeating the words that Halfreda spoke before she was murdered. I know I am doing the right thing by myself if no one else. I must survive this day. 

“Ladies and gentlemen of the Realm, esteemed visitors, we are here today to witness the coronation of Millard.”

The crowd are wild; half of them booing, half of them cheering and I smile. Self preservation is a widespread curse it seems. 

“He will be King of the Realm, her dominions and all of her possessions. He will rule with a true soul and an honest heart...”

I continue with the coronation, saying the words that Halfreda transferred to my head from her own, but taking my time, despite knowing that no help will come. 
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LANORIE AND WILL FOLLOW slowly behind Wolf as he wrestles a struggling Everleigh to the tower. They cannot allow her to be locked up; they have to stop him, but he is taller and stronger than both of them, even though he’s got his hands full carrying Everleigh, they still wouldn’t want to fight him.

“What do we do?” Lanorie whispers to Will, her voice strained. 

“Stop him.”

“How?”

“Hit him.”

“With what?”

“Something heavy.”

They are passing the stables. Lanorie runs inside, frantically looking around for a weapon, anything they could use. She picks up a spade, runs back out and passes it to Will.

Will nods and takes a breath. He runs forward and before he can talk himself out of it, jumps up and slams Wolf on the back of the head. He crumples to the floor and Everleigh darts away from him. He may not stay down for long; his size and strength make him pretty resilient.

Everleigh hugs them both tightly. “Is Millard King yet?”

They shake their heads. “Not yet.”

“We still don’t know where Archer is.”  

“We need to find him. I cannot fight Millard; he will kill me.”

“What if we rally the crowd?” Lanorie asks, desperate for this to be over, for them all to be safe.

“They might help, but they didn’t step in for Macsen or Halfreda. People are too frightened of dying. And used to accepting the King’s will. Millard is King in all but name to them now.”

“So, we need to find Archer.”

“Something must have happened. Someone’s hurt him. There’s no other reason he wouldn’t be here.” Everleigh is sure of him.

“So, he’s probably hurt?”

“And hidden.”

Leaving Wolf on the floor and hoping that he stays there, the three of them fan out around the courtyard and the grounds directly around the coronation crowd. They need to find him.

Will shouts out to the others when he sees him; Archer is lying on the floor by the side of the stables. “He’s not conscious.”

“Fetch water,” Everleigh tells Lanorie and kneels on the floor cradling Archer’s head.  

Lanorie comes back with a small flagon of water from the well. With no time for hesitation, Everleigh throws it over him. If he does not wake they will just have to try their best without him. 

He does wake; spluttering back to consciousness and spitting water over the floor. Everleigh touches his cheek. “What happened?”

Archer groans and touches his scalp, his fingers coming away bloody. “Don’t know.” His words are slurred. 

“Someone wanted you out of the way.”

Something sparks in Archer’s foggy brain, but he can’t remember what or why.  

“Doesn’t matter who,” Will says, crouching down beside him. “Can you stand?”

Will helps Archer up and after swaying slightly he finds his feet. “I’m good. Is Macsen dead?”

“Yes, and Ginata is crowning Millard. We need to be quick.”

He frowns at Millard’s name; feeling like he needs to remember something. “Crowning him? Why?” 

“To save her own life and mine.” Everleigh’s voice is firm.

Archer looks awful; pale and clammy. Everleigh wishes Halfreda was still around to help him.

“Let’s go.” 

“Can you manage?”

“I have to. We have to stop him from becoming King and get the crown on your head instead.”

The four of them head towards the coronation, towards the stage, coming at it from behind so they don’t have to wade through the crowds. 

Ginata is holding the crown, saying something they can’t hear.

“Stop!” Everleigh’s voice is loud and clear.

Ginata turns to face her, a smile on her face; until she sees Archer with them. She pauses, crown still in her hand. 

Millard turns, a look of pure hatred on his face. “I thought Wolf took care of you?” he says, his voice a growl of fury. 

“You were wrong. I am meant to be Queen today.”

“No chance.”

Archer draws his sword. Millard laughs, the sound like a bark. “Another body to add to the Ashes? With pleasure.”

He draws his sword high, coated now with the dried blood of his brother and Halfreda. 

Archer jumps onto the stage and Ginata takes Everleigh’s hand. “What’s he doing?”

“Defending me.” 

“I told him to stay away. Millard will kill him. I saw it.”  

The two men clash swords. Millard is older than Archer, but Archer is a fighter, Millard is a prince. 

Everleigh calls to Archer to stop, to get out of Millard’s way, and as he turns to hear what she says, he stumbles. Millard slashes his sword, taking another step closer to him. Before Archer can rise, Millard steps closer to him, hovering over him, and slices his sword towards him. Everleigh screams, shakes her head. The sword wavers and misses Archer. He scrambles to his feet and out of the way. 

Archer is quick on his feet and Everleigh remembers his practice in the woods with a smile. She does not doubt that he will be the victor here, despite Ginata’s vision. 

Lanorie and Will are on the stage, close to Everleigh, unsure what they should do but happy to be near her.

Millard slashes his sword, taking another step closer to Archer. Archer raises his sword, but Millard dodges around and slashes again. Archer stumbles on the dais and falls to the floor. Before he can rise and before Everleigh can send the sword off-course, Millard steps close to him and deftly slices his sword straight through his side, a gush of scarlet blood flooding out and wetting his feet. With Archer flat on his back and severely injured, Millard finishes the fight, and stabs his sword straight at his heart. 
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Everleigh
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THE SCREAM DOES NOT sound human and yet it comes from my mouth. Immediately I am silenced by my own vomit. Archer is dead. I am sure all his blood has gushed out of his beautiful body and my brother has finished him off by piercing his heart. 

I place my head against his chest, desperate to hear a flutter of life inside him but his heart has stopped, the steady beat of life has been silenced by my evil brother and just as quickly the fight has gone out of me. I do not care who rules this wretched Realm. I want to die alongside him.

My brother grins at me, shakes his sword so that drops of Archer’s precious blood fall to the floor, joining the blood of my other brother. 

Will is holding on to me on one side, Lanorie on the other and they pull me away from the shell of Archer’s body. Without them I would drop to the floor next to him and beg for my brother’s sword to finish me off. How do I live without him? Why should I? 

Millard holds his sword out, a warning to any of us who might try to stop him. “I will be King.” His voice is steely and cold, and I am filled with a fury like I’ve never felt before.

I shake my head. “You have taken everything that was mine. And Archer. I love him. I loved him.”

“Too bad, sister, you shouldn’t have got in my way.”

“The crown isn’t yours. It’s mine. I am born to rule. Born to live.”

He holds out his sword. “My love for you makes me soft. Die with your lover or leave. Leave me to rule this Realm.”

What a choice. I look at him, trying to see inside his mind. His face is so handsome, speckled with blood.  I have loved him, hugged him, laughed with him. My brother.

My murderous evil-minded brother.

How can I forgive him this? How can I leave the crown on his head? A madman he surely is.

I scream again, a howl of fury and hate, and launch myself at him. Anger gives me a strength he hasn’t expected and I knock him flying, we skid in Archer’s blood and I am almost sick again. 

Lanorie and Will are at my back, pulling me off him, his sword a hair’s breadth from my neck. “I will kill you,” he tells me and suddenly, clearly, like a vision, I know that I cannot win here today. 

But losing is not failure. 

Failure is not trying again. 

I stand strong, looking down at him. I spit on the floor, imagining I can taste Archer’s blood. 

“I will kill you,” I say. “I will let you have your crown, for all the good it will do you. I am the true ruler of the Realm. I will be Queen. Never sleep big brother, never let your guard down. I will be watching and I will be waiting and when you least expect it I will seize the crown and when I put it on my head, you will die. I will put your head on a spike so the whole Realm can see that I have triumphed and you are bird feed.” 

I take Lanorie and Will’s hands after laying my cloak over Archer’s body and I walk away. 

From my first love.

Archer.
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SEIZE THE CROWN


Lanorie
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I CANNOT SPEAK. OH, well you know that’s not true. I can speak but I can’t believe what I’m saying. 

Everleigh was meant to be Queen today. It’s all she’s talked about all week, since she made the river rise. It’s all I’ve thought about since I told her secret. I know, I know. I feel awful. I’m not proud of myself. 

I told Everleigh’s secret, then I tried to end it all. Stupid I know. But it was a bad week. Will had been hurt and the King was dead, and it was all my fault.

So Everleigh has been destined to die since she was born. I’ve known her since I was seven and she was nine. I’m her handmaiden. I have spent most of my life looking after her.

Then everything changed. She was told she would live. 

And now it has changed again. Her brother is King. 

The old King is dead, killed by his own son. Then he – Macsen – was killed by his brother, Millard. And he, well, he’ll kill you as soon as look at you, I reckon.

It’s all I ever wanted; Millard to be King. When I thought Everleigh would die and her blood would crown one of the princes, I wanted it to be Millard. Everyone thought it would be. He’s so handsome, so clever, so nice. We know that’s not true now, of course. He sat by and watched his brother kill their father and he thought Everleigh was killed too. Didn’t lift a finger to stop it. Then he killed Macsen. And Halfreda.

Halfreda was the wise woman. Old as even the oldest thing and scary and creepy, but I suppose I must admit, nice. She saved me when I tried to...you know, and she made sure I was better. I feel sad that she’s dead. It was an awful thing to see. He just stabbed her right in the heart, in front of everyone. 

Then he killed Archer. Oh, Everleigh had fallen hard for him, let me tell you. She never thought she would find love, what with dying so young and being a princess, all protected and that. She wasn’t a good catch really, as beautiful as she is. 

Then Archer turned up. He was related to Halfreda and he was a knight, only young but a right good fighter. Well, he wasn’t good enough in the end. Millard killed him.

Millard’s a mad man. I don’t want to even look at him, in case I’m next.  

Poor Everleigh, she put her cloak over Archer, and then as we walked away, her knees just went. She was sobbing that hard. Will and me kept her up, but she started screaming about Archer’s body. She didn’t want Millard to send him to the Ashes – where the dead bodies are burnt. She wanted him to be sent out to sea, like her father was. 

I took her to Halfreda’s rooms, it was the only place we could think that she might be safe. If Millard sees her he will probably kill her. What she’s going to do next I don’t know. I’m glad it’s not up to me to decide.

So, Will went back to fetch Archer. They need to wrap his body up and then we can take it to the little island to send him off. 

Oh, it’s been a scary and horrible day. Every time I shut my eyes I see Macsen’s head flying clean off his body. There was so much blood and upset today. How any of us will sleep I don’t know?

Poor Ginata had to crown him after all that – what else could she do? I don’t know her well but I feel awful sorry for her. I don’t go to the village much and when she came to the castle it was to visit Halfreda and I certainly wasn’t going to join the pair of them. 

She looked so petrified as she crowned him. And I knew she was hoping he wouldn’t finish her off too. I was the same. I didn’t want to catch his eye in case I gave him an idea. No one is safe here. 

Cook just knocked, guessing where I was – she’s wilier than she looks I reckon. She said that Wolf’s taken Addyson off to the tower. Wolf is Millard’s henchman, though everyone thought he worked for Macsen. Shows you what a sly one he is, changing his tune like that. I’m to take food up to Addyson. What is this place coming to? I know she’s the cursed princess but she shouldn’t be locked away. And what about Everleigh? She told him she’d kill him, he’s not going to want to see her at breakfast. Next time he sees her, one of them’s not long for this world I tell you. Who will live and who will die I wouldn’t want to guess. 

And Cook was full of it. Never seen anything like it in her lifetime. And now we all know he’s crazy, none of us wants to go near him. There’s to be a feast tonight, and Cook reckons he’s already talking about a proper coronation next week, one without a headless corpse watching him – his words apparently! 

Everleigh’s just sitting in front of the fire, watching the flames and crying. I don’t know what’s going to snap her out of this or who’s going to look after her. Poor dab. 
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EVERLEIGH’S DRESS IS wet through from crying; tears flowing continuously down her face, with no move made from her to stop them. Her nose is running and she’s dribbling. The wailing has stopped; her heartbreak is silent now. She doesn’t care what a mess she must look or that Millard has probably put a price on her head. Everything has gone wrong. 

Lanorie and Will stand together watching her, in Halfreda’s rooms, the only safe place they could think of to steer her to, away from Millard. “I’m going to have to go.” Lanorie’s voice is a whisper. “Cook wants me to take food to Addyson in the tower.”

“He has locked her up then?” Will asks the question, but it is more of a statement. They both know how bad things are. Lanorie reaches for his hand.

“Where’s Archer’s body and the others?”

“I asked the pages to wrap them up. They know Halfreda and Macsen but I explained that Archer was the one covered with Everleigh’s cloak. There are some other dead bodies – some fighting went on after the coronation – but they’ll be taken to the Ashes. They’ll put the three of them on the island and leave them there till we decide what to do with them. I can’t imagine Millard giving them any thought.”

“He may want their heads on spikes.”

“Then I am glad I moved them. Bad enough that so many are dead today. He can’t play with their corpses as well.”

Lanorie shakes her head, upset, and Will pulls her close, hugging her, giving and taking some level of comfort on this awful day.

Everleigh is rocking, as she watches the flames. Everything is lost to her; least importantly her crown. 

Her father is dead, murdered by her oldest brother, Macsen. And Macsen. Her sweetest brother. Dead before she got to confront him. He tried to kill her too and if her good friend Will hadn’t put his own life before hers, she would have been dead at his hand as well. 

Halfreda – the wise woman – managed to save Will. 

Her happy, close knit family of only a week ago, is now altered irrevocably. 

Her emotions and lifelong loyalties need time to catch up with the facts of what has just happened. 

Her whole life long, from when she was old enough to understand her role, she has known she would die at seventeen. All Kingmakers did. Learning from Halfreda, that she would live and rule as Queen has changed her life for the good but ended up being the downfall of all that she loves and cherishes. 

Macsen, desperate for power had been plotting to kill their brother Millard at the sacrificial ceremony – when the Kingmaker’s throat is slit and her blood decides which prince will be King – instead of drinking Everleigh’s blood he had planned to give Millard a death draught. He tested that draught out on their father, King of the Realm. 

Letting her mind go there was painful. Wondering about her father’s last moments. Had he known it was his own son who killed him? She hoped not. She hoped that he had been oblivious. Can there be a greater crime than a child killing their own parent? Maybe a parent killing their own child?

Macsen had then learned that Everleigh would live, or had it been the other way around? Had he learned that she would live and killed their father to get the throne, no one would ever know the order, or how his murderous mind had made something so awful seem like a logical next step for him. 

Whatever happened, he decided to get her out of the way too. She would never be able to repay that debt to Will. Always her good friend, he had done something she would never have dared ask of anyone; taken her place in her bed and almost died for his trouble. Thank goodness Macsen was a clueless soldier and thank goodness that Halfreda had been able to save Will.

And then Millard. Her tears flow afresh when she thinks about him. Her other wonderful brother; acerbic but funny, blunt but loving, always there for her, if not always on her side. He had turned out to be worse than Macsen. She can hardly believe that’s possible.

Millard had known of his brother’s plan to kill him during the sacrifice. He knew that he had bought the death draught. He knew Macsen had killed their father and he knew – or thought he knew – that Macsen had killed Everleigh, and he had just sat back and done nothing. 

With archaic law decreeing that the eldest son – Macsen – be King if the Kingmaker wasn’t there to make the choice the traditional way, Millard had stepped in during the coronation and killed Macsen, his own brother. Sliced his head clean off, so he could be King instead. 

She was glad she missed it. She had been hiding in these very rooms, such a short time ago, so happy and ready to be Queen, to take on her birth right. That was when Lanorie, hysterical, had come to take her out of hiding. 

She had tried to claim her crown and that was when Millard killed Halfreda, who she had known and loved her whole life long – as had he – and then he had killed... her mind almost refuses to go there, but she forces herself to. He deserves her to remember him. He had died for her. The ultimate sacrifice and what every knight promises to do for their King or Queen. She just never thought it would happen. Even after Ginata’s vision where she saw him get hurt, Everleigh had thought he would win. She had let him die and she hadn’t been able to help him or save him. 

Archer.

Her tears are sobs now. Her body pained by the wracking. 

Lanorie whispers to Will, “I need to go now. I need to check on Addyson. Maybe it will help Everleigh to know she’s safe?”

“Good idea. I’ll try to talk to her.”

They both look doubtful and Lanorie gives his hand a squeeze before she goes, shutting the door quietly behind her, even though Everleigh has shown no sign of being aware that either of them are in the room with her. 

Will steps softly towards her. He is sure Millard is busy doing other dastardly things, but he can’t help but worry that he will come looking for his sister. He will not want her alive, not while she threatens his reign. 

He sits down beside her, his princess and friend. He rests a hand on her arm, wanting to touch her, to help her. “Everleigh,” he says. “Everleigh are you alright?”

He knows she is not, even as he asks it, but he needs to say something. 

She turns to face him and looks surprised to see him. “Will.” Her voice sounds scratchy from all the crying she’s doing.

“Everleigh. I don’t think you’re safe here.”

Her gaze is blank. 

Will tries again. “I think Millard will try to kill you.”

Gaze still blank, tears spilling over, she looks back at the fire.

Will wishes Halfreda was here, she would give Everleigh some potion or other, something to help her. She’s obviously suffering from shock. And heartache. And stress. And no wonder. 

He is silent but still touching her arm. She feels stone cold, and he rubs her skin trying to warm her up. She is unaware of him once more, lost in her memories, lost in the trauma of the last few hours, the last few days. 

He locks the front door and moves through to Halfreda’s work room. If Millard’s soldiers come, the lock won’t stop them, but he will hear them. He cannot bear the thought of her being slaughtered like a defenceless lamb, unaware that anyone has even come for her head.

Halfreda had many rooms within the castle, and several rooms here too, just outside of it. She had accumulated a lot of stuff in her long life; she was the oldest person Will had ever seen or known and he has no clue of her actual age. She was older than ancient when he was young and older still when she died. He can hardly believe she is gone. It seemed like she would never die, just become older and older and older, but he knows everyone dies eventually. 

Her work room is full of herbs and potions, bottles and books. He would never know what to give Everleigh but is hoping that Halfreda will have something bottled and labelled, something that might help.

He cannot bear seeing his princess in so much pain. He is relieved she is alive but needs her to snap out of her maudlin thoughts, this inertia, before Millard sends an axe for her. 

Eyes roving along the bottles and jars, he sees something labelled as ‘Lift.’ Another as ‘Sleep.’ Another as ‘Boost.’ While she could do with all three, he just needs her to have enough energy to get away from the castle. He doesn’t know where he’ll take her but it won’t be long before Millard looks for her. Maybe he will enjoy the night, revel in being King of the Realm, but come morning, sober and concerned about his crown, surely, he will hunt her down like a dog and kill her. Or lock her up. Alive would be the best outcome for her, but she would still be a prisoner. Will wants her safe, with or without a crown on her head. Millard may want her dead, regardless. 

He picks up the bottle labelled ‘Boost’, opens the top and puts a drop on his tongue. He doesn’t want to inadvertently kill her with a mislabelled bottle of poison. He doesn’t drop dead, and so goes back to Everleigh’s side. 
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Ginata
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WHAT A DAY. AND IT has not ended yet. It is the worst day I have ever had the misfortune to live through and yet I cannot thank the gods enough that I have lived through it. Several times today the gaze of a madman has come to rest on me and I have feared my time was over. 

But here I am. 

I knew something was wrong this morning, but I had no idea how wrong. Maybe Halfreda could have seen it if she hadn’t been so close to the end of her life, and yet her love for both of those boys had obviously coloured her vision of them and what they might be capable of.

I have no such alliances, I had seen them a handful of times on visits to the castle and had only met Macsen when he was disguised in a cloak, buying a death draught off me. If only I had been down at the river the day he came calling, or next door enjoying an ale with Della, or anywhere else where he wouldn’t have found me.

And yet he is not the problem anymore.

With one prince dead, one princess in a tower, one Kingmaker on the loose, we have a new King. A mad and murderous one. And he has called me to his room. 

Standing with him now, while he tells me, the new wise woman of the castle, what he expects from me, I dare not let my attention wander for a second, but my heart is still beating too wildly. 

First Macsen and then Millard; two insane brothers had me in their sights and twice I have been saved. When I crowned Millard, I was sure he would run me through straight after, having fulfilled his need of me. 

And yet here I am. I cannot quite believe it. Am I a lucky witch? Maybe.  

Halfreda was not. I dig my nails into my palm to stop any tears from sprouting and giving my emotions away to this monster before me. And a monster he is. A beautiful monster, so handsome and affable. Now he is King he laughs and jokes and waves and smiles. But earlier on he pierced Halfreda’s heart with a sure sword. He pierced Archer’s beautiful heart without a pause. 

I feel Halfreda’s loss like a physical thing, a discontentment in my heart. I am sad about Archer but I knew him not. I know Everleigh will be beyond distraught and I wish I was with her now instead of here with Millard. I want to serve her not him.

I will serve her. I will be as false to him as he was to his family, his sisters, his brother, his father. I will pretend to help him and obey him, but I will be an agent for the other side. I will assist and aide Everleigh in any way I can until the crown is on her head. 

Halfreda was a good friend to me, especially after my parents both died. She always looked out for me and imparted all her knowledge to me. I will use her knowledge now, her wisdom, for a cause of my own. 

Millard’s wish has come true; I crowned him King of the Realm. Now, he sees me as an ally and I will gain his trust and abuse it. Willingly.

I take the drink and smile at him. It’s not hard to smile at his handsome face. It’s not hard to pretend to like him. He pleases my eye certainly, even though his touch repulses me. As his fingers brush mine when he gives me the goblet I contain a shiver through pure mental control. 

He cannot know what I think when I see him or how much he upsets me. This monster must believe that I am only here for him.  

“So,” he says, his eyes soft and seemingly tender. “Quite a day...”

He lets his words hang in the air and I am unsure how to respond to him. “Indeed,” I say, noncommittal, but hoping he doesn’t mind. If he minds, I am all too aware, I may die.

“Do you think ill of me?”

Again, what would he have me say? 

I take a deep breath. If I am to work with him, convince him of my worth and loyalty, I need to speak to him, engage with him, push away my fears and commit to this path I’ve chosen. 

“Your Grace. I am a witch, but a simple one. I have lived my whole life long in a small square house, just two rooms, with my parents. After they died, I lived alone. I wash in the river; I sweep my own floors. I eat what I can, when I can, but some nights I go to bed with a pain in my stomach from hunger. I cannot imagine the life of a prince, the call to power and leadership. I aimed to serve and help in the village and it’s all I can try to do now. I am not clever or learned or wise like Halfreda, I am a simple witch but if you let me stay I will put my mind to helping you, serving you.”

Is it enough? I worried about mentioning Halfreda’s name, but I wanted to speak plainly. I have let him think I am more naïve than I probably am. But I don’t think there’s any harm in it. I look him in the eye, no fear, well plenty of it, but hopefully well hidden. 

A beautiful smile breaks out over his face, and he looks genuinely relieved. “Power and leadership,” he says, nodding at me. Happy with my answer. “Exactly. Only those raised to be Kings could understand. Thank you Ginata. I feel better. You make me feel better.”

I smile at him. I am relieved and pleased. I do not want to die any time soon. 

“And now for your rooms. Halfreda had rooms in here but also outside. They weren’t the best, or the fanciest but I think you should live inside. I will have the old King’s rooms made up for you, fit for my closest advisor.”

I do not want to sleep in a dead man’s bed, but I cannot show my repulsion or fear. If this man wants me close and that’s what it takes to stay alive and win the crown for Everleigh, then it’s what I will do. 

“I would be delighted,” I lie. 

“One other matter, before I let you rest. I am sure you are tired out. It’s been a busy day. And still the feast later.” 

I nod my agreement but stay quiet. 

“I want another coronation. A proper one. Today was a farce, really. It should have been Everleigh’s death day, then Macsen’s coronation and then finally mine. I want a day that’s just about me.”

I am literally speechless. This King murdered his brother without flinching, killed his life-long mother figure without hesitation and then stabbed the man his sister was in love with, all without missing a beat and now he worries about having a day to himself without the attention on anyone else. 

It hits me then; this King is still a child. A spoiled little boy. He wants to be the star, the main attraction, all eyes on him.

I am nodding so he will not know what I’m thinking. “I think that’s a sensible idea. A coronation should be a grand affair, something people will remember for the right reasons.”

He grins at me, so pleased with what I’ve said. The key to winning over this man is to always be on his side, or at least let him believe you are. And, actually, this self-involved madness might help us, might give us a chance to get Everleigh her crown back. Halfreda’s words echo in my mind: you can only have a coronation with witnesses of more than a hundred, or any mad man could have himself crowned. Well a madman has had himself crowned, and we will help Everleigh take his crown away. 

“I will get it arranged and you can crown me properly.”

I nod along. I have a feeling I will be doing a lot of that. 
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GINATA WALKS QUICKLY through the castle corridors, heading outside to Halfreda’s rooms. She is only guessing but it’s the only logical place she can think of for Everleigh to be hiding. But she won’t be safe there for long. 

The door is locked when she pushes it, so she knocks. “Everleigh, Will? Lanorie?”

Will rushes from Everleigh’s side and opens the door, and Ginata slips inside. Being inside Halfreda’s room, away from Millard’s side, she finally breaks down. Will leads her to a chair, and she sobs with her head in her hands.  

Will is quiet next to her, Everleigh doesn’t even look up. She hasn’t drunk any of the potion yet; he cannot get her to snap out of the fog she’s in. Maybe once Ginata is all cried out, they can help her together. He is sure Lanorie will come back once she’s fed Addyson and together they can come up with a plan. 

He pats Ginata’s shoulder as she cries, managing to keep himself calm by wondering what they will do next. He may only be a fool in the making but it doesn’t take a genius to work out that life has changed for all of them. Irrevocably.  

Ginata takes a deep breath and wipes her face. She smiles up at Will. “I needed that. I’ve been with Millard. The King.”

It was treasonous the way she was thinking; that she would help someone steal the King’s crown and take his place. If her mind could be read, she’d be hung for what she was planning to do. She was safe enough in Halfreda’s old rooms, but everywhere else she would have to watch what she said, how she said things, her reaction to what others said, even. This man did not need good and proper reasons to end people’s lives. He was quick to the temper and slow to regret.

“Are you alright?”

“Yes. Well...he expects me to take over from Halfreda, which I knew. He’s moving me in to the King’s old rooms – that I didn’t expect. Or like.” She shrugs. What choice do any of them have. “How is she?” Ginata nods her head towards Everleigh who hasn’t moved for more than an hour.

“Not good and I don’t think she’s safe. Did Millard say anything about her.”

“No, but he wants another coronation next week. He wants one without all the other stuff detracting from him.”

Will laughs, although it is not funny. Not really. But he can’t help it. “Really?”

Ginata nods. “Really.”

“What did you say?”

“I agreed with everything he said. I am not willing to die, no matter how much I want to help Everleigh. Halfreda believed she should be Queen; that’s enough for me. But I won’t die for her. I think another coronation is perfect, it will let us crown her this time, plan it all properly, do it right. And I will help but I don’t want to die for my trouble.”

Will couldn’t argue with her. He would die for Everleigh; he almost had. But they had been friends their whole life long. She was more than a friend to him; she was family. 

“She hasn’t moved for ages. I tried to give her one of Halfreda’s drinks, but she won’t take it. What can we do?”

Will is glad Ginata has come back. She’ll know how to help Everleigh. They must get her to wake up, focus, move. They need to get her to safety.

“I can help her,” Ginata says, moving over to Everleigh’s side. 

“Where will we put her? Where can she go? She’s not safe if Millard wants another coronation. He won’t want her turning up again and spoiling things.”

“I was thinking about my cottage.” Ginata takes hold of Everleigh’s hand. “I don’t think Millard would ever think of going there. I’m not sure if he even knows where it is.”

“Brilliant.” For the first time since they walked away from the massacre, Will feels himself relax. He’s not solely responsible anymore. They will work it out together. He sits on one of Halfreda’s comfy chairs and lets Ginata take over.

“Everleigh.” Ginata’s voice is loud, but Everleigh doesn’t move. “Everleigh!” Louder again, accompanied by a shake of her shoulders. Everleigh looks at her, smiles faintly, turns her gaze back to the fire. Ginata shakes her again. “No, Everleigh. Stay with me.” She takes hold of Everleigh’s chin and turns her head, holds her face in both hands. Everleigh tries to turn away but Ginata won’t let her. Her grip is too firm. 

“Everleigh.”

“Yes?”

Will moves to the edge of his chair. That’s only the second time she’s spoken, but she sounds more like herself. 

“Everleigh. We need to get you out of here. You’re not safe. You need to snap out of it.”

Everleigh nods, but her gaze is vacant again. 

“Everleigh.” Ginata’s voice is harsh this time, sharp and loud. “Everleigh. Your brother is dead. Halfreda is dead. Archer is dead.” Everleigh lets out a cry. “Archer. Is. Dead. Sorry Everleigh, but he is. But Addyson is safe. She’s locked up. She needs you. The Realm needs you. You need to snap out of this fog. We need to move you.”

Everleigh’s eyes focus on Ginata. “He killed them all.”

“Not Addyson. Not me. Not Will. Not Lanorie. And not you. You are alive Everleigh. We need you.”

“Why didn’t I save him?”

Ginata shakes her head. Everleigh discovered that she was the Kingmaker who would live, written in a prophecy, the day she made the river rise. It was the test to prove if she would die or rule. A ruler, a true King or Queen could command mother nature. Everleigh was even more special. She could move things. Inanimate objects. She had moved an arrow to stop it hitting a deer and she had moved Millard’s sword when he was fighting Archer. 

But she hadn’t moved it on the final fateful blow.

“I’ll never forgive myself.”

“Everleigh. Your magic, your power is new to you. You don’t have control of it yet. You cannot blame yourself. You can’t.”

Everleigh shakes her head but shifts her position, stretches out her arms and then her legs, then stands. Will jumps up, hugs her. Ginata passes her the drink Will found earlier. “Drink.” She holds it up to Everleigh’s lips, not allowing her to refuse. 

Everleigh drinks, wipes her tears away. “What do I do? One of you tell me. Please.”

“First thing’s first. You’re not safe. We must move you. To my cottage.”

“Then we need to rescue Addyson. Millard might turn on her any minute,” Will says. 

“Then we need to get the crown on your head,” Ginata finishes.

Everleigh shakes her head. “I don’t even care about being Queen anymore. I just want to be safe. Just me and Addyson.”

Will and Ginata exchange a quick glance. Will takes her hand; he knows her the best. “Everleigh. If you don’t take your crown, why did your father die? Or your brother? Or Halfreda? Or Archer?”

At his name Everleigh’s eyes flood over with tears again. 

“You can’t let their deaths be for nothing. Be pointless.”

“Where are they?”

“On the island, by now. Waiting for us to send them out.”

“We need to do that today. We can’t leave them there in the cold. Can you do the ceremony Ginata? Do you have time?”

Ginata nods, she’s not sure what Millard is planning to do for the rest of the day with his newfound Kingship, but she expects she can sneak off for an hour or so.

“Let’s go.”

“Shall we wait for Lanorie?” Lanorie is never far from Will’s thoughts. He has been half in love with her for years and the only good thing he can think of that has come from today is their sudden affinity. As the two people left who are closest to Everleigh they have a bond; they both look after her in their own way and they both want the best for her, and they have taken some comfort from each other these past few hours. 

“Where is she? Addyson?” Everleigh is coming fully around, becoming more aware of her surroundings and what’s going on. The look of panic on her face is growing as she thinks about her sister. “You said we have to rescue her. Where is she?” Completely lucid suddenly, Everleigh is full of agitation, upset marring her face. 

“She’s in the tower.”

“The tower. She’s not dead?”

“Not yet.” 

Will glares at Ginata. “Not at all. He never wanted to hurt her, he said so.”

“He hurt everyone else,” Everleigh says, her voice tinged with anger.  

“Not you or Addyson.”

“I wonder why...”

“We can’t hope to understand him.” Ginata takes her hand. “We just need to get you to safety, rescue Addyson and get you crowned as our Queen. You can choose to question him or kill him then, as you prefer.”

“Kill him.” Everleigh’s voice is hard with anger.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




Ceryn 


[image: image]


I DROP A DEAD RABBIT on the chair and then I pull off my mask – a swatch of leather with ties, that I never leave home without – and throw it on the table. The fire is low, so I pile more logs on, satisfied when the flames lick higher. 

Something is wrong. I don’t go for all that magic claptrap they love to bang on about in this Realm, but I know my friend and I know something is wrong. 

I am waiting for Weaver and I reckon he’ll agree with me, or else I’ll make him. There’s ale in the jug so I slosh some in a mug and down it in one go. I’ve had a busy morning and I’m thirsty. 

I prepare the rabbit while I wait for him, skinning it and then gutting it. I throw the head out for the dogs. I don’t have any dogs myself but there’s plenty of them around here and I’m happy to chuck out my scraps for them.

I stab the body onto a fork and start roasting it over the fire. Weaver will be hungry too and he’ll be glad not to wait. He might have some spoils from his morning too. We’ll have a feast and decide what to do about Archer.

Ah, Archer. We are a band of brothers, us three, despite my unfortunate gender, and we roam the Realm together, hunting our feed and helping the common man. We give our extra meat and fish to the poorest families, we make sure the King’s men are being just, by keeping our eye on them and what they’re up to. Only last week they had three young boys in the square, all lined up to some end, waiting to punish them in some cruel way, when Weaver shot his arrow straight through one of their bags of gold, collected from some poor farmer or other. The coins streamed out, and in the pandemonium of half the square fighting over the money, the boys ran off. They’ll not catch them again; one urchin in this Realm looks pretty much the same as another. 

The King’s men. All utter hooligans, they are. They reckon they serve the greater good, the ruler of the Realm; mostly they serve themselves. Well, we three wage war on them, best we’re able.

Well, we did until last week. 

Archer’s kin Halfreda came to visit; she’s the King’s wise woman, lives at the castle, doling out her mumbo jumbo. He reckons he’d had some dream of a Queen. Poor Archer, he’s the softest of us three. Likes to dream, and imagine a different world to the one we live in. Just because he can fight and beds down in a fancier place than mine or Weaver’s, he can’t see the bad in the world. But he wins his jousts and he dishes out most of what he wins; it’s a good contribution to our cause. We keep a little pot that we all chip in to – I’m a good hunter and once we’ve given away what we can, we sell some of the best cuts to the people who can pay for it. Weaver can sew like an old woman, so he mends things for free for the people who can’t pay and charges those who can. 

We try our best to make our little corner of the Realm better. But Archer’s been gone a week. And I don’t know why.

He was all a bit hush-hush when he left, reckoned he was just visiting his kin. But in the week leading up to the Kingmaker’s death, I don’t reckon it’s a coincidence. 

I taste some rabbit. Tender and rare, just how I like it. I tear strips off, burning my fingers, and cram them straight in my mouth, pour more ale and eat and drink my fill. I leave plenty for Weaver and close my eyes while I wait for him.

I must have drifted off, a nice snooze after dinner, as Weaver slamming the door wakes me. The rabbit is cold, but I pull off a bone and suck on it.

“You’ve been ages.” Most of what I say to Weaver comes out as a complaint. I’m not known for my cheery disposition, but I’m a happy grouch. I won’t whinge about the hand I was dealt by fate or any of that crap. I had a rubbish start to life but I’m doing alright.

“A bit of fighting in the square, couple of men drunk in the morning, taking swings at anyone who came too close. They’re snoring in a ditch now. Nice rabbit?”

“Lovely. I think there’s something wrong with Archer.”

He places two rabbits on the table: show off. His eyes narrow. I don’t think he’ll dismiss me; I’m not one to worry or become hysterical. 

“He didn’t say when he’d be back...”

“True. But it won’t hurt to take a ride up to the castle.”

Weaver chews on some rabbit, grease dribbling down his chin. “It’ll take a few days.”

“True.” Stating facts isn’t meant to dissuade me. He likes to mull things over, Weaver, make sure he knows what’s going on, reach the right decision. 

A knock at the door makes us both jump. Weaver waits for me to pull on my mask before opening the door. One of my neighbours: “Thought I smelled rabbit. Brought you some ale.”

We happily swap our wares and he heads away, eating as he goes. I start skinning another rabbit. If we eat our fill before we go, we won’t have to waste too much time on the road hunting down our dinner. 

I put the rabbit on the fire and take off my mask; it’s too hot to keep on inside, and Weaver has seen my mark a million times.

He won’t stare or point, or throw me out. 

He won’t mutter spiteful things about the devil’s mark or shrink away from my touch. 

I don’t think he even notices anymore. 

We share the rabbit and make a plan. 
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MILLARD TAKES A LONG swig of his wine, raises the goblet to Wolf, who grins at him, and then drinks the rest. 

“My man,” he greets his closest friend and ally. 

“Your Grace.”

“So, it is done. I am King.”

Wolf bows low. “You are. We knew it.”

Millard nods. “Only because you betrayed my brother...”

Wolf nods. “I would do anything you asked me to.”

“You serve no other?” 

Wolf shakes his head; the truth.

Millard pours more wine into his jewelled goblet. He doesn’t offer anything to Wolf. Wolf stands, hands clasped behind him, waiting. 

“I’m in a good mood, Wolf, but I have to say I was worried about you.”

“Your Grace?”

“You betrayed my brother so easily, you spilled his secrets as easily as I pour this wine. How do I know you won’t do the same to me?”

“Your Grace, I served Macsen only because you told me to, I spilled his secrets because you asked me to. I serve no other.”

Millard nods, watching Wolf over the top of his goblet. “I think I believe you. But I need to be wise, Wolf. I need to know that my trust isn’t in vain. That you are indeed, my man. I’ll be watching you. Fetch me the fool’s boy.”

Wolf nods and turns to leave.

“Bring me Everleigh’s handmaiden too. I may trust your loyalty for now, but can I trust theirs?”

Wolf nods and leaves. 

Millard smiles as he surveys his room; he won’t move into his father’s old rooms. The witch can have them. He likes it where he is; he won’t sleep in a dead man’s bed or walk in his shoes. This reign is his own and he plans to enjoy it. 

***
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KILL HIM.

Everleigh’s words fall heavy in the quiet room and while Will and Ginata nod at her words, they are both scared. They all know that Millard must die. Not only because of what he’s done today but because of what he will do to Everleigh when she takes his crown. He won’t accept it or agree to her being Queen and so death or prison are the only two options and after what he did today, they can both see why Everleigh is suddenly steely in her decision to end his life. 

“We need to go to the island first. I’ll do it when we come back.”

Will takes her hand, stopping her from pacing the room. “How? I know you’re furious with him. Understandably, but he’ll be heavily guarded. How will you kill him?”

“Quickly.” 

Will and Ginata laugh, some of the tension in the room dissipating. 

“Good idea. But practically, how?”

Everleigh shrugs. She doesn’t really know how, only that she wants to do it, needs to do it. Too many people have died and Millard is too unstable to rule the Realm. She needs the crown that is rightfully hers on her head, before too long, before he causes any more damage and before she sinks into another gloom at the mention of Archer’s name, or the thought of his eyes, his smile, his mouth on hers... 

“I’ll think of something. I must. I have to do this, don’t I?”

Will and Ginata nod, none of them feeling old enough or wise enough, or in any way equipped to make the decisions here, or to properly guide Everleigh.

“For Halfreda and Archer. For my father. I have to avenge their deaths, and someone has to rule the Realm, look after all the people, my people. I can’t trust Millard to do anything. He’s not all there in the head.”

They both know she is right.

“Ginata, you said you can perform the ceremony on the island?” 

Ginata nods, she has all Halfreda’s knowledge and the authority to do so as the new wise woman of the castle. “I would rather do it quickly, so that Millard doesn’t find out.”

Everleigh nods. “Let’s go.”

“Without Lanorie?” 

“Yes. Millard can’t know that Ginata is assisting me in any way. So, we need to be quick.”

The knock at the door makes them all jump. 

“Open up.”

Everleigh ducks out of sight, in the other room. Will stays by Ginata’s side.

Ginata opens the door, an easy smile on her face. She almost balks at the sight of Wolf, flanked by two heavy-set guards, swords aloft, but she keeps her smile pasted on.

“You.” Wolf points at Will, who turns white. “With me.”

Will’s feet won’t move, but Ginata squeezes his arm and her touch seems to wake him up. Reluctantly he leaves the warmth of Halfreda’s rooms and follows Wolf.  

Wolf pats him on the back, almost knocking him over. “One of the pages said you was with the witch. Come on, the King wants you.”

As soon as the door shuts, Everleigh rushes to Ginata’s side. “What will he do with him?”

Ginata can only shrug. Any sort of sixth sense or instinct has run away from her. She needs calm and quiet to see things, and this day has given none. 

“What can we do?”

Ginata takes Everleigh’s hands in her own, wishing she was as wise as Halfreda. 

“Nothing. We can only wait and hope. Why don’t we go to the island? Rather than stay here worrying.”

Everleigh nods, and Ginata finds her one of Halfreda’s old cloaks. Everleigh tucks all her hair away and then sits the hood down low over her face. 

Ginata checks the way is clear and takes Everleigh’s arm. She is risking her own life and future by having anything to do with her, but she cannot turn away.

They walk in step to the island, and Ginata pulls out the boat, helping Everleigh to climb in. 

The three bodies are laid out, Everleigh’s murderous brother Macsen, Halfreda and Archer. Only one of them can be Archer – the tallest of the three – and Everleigh almost drops to the floor at his side. Ginata senses it and holds on to her arm. 

“It’s alright,” she lies and Everleigh nods, wishing she could believe her. Wishing it was true. 

Ginata gives her no time to fall apart and starts sprinkling white powder over them; a cleansing herb to help them on their way. Then while Everleigh silently weeps, she starts chanting. Everleigh walks to her brother, drops to her knees, touches him. She cannot see him, nor would she want to now, his head cruelly separated from his body, dusty from rolling on the floor, and she cannot quite believe all that’s happened. That this funny, loving boy, her brother, her favourite brother, did this. He killed their father and would have killed her. All for a crown. All for her crown.

She pushes him into the water and turns to Halfreda. Grief is a new emotion; she was young when her mother died and so she missed her but never really grieved properly.

Seeing Halfreda’s body bundled up hurts her, physically, it takes her breath and punishes her. She wants her back, she wants to hear her voice, and see her smile, touch her soft cheek, conspire with her. She smiles at a fond memory and cries harder as the pain turns sharp in her belly; she knows who is next.

Archer.

She pushes Halfreda in to the water and walks to Archer’s side. 

A perfect young man, one she barely knew and yet felt so deeply for. The first man to turn her head, the first man to kiss her. The first man to wake emotions in her she thought she would never get to enjoy.

Archer. 

So handsome, so brave, so willing to fight and die for her. 

She drops her head on to his chest, bundled as it is, and sobs. 

When she learned that she would live and rule she had been so happy. And so naïve. She thought her father would be happy, her brothers would be pleased for her, the Realm would celebrate and that this man, this beautiful man, would rule beside her. Her King and knight, her lover and protector.

And now he’s gone. 

She is all but alone in the world. 

The new feelings Archer had awoken, now stripped and trampled and ruined. All that was left now: death. 

Loneliness and death. 

She reaches for the little silver brooch he gave her, a tiny replica crown, and is about to unpin it, to send something of her away with him, when she hesitates. This is all she has of him now, the one gift he had given her, apart from a feeling that she could have a future, a love, a happiness of her own. She leaves the brooch pinned on her dress and puts her hands on him but cannot bear to push him away. She cannot bear that he is gone and that he will never be back. His shock of red hair gone. Her cries become louder, until they are a wail. Ginata sits beside her, rocking her, letting her cry, letting her get it all out. She needs to cry, needs to rail against the cruelty of the events of the week. Ginata takes her hand. “It’s time.”

Everleigh shakes her head, but Ginata takes her hand and helps her to push, to push Archer away, to let him rest in peace.

Everleigh collapses onto the dirty floor, and Ginata quietly watches her. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




Lanorie
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I’VE NEVER BEEN IN the tower before and I can tell you I was right scared just standing outside. Cook reckons I’m the best one to take up Addyson’s food for the first time, someone she knows, someone to reassure her, and take word to Everleigh that she is alive and well. Cook pretends all she likes to do is gossip and knock the pages over the head with her rolling pin, but she’s got a good heart. Hers is a good idea, and almost immediately I get an idea of my own. 

I run to my room and grab the one bit of my daily dress that I hardly ever bother wearing, a little cap. I tuck my hair into it. 

It might be a good idea, but my knees are pretty much knocking together thinking about it. I don’t usually have plans. I’m happy to do as I’m told, never have to wonder, never have to think. Go here, do this, do that, yes princess, no princess...not having a choice is easy, but sometimes the easy option doesn’t feel right anymore. 

I messed up my friendship with Everleigh when I spilled her secret. She won’t say it, but I know it. And I must make it better, somehow.

So, the tower’s separate to the main castle and so high that even bending my neck, I can’t see the top. Stood right in front of the door is one of the King’s men, holding a sword, ready to strike. Frightens me so much the tray of food shakes, ale spilling everywhere.  

He looks over at me, a massive scowl on his face, an ugly face he has too. “What?” he says to me, all grumpy.

My voice is a squeak, I’m not ashamed to tell you. “Food. For Addyson.” I want to ask him what the heck he thinks I’m doing there with some dinner on a tray. I’m obviously not there to feed him. Fat pig. 

He bangs three times on the door with his spare fist, and then opens the door. I am shaking as I pass him, hoping he won’t attack me and shaking the whole way up the stairs. I have no clue where Addyson is, what room she’s in, or anything, but after three lots of twisting stairs and plenty of spilled ale, I come across another one of the King’s men. 

He’s stood in front of a door, facing outwards, grumpy look on his face. Poor Addyson must be well past petrified, being guarded so closely by these thugs. What Millard expects her to do, I don’t know? She’s only eleven, hardly a huge threat to him and all his soldiers.  

So, he lets me in and slams the door behind me, happy to leave me on my own with her, after all, I’m no threat, either. 

I don’t know her half as well as I know Everleigh, but she drops in to my arms straightaway and I hold her tight. I’m not that much older than her really, but I feel older. Her little body is cold and shaking, her face wet from crying. “It’s alright, it’s alright, it’s alright.” I repeat myself, reassuring myself as much as her, I reckon.

“Everleigh’s safe. And I’m going to get you out of here.”

She cries even louder then, probably with relief. “I hate it in here. It’s so cold, and I’m so hungry. The guards are scary.”

“Quiet,” I whisper. Poor cursed princess, she may not be well liked in the Realm, people are right superstitious around here, but she’s just a little princess. She’s always been well looked after. This tower must be the worst thing for her. It’s not much warmer or fancier than my little room off the kitchen. 

I nod my head. Decision made. Everleigh is my Queen even without a crown on her head, and it’s partly, or maybe all, my fault that her father is dead, and her brother and Halfreda and Archer. I told her secret and the stupid boy I’d been kissing went back and told Macsen and Macsen tried to kill everyone before Millard did kill everyone else. It’s all a mess and it’s all my fault. 

I don’t want the pigs guarding her to know anything, so I hold a finger to my lips. “I’m going to swap places with you.” Her eyes are wide, mouth open to protest or thank me, I don’t know which, but I shake my head quickly. 

“I need to do this, then you need to go to Halfreda’s room, knock the door and call Everleigh’s name. If she doesn’t answer, call Will. You need to be quick and you need to be quiet. Though I don’t think those guards are all that smart, and I don’t think they’ll be expecting anything like this.”

I reckon everyone’s still a bit shocked by the day’s events and I reckon I can do it. I feel sick and excited at the same time. I don’t do brave things. I don’t do anything. I serve and I wait on people.

But ever since Millard took the crown I have felt like I need to make things better, make what I did wrong better and if I free Addyson I reckon I’ll be well on the way. 

On the way to Everleigh trusting me again. 

I pull off my maid’s livery until I’m just in my slip, one of Everleigh’s old ones and made of beautiful silver silk. I help Addyson undress, hoping that the guard won’t decide to open the door. I don’t think he will, why would he? But my movements are clumsy as I untie her laces. Her dress is gorgeous, made of thick embroidered velvet and I will be glad to wear it.  

Although we are not much different in size, she looks like a little girl playing dress up in my clothes. She looks so frightened and unsure; but I know I have done the right thing. With her father dead, she needs to be reunited with the person who loves her most, and not be used by Millard when he wants to frighten everyone by tying her up and locking her away. 

She smiles at me, her eyes full of unshed tears. “Keep your head down,” I tell her, as I tuck her hair into my cap. She’ll do it, if she’s quick and brave. She’ll do it. 

“Be quick and brave. Go to Everleigh.”

She nods at me, face white and eyes huge. 

Before either of us can change our minds, I knock on the door, then sit in the corner, nibbling on the food I brought for Addyson. I hope he will not look too closely at either of us and I whisper, good luck, just before he opens the door.

She walks out with more bravado than I would have in her position and I take a big gulp of ale, hoping I’ve done the right thing, and hoping Millard won’t slice my head off when he finds out what I’ve done. 
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WILL WALKS AS SLOWLY as he is able without angering Wolf, who has a tight hold of his arm, pointlessly trying to delay the inevitable. Though he has no idea what the realities of the inevitable will be; he’s sure he won’t like them.

Being Everleigh’s best friend, but still having a role within the castle – learning the way of the fool – Millard and Macsen were always just her brothers who he tried to entertain. He doesn’t know them well at all.

What he saw of Macsen and Millard yesterday has left him quaking, though.

Seeing how Wolf handled Addyson and Everleigh is also making Will nervous.

The walk from Halfreda’s room to the new King’s room takes an age as he imagines one heart-stopping scenario and another and another, but the walk is also too short. 

Two burly guards open the doors when they see Wolf coming; not wanting to keep him waiting. 

Millard is standing looking out of the window and turns to greet them. 

Will smiles and bows low.

“Will!” Millard sounds pleased to see him and while Will manages to keep the smile on his face, he feels his insides shrink, as though he wants to make himself smaller; less of a target; invisible. “Where’s the handmaiden?” he asks, looking at Wolf.

Wolf shrugs. “Can’t find her.”

“Send someone to find her. Tell them to keep looking.”

Millard strides across the room to Will and claps him on the back. 

Will coughs. “Your Grace.”

“I can’t get used to that,” Millard says laughing. “Your Grace. It seems so formal.”

Will is silent but smiling; fearing he must look very much the fool indeed.

“So, Will. I saw you helping my dear sister earlier, so chivalrous, so gentlemanly.”

Will feels like he is being tricked. Millard is being too nice. 

“Where is she?” Millard has his hand on Will’s back again, less of a clap, more of a grasp. 

Will opens his mouth but cannot force any sound to come out.

Millard grips him harder. “Where is she?”

Wolf steps closer to them. Will does not want him to join in.

“I don’t know,” he lies with a stammer, and knows he doesn’t sound convincing. 

Abruptly Millard lets go of his shoulder and paces in front of him. “Let me explain things to you, Will, since you are a fool in the making, maybe more of a fool than less, I’m not sure how learned you are, how bright you are, how clever you are, how much you understand.”

He stands still, facing Will. “I have been planning my reign for a very long time. Since I was a little boy. They would talk of Everleigh’s role in choosing who would rule, the magic of her blood, the sanctity of the Kingmaker, and as much as I love her, I knew I couldn’t let her have a say in choosing who would rule. It couldn’t be a random decision made by her blood. I couldn’t let her live, sadly. People had to think I had been chosen, but I was working out how. Then Macsen, dear Macsen, saved me a lot of trouble, and really...Ha, I’ve never thought of this, but how similar we were, how alike. He had the same idea as me, and I let him carry on. I didn’t realise he’d kill our father, I regret that. He didn’t need to die for me to rule. For either of us to rule. And, of course, he’d found out Everleigh’s little secret, too.”

Will nods along as Millard talks, taking in every word, he doesn’t want to be caught out. 

“But she lived. I need to know if she’s going to cause me a problem. I need to know where she is. I want to enjoy being King. I want to reign in peace. And though I let her go earlier, I find that I cannot rest, I cannot relax, I am uneasy. Have I got a problem, Will? Is she going to hunt me down, like she said? Put my head on a spike? Let the birds feast on my beautiful face?”

This is a trick. There is no right answer that Will can give here.

“Your Grace.” He bows low. “I cannot speak for Everleigh. I am her close friend, but I serve at your pleasure. She has disappeared; I am sure she knows the castle cannot be safe for her. Your Grace, she is your sister, but you are wise enough to want to protect yourself as well. No one would blame you.”

Millard paces again before stopping abruptly right in front of Will. He moves closer, uncomfortably close. “You say what I want to hear. But is it what you really think?” Closer again, peering at Will’s face, trying to see a lie. “How much of a fool are you?”

“I am a fool through and through, but the fool is often the most honest of men. All I say is true.”

Millard steps back, seemingly mollified. “And you do not know where she is? If I asked you to lead me to her, so I could put her safely with our sister in the tower, would you take me?”

“If I knew where she was I would help you. I would rather she was locked up than hurt in any way.”

“I know that is true. If I find out that you have played me false, Will the fool, you will find that a fool cannot laugh in every situation.”

Will bows low again. “Your Grace.”

Millard looks at Wolf and nods at him. Will watches him leave. Millard hasn’t said a word, so this is a pre-planned move. Will feels uneasy. His ordeal is by no means over. 

“When you said that I am wise, you were so right. I must know for sure whose loyalties are mine and who still serve my sister. After I have spoken to you I will speak to her handmaiden as well. You two are closest to her; it hasn’t escaped me. Would you like a drink while you wait?”

Wait for what? Will wants to ask, but instead shakes his head. His stomach is twisting now, and he wouldn’t be able to drink anything without spilling it or being sick.

The silence is thick, and Will tries to calm his breathing, tries to think of Everleigh and Lanorie and how, together, they will crown Everleigh and live happily ever after. 

The doors bang open and Wolf is walking towards them, with one of the King’s men, Brett, struggling to hold on to the fool. Will’s father.

Will’s father, whose given name is Eldrin but who is only ever referred to as the fool, is upset. He is an affable man, full of silliness and fun, who has never been poorly treated in all his time at the castle. “Unhand me, Wolf man.”

Millard nods at Wolf and Brett, who let the fool go. He straightens up, pulling at his funny clothes until he is as smart as a fool can look. He drops into a low bow, the bells on his clothes giving him a musical accompaniment, which would be comical if Will wasn’t feeling so sick. 

“Your Grace. Is this a lark? Tell me it is.”

The hurt on his face makes Will tremble, but he doesn’t make a move to reach his father’s side; Millard killed his own brother earlier today without a heartbeat of hesitation. Will knows he will kill him if he needs to. As would Wolf, as would Brett, or any of the guards scattered around the room.

“Fool. I do apologise. I do, but I must know how loyal my new subjects are to me. I hate to use you, but...” Millard shrugs. 

The fool looks at his son, his child by fate, and nods his head, just the tiniest movement. It speaks volumes to Will. He nods back.

Millard paces around, reaches for a goblet, takes a deep slug before turning back to them.

“Tell me again, Will. Do you know where Everleigh is?”

Will shakes his head, forcing his words out. “I do not.”

Wolf slips his dagger from its holder and brings it to the fool’s neck.

“Where is she?”

Will takes a deep breath, apologising in his head to his beloved father, no fool at all, and speaks his lie again. “I do not know.”

Millard nods to Wolf who gently pricks the fool’s flesh. A trickle of blood rolls down his neck, staining his skin. 

“Where?” 

“I do not know.” 

Millard nods to Wolf once more, and, after several beats of hesitation, he pushes the fool away from him, to the floor. The fool clutches the wound on his neck, tiny but still bleeding. Will wants to drop down beside him but stays upright. 

“I believe you,” Millard says. “And as you know so little, you truly are a fool. Your father can retire from his duties, he was my father’s fool, not mine. You will be mine and I expect you to make me laugh. Always.”
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Ginata
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WE SIT ON THE ISLAND for what seems like hours, but I know from the sun, isn’t long at all. My heart wants to break for this young girl, not so much younger than me that I could be her mother, but young enough that I feel maternal towards her. She has been cosseted all her life, looked after and mollycoddled. She cannot look after herself and yet she will have to.

I think my idea that she should go to my cottage is a good one. I don’t know why I didn’t think of it sooner. I don’t think she’s safe to even stay a night here. Who knows how long Millard will be happy to let her live. Who knows with this changeable, difficult, spoiled child of a King?

Della can look after her to a certain extent, but she will have to wash and dress herself; how ridiculous that she cannot even do that. I have lived a long time on my own, since my parents died, and I enjoy my self-sufficiency, love my independence. This princess has no idea. Food is brought to her, her bed is warmed for her, she is managed in everything she does.

I need to get her back to Halfreda’s and I need to get her cleaned up and then we need to move her. If I send her on her way with a few sleeping draughts, some potions to pep her up, maybe Della can keep her safe and well until Millard’s coronation.

It’s not long.

The courtyard is relatively quiet, and we sneak back to Halfreda’s rooms easily. Will is back, brooding in front of the fire. 

When he sees Everleigh he bursts out crying, something I’ve never seen him do. Everleigh runs to hug him and I think it’s good for her to have to take care of him; it will help her come out of the fugue she’s been in today.

“What happened? What did he do?”

“Nothing, nothing.” Between sobs Will manages to tell us about his father and the threat to his life, about Millard’s questioning of him and his new role as the fool.

“You are safe. You are safe. You are safe.” She whispers it like a mantra, and I realise again how much she has lost in such a short space of time. 

They hug, and I busy myself in Halfreda’s bathroom, getting some water from the jugs on to the fire to ready a bath for Everleigh. The last one she will have for a while. She has blood on her clothes and her hair is matted. She will feel better if she looks better and she can be on her way. 

I realise that I have quickly slipped into Halfreda’s role of caretaker, caregiver. I am quietly taking charge of this little band of people and I do care about them. I have been alone for a long time, with enough friends – Della, Finn, Halfreda – that I never felt alone. It’s never been an issue; I like my own company.

I feel responsible now for these three youngsters, four if you count Addyson.

There’s a knock at the door and I go through so that Everleigh and Will can hide.

“Everleigh!” 

Even I recognise Addyson’s voice, but I am not quick enough to stop Everleigh rushing to answer the door. It might be a trap, is what I’m worrying, but she runs to the door and lets her in. Only her.  

Addyson is dressed in Lanorie’s clothes and I cannot help but smile. I would never have thought it of Lanorie, after spilling Everleigh’s secret and her stupid stunt of trying to kill herself. She hasn’t struck me as clever enough or loyal enough or nice enough.

Maybe she is trying to atone for all that has happened. She’s done a good job.

Everleigh is beaming. “How?” Even as she asks the question, I see her come to the same realisation as I did. And she laughs. “She took your place?”

Will has turned almost green. “He will kill her.”

I hadn’t thought of that, but of course he will. If Millard finds out about the deception, he will be furious. He won’t worry about killing some little handmaiden, when he was happy to kill his brother, to kill Halfreda, to kill Archer. I mustn’t forget in the quiet aftermath of such an awful day what he is capable of, my new King, my new master. A chill runs through me. 

“We’ll get her out.” Everleigh puts her hand on his arm, looking right into his eyes. “We’ll get her out. I’ll make sure of it.”

I cannot think how, but she is right. We have to help her; we have to rescue her. She cannot let Lanorie die for her sacrifice, the same as she didn’t let Will. 

Everleigh holds Addyson tightly, and I can tell she doesn’t want to let her go. They are both crying. “Did Wolf hurt you?” Everleigh’s voice is harsh. We all feel the same about Wolf. I remember him leaning nonchalantly outside my little cottage waiting for Macsen. Macsen wouldn’t have known that he had been betrayed. Not a loyal man or a good man. Serving the King happily for now but could he trust him? I know I won’t. If I have anything to do with him. I’m now living in a state of high alert, keeping my wits about me will keep me alive.  

“A little, but only when he tied me up and pulled me about. He wasn’t cruel.”

“This has to end. Today.” Everleigh’s voice is hard and I move towards her. I need to get them moving. I need to keep them both safe. We must get them to my cottage before too long. The sun is starting to set, the dusk creeping in. 

Everleigh hugs Addyson tight to her again, and then sits her in front of the fire; I can see her shivering, but I don’t think it’s from the cold. Poor baby is probably petrified. I go to fetch her a little something to help her from Halfreda’s bottles and jars. 

“Do we have food?” Everleigh is asking. It’s an age since we ate breakfast, too much has happened to think about food, but suddenly my stomach rumbles like thunder. 

Will shakes his head. “I’ll go and get some.”

“Be careful.”

“I think I’ve faced the worst for now.”

He slips out of the room. 

“We need to get you both away from here.” My voice is quiet; I don’t want to frighten Addyson. “He has forgotten about you, but he will remember. He’ll kill you both.”

Everleigh shakes her head. “Not if I kill him first.”  
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“NO!” GINATA’S VOICE is sharper than she intends and Addyson whimpers.

“Ginata, I have to try.”

“Trying will get you killed. You don’t try to kill a madman like your brother. If you’re going to try you better be damn sure you’ll succeed, or he will kill you. You can’t have a doubt. He will not keep you alive for love, or loyalty, or sibling nostalgia. You must know it.”

Everleigh nods; she knows it, but since she has come back from the island, since she pushed the people she loved into the water, a tightening has been forming around her stomach. She can barely breathe for the knowledge that the man who did this, the man who killed her brother, Halfreda, Archer, is laughing, joking, eating and drinking, full of merriment at his newfound Kingship at so many other’s expense. She cannot live while he lives. She cannot rest. She must do this.

Fury will help her win this. She is sure.

Will slips back into the room. They hadn’t even locked it after him.

Ginata puts a hand to her heart. “See! We have gotten sloppy just in the last ten minutes. He will kill us all if he finds us here. Eat something quickly and we’ll get you away.”

Will, unaware of Everleigh’s declaration of murderous intent, passes around bread, cheese and some sweet honey cakes. Ginata brings a jug of ale and some cups. 

Ginata talks while she eats. “We need to get the two of you away from here. My neighbour, Della, and her brother will look after you. I don’t think Millard would think to look for you there. Will, you can go and ask Cook where they keep the clothes for the servants – not the livery – just the most basic of slips and dresses. I’ve got water warming for a bath. We need to rush but if we can get you both cleaned up and dressed and out of here, Will and I will get to tonight’s feast and Millard will be none the wiser.”

Will is nodding while he eats, pleased that someone else is taking control. Pleased that Everleigh and Addyson will be safe, but still worried about Lanorie. “What about Lanorie?” he asks. “We can’t just leave her in the tower.”

Ginata shrugs. “I really don’t know. I know we need to get her out of there, but I’m not sure how. I need time to think.”

“She is probably safe for tonight, at least,” Everleigh says as she wanders over to Halfreda’s work space, nibbling on a honey cake; she needs a weapon if she’s going to kill her brother and she knows Halfreda kept a sharp knife for cutting plants for her potions.

“I agree,” Ginata says; Will looks unsure. “He will be making merry; he believes Addyson is safely locked up. He won’t visit her tonight.”

Everleigh finds the knife in a drawer, bone handled, with a viciously serrated edge. She slips it in to the folds of her cloak, ready to take away with her. If she can kill her brother, tonight, she can rescue Lanorie and take her crown. If she has her way, her brother won’t even get to wake up one morning as King. 

Will goes to fetch clothes and Ginata helps the two girls wash and dry. With great care, Everleigh unpins the brooch from her beautiful dress that she should have been crowned in, and when Will brings the clothes they will wear when they escape, she pins it to the plain and slightly shabby uniform, just under the hem, where no one will see it. 

Wrapped in cloaks they sit together in front of the fire. “I’m so scared,” Addyson whispers.

Everleigh takes her hand. “Me too.”

She must fix this. Addyson may be the cursed princess, but she has never been frightened for her life until today. She has lost both of her parents, felt the hatred off her father because of her awful curse, lived with other people’s fear and suspicions for eleven years, almost twelve. Everleigh has to protect her. 

Ginata brushes and plaits Everleigh’s hair first and then does the same for Addyson. 

“How do we look?” Everleigh asks, when Ginata’s done. She doesn’t look like a princess or a Queen but that is what they want. 

“Will, you stay here, I’ll take them to my cottage. I can introduce them to my neighbours. They’ll keep an eye on you both.”

The longer they are at the castle, the more likely it is that they will be found.

Will hugs Everleigh tightly and then hugs Addyson too. “Be safe. I’ll come down to see you tomorrow.”

Everleigh nods. She has never slept a night outside of the castle her whole life long. She feels stripped of everything that makes her, her. Her clothes, her family, friends. 

Everleigh is no more and someone needs to pay.

“Ginata, could I have a few sleeping draughts, please. I’m not sure how we’ll sleep tonight.”

Ginata fetches half a dozen vials and then they quietly slip away.

The walk to the cottage is eventless, which is what they all wanted, needed. “At least you will be at peace here, no need to fear every knock at the door. The whole village knows by now that I have moved to the castle, so you won’t have anyone looking for a love potion.”

“Good.” Everleigh smiles. Maybe a few hour’s peace will help focus her mind and heart on what she needs to do. Kill her brother and rescue Lanorie. “What are your neighbours called?”

“Della and Finn. Brother and sister.”

“And they’re nice?”

“Wonderful.”

“I’m scared.”

“I know...”

Ginata opens the little cottage up, and leaves the front door wedged open. “Get some fresh air in here.”

She opens the window and starts setting a fire.

Everleigh looks around. The cottage is tiny, but clean and tidy. Most of Ginata’s things have been moved, so the shelves are all but empty – there are a few bottles and vials, a big copper-bottomed pan – and the place looks bare. But Everleigh can see that it would have been comfy and cosy. As the flames in the fire start to lick upwards she can imagine how nice it would have been for Ginata living here. No stress, no worries, no duty. Answerable only to herself.

Free.

“It’s lovely, Ginata. Really. Thank you.”

Ginata smiles and hugs Everleigh and then Addyson. They sit on the only two chairs there and Ginata pokes at the fire, stoking the flames.

“I’ll go and tell Della that you’re here and explain things.”

Ginata leaves them alone and Everleigh reaches for Addyson’s hand. “I’m so sorry. For everything. For father. For pretending I was dead. I had to. I wanted to tell you, but I couldn’t risk you knowing. Risk Macsen hurting you.”

“I hate our brothers. I’m glad Macsen is dead.”

“Addyson!”

“They never loved me like you loved me. Father never loved me either. How can I mourn a father when I never really had one?”

Everleigh’s heart breaks at the words. She thought she had felt so much pain on this day that she could feel no more. That she would be numb, immune from it. But Addyson’s words have hurt her once again.

Her father had been a wonderful father to her, Macsen and Millard. She knows he wasn’t fair on Addyson; it’s why she has always felt so maternal towards her. 

“I’m so sorry, darling.”

Everleigh holds her arms out and Addyson sits on her lap, cuddling in close.

They sit giving each other strength and support while they wait for Ginata.

“I will always look after you. I will always do everything within my power to keep you safe. I hate that you hurt. I hate your curse.”

“I hate my curse too. But I love you and I know I’m safe with you.”

They have never really talked about Addyson’s curse. What was there to say? The same as Everleigh’s role was Kingmaker, Addyson had always been the cursed princess. Since their poor mother died giving birth to her, the Realm, her brothers and the King most of all, have been unable to forgive her or look past it. She is cursed and that gave them all the excuse they needed to abandon her. They were always there, but they never loved her or cared for her; never showed her genuine affection or consideration. She was just someone to put up with.

“Will people ever see past it? My curse?”

“I do. Others will. Ginata doesn’t seem to care. Nor Will. Nor Lanorie.”

Addyson doesn’t reply, just cuddles in closer.

Everleigh watches the flames; she can think of so many reasons to kill her brother but none to keep him alive.
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Ceryn
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SO, IT’S DECIDED. I knew it would be. I can’t say any one of us is in charge, but Weaver is happier to go with the flow, than either me or Archer. Weaver’s a thinker, I’m a doer. Archer probably sits between us. 

Both of our rabbits are gone, bones sucked dry, dogs munching on what’s left. The skins are drying outside, on a line, and no doubt Weaver will use them for something. We don’t waste much; don’t have enough to waste.  

I have packed up a bag, with some flasks of water, a blanket; I have my bow and arrow, a dagger in my boot. My mask is tied on and I’m ready to go. 

Weaver has gone to gather his stuff and we’ll meet back here before heading to the castle. He reckons a few days; I reckon we can do it faster. If we don’t hit trouble and ride through tonight, I reckon we’ll get there tomorrow. It’ll be late, but we’ll make it. 

Halfreda will look after us, we’ll probably sleep wherever Archer is and come home with him the next day.

I head out to my horse, Pitch – she’s as black as Archer’s, but his horse is called Ink. I scratch her behind her ear and ask her to ride us safely to Archer. She whinnies like she knows what I’m saying, maybe she does, and I pat her softly, singing to her, cooing to her. I like her best out of anyone in the world. Maybe I like Weaver and Archer just as much, probably a bit less. I don’t like many people. Many people don’t like me. 

Weaver trots up on his horse, his bag strapped over his back, a smile on his face. Life is good for Weaver. Even the King’s men, who hate us, like Weaver. 

“Ready?” He asks the question, though he can see the answer.

“Absolutely.”

“We may have news of the new King further along the road.”

“True.”

We don’t get to hear much of what goes on at the castle, nor do we care to hear it. The King’s men cause us enough trouble in the little villages they torment, we don’t care to hear of their jousts and plays and feasts. 

Riding along together, I can feel Archer’s absence keenly, and I know I am right to worry. 

We hit our first bit of trouble just ten minutes from my cottage and it angers me. Trouble will only slow us down and I want to be quick.

The scene is all too familiar: since the King’s men love to lord it over the villagers, the villagers like to get their own back in small, anonymous but irritating ways. They cause a little bit of aggravation and there’s no way of knowing who did it, so the King’s men are angry but impotent and the villagers enjoy a moment of quiet victory. 

Today, they have tied all the horse’s legs together; cruel to the horses, but the villagers don’t care, when the King’s men are so cruel to them.

The King’s men have obviously finished their business and gone to ride away, the horses have fallen in a heap of tied together limbs and the King’s men are roaring in fury, embarrassment and pain last of all. 

We slow to a stop next to the jumble of men and horses, both trying not to laugh.

“It’s not bloody funny.” Brett, one we’ve had several run-ins with shouts as he staggers to his feet. He pulls a dagger from his boot, though it obviously pains him – both hands are bandaged tightly – and starts cutting the ropes away. 

The villagers have come to observe the fun, forming a circle around the scene. The children are laughing and pointing, the adults acting only slightly more grown up.  

One little boy throws an egg, before ducking out of the way. 

The yolk runs down one of the King’s men’s faces and he howls out a threat. An empty one, we all know, but the anger is mounting. 

“Leave us alone, you bunch of bullies,” someone shouts, and again, you couldn’t tell the culprit; they all look alike, sound alike, are as angry as the next. 

We grin at each other, we’re used to this and hoping that it will fizzle out, as most of the troubles do, when a stone lands at Brett’s feet. He jumps back, looking around for whoever did it. 

Another one is thrown, and even from up high on my mount I can’t see who did it, but it lands with more accuracy, hitting another one of the King’s men on the knee. Brett jumps up, brandishing his dagger.

Weaver hops down from his horse and calls for the crowd to move back; most of them listen; they like us because they know we aim to help them. Sometimes a fight isn’t what’s needed; sometimes words work and there’s no point causing trouble for the sake of it, and I love a good fight. 

“Back off, back off,” Weaver calls out, and again the crowd move back. Brett cuts the rest of the ropes and the men help the horses to their feet. None of the horses nor the men are injured; the men are just annoyed, but they mount up quickly. Probably wanting to leave before anything else is thrown at them. 

As I turn to watch Weaver jump back on his horse, I see a flash of movement and, thwack, another stone is thrown, more of a rock, and it cracks down on Brett’s horse, right in its eye. The horse neighs in pain and drops to the floor. Brett is thrown off again, and this time his fury is palpable. A bit of me doesn’t blame him.

Weaver rides his horse at the crowd, which is thinning, and people seem happy to back off. Looking around, they seem as upset as Brett is, no one likes the King’s men: there’s a definite feel of ‘us versus them’, but ultimately, they are just doing their job. Things don’t usually escalate like this, and not many of the villagers would hurt one of the horses; they aren’t at fault at all.

“Who did it?” I shout out, angry, and upset.

I know it was an accident to hurt the horse, but whoever threw the rock was stupid enough not to be sure of a true aim before they attacked.  

No one answers me but I knew they wouldn’t. A joke or a prank against the King’s men is one thing, but it’s stupid to try to start a fight. They are all armed, they are all trained in fighting and some of them are pretty nasty, just looking for something to rally against. 

This is the last thing we need. 

Maeve, one of the nicest villagers, hands up in surrender, moves to the horse. It’s probably been blinded in the one eye, and is jumpy. Maeve coos to it and smooths along its nose. Her daughter brings her some water, cloths, ointment. 

Brett nods at her and she starts to work on the horse, trying to patch it up so it will have a more comfortable ride back to the castle, or whatever inn the men are staying at. 

“Can we leave things peaceful here?” Weaver asks him, as I watch Maeve at work; the horse is calm and accepting her tending to him. 

Brett nods but he’s angry. “Only because we didn’t see who did it and no doubt they’re too cowardly to own up.”

I agree with him again, and it worries me. I don’t have much in common with the King’s men.

“Any news from the castle?” I ask, patting his horse. “Which prince was crowned?”

I know the princes from their travels, they like to visit the villagers, mingle with the common folk, not that I’ve ever sat and dined with them. Nothing like that. “Did the Kingmaker cry when her throat was cut?” The Kingmaker I never met; she had no reason to travel to our village and I had no reason to travel to her castle. Unlike Archer. 

“The Kingmaker is alive,” Brett says, pushing his dagger back into his boot. “One of the princes killed his brother and so we have a new King.”

“Really?” Weaver looks surprised but only because he can’t imagine anyone looking for trouble like that. Despite what us three get up to, Weaver is the most placid person I know.  

“The new King is Millard.”

I shrug, as does Weaver. Which one of the cosseted princes has a bigger crown on his head now isn’t really a concern to us. Whoever is in charge will tax the poor and look after his own. We will still have to battle the King’s men, who cause so much trouble for us, whoever wears the crown. 

We are back on our horses and ready to ride off. “We are headed to the castle, looking for a friend of ours.”

“Good luck,” Brett says, grinning. “There’s even more people there than there was for the feast. Everyone wants to meet the mad King.”

Again, who is or is not King doesn’t matter to me, nor how mad he might be. We just need to get moving and moving quick. 

The crowd has completely cleared and so with a nod to the men we head to the castle, hoping the way ahead is clear. 
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GINATA COMES BACK INTO her little cottage with a woman in tow, she is older than Ginata, but not old enough to be her mother. She is as fair haired as Ginata is dark haired, and has a kindly face, and soft eyes. 

“This is Della, Della this is Everleigh, and her sister, the princess Addyson.  

Della bows to them both in turn and then takes Addyson’s hands. “You must have been so scared. You too, my Queen, but you more, little lamb.”

Everleigh smiles. She loves this woman already. No one ever pays more attention to Addyson than to her. No one ever touches Addyson unless they have to. No one has ever spoken so kindly to her, who wasn’t related to her or paid to.

“Ginny’s told me everything, I hope you don’t mind me knowing, Queen, but I will do everything I can. I will look after you both until whatever happens next.”

“Thank you.” Everleigh sits down, watching Della chat to Addyson in front of the fire, touching her plaited hair, laughing at something she says and for the first time since Archer’s death, she feels a sort of peace settle over her.

There is plenty to be done, but for a moment she closes her eyes. She is safe. Will is safe. Ginata is safe. Addyson is safe. Lanorie is the only one she has a slight fear for, and yet, she thinks it’s unlikely Millard will get to her before she does and so she smiles.

It’s been an awful day, but by the time the sun comes up tomorrow she will have done it. She will not risk anyone else’s life; she will go to the castle alone, once Addyson is sleeping and she will kill Millard. Before he does any more damage, and more importantly, before he finds Lanorie or Addyson or her.

She tunes out of the quiet conversation around her, slipping into a dream, then a word or a laugh wakes her up, before she drifts off again. In this world between waking and sleeping she is calm, can pretend that all the horrible things that happened this week, didn’t. 

Would it have been easier for everyone had she been sacrificed as any other Kingmaker? Definitely. Her father would still be dead, though, and Millard would still have killed Macsen to become King and so not everything would be better. But she wouldn’t be here to feel the pain, that would be better, but then who would protect Addyson? No one else but her.  

There are always reasons to want a different outcome to what there is and yet she is glad to be alive. Addyson’s laugh nudges her away from sleep and her smile widens. Della will be wonderful for Addyson. Everleigh thinks she could ask her to move into the castle when she is Queen. Addyson needs people in her life that aren’t frightened of, or repulsed by, her curse. Della is obviously neither.  

They are talking a little louder now, all feeling safe and more relaxed, away from the castle, away from Millard, away from the death of the day. 

Della is talking, her voice is low and lilting, musical, almost, to listen to. Ginata didn’t mention any husband or children for her, only a brother, but she would make a good mother, bedtime stories would be heaven with her soft, sweet voice. 

Everleigh tunes in and out, her body sinking so deep into the chair, she doubts she could move if Millard ran into the cottage brandishing his sword. Her limbs are liquid, and she feels happy for the first time since she opened her presents that morning. Is it still her birthday? That doesn’t even make sense. 

Archer died on her birthday. How would she ever enjoy another year’s passing again?

She opens her eyes. “Ginata, I’ve just remembered the stupidest thing.”

“What?”

“It’s still my birthday.” Suddenly Everleigh is both crying and laughing, smiling and sobbing, as both Addyson and Ginata hug her, both laughing and crying with her. 

“I’ll be glad when it’s over. Your birthday,” Addyson says, wiping at her tears. “By your next birthday things will be better.” 

“I was supposed to die today,” Everleigh says, regaining some composure. “Instead my brother, Halfreda and my beloved Archer died. How will I get over it?” As she asks the question, she answers it in her own head, by killing the man who did it.

Della stands up, straightening her shawl. “I’ll go and fetch some food from mine. Sorry again that Finn isn’t here to greet you. He’s out and about all the time and I don’t know half of what he gets up to. He’s only a year older than you, Queen, so quite a bit younger than me, and he tells me I nag him like a mother, but then I’ll be doing the same to you two within a day, so I hope you’ll forgive me.”

Everleigh laughs. “Thank you, Della. You don’t know what it means to me, to us, to have somewhere safe to lay our heads, and someone speaking so kindly to us.”

Della nods and leaves the cottage. Ginata smiles at them both. “Isn’t she lovely?” 

They both nod, and Addyson sits by the fire. “I don’t feel so scared with her next door.”

“Do you want her to sleep in here with you both tonight? She wouldn’t mind, I’m sure.”

“Yes, please.” Everleigh had been worried about leaving Addyson sleeping alone while she ventured to the castle. 

“I’ll ask her when she comes back in.”

Della comes back and insists she is happy to sleep in the cottage with them. She has food and ale but Ginata declines. “I need to get back to the castle. There is to be a feast and I dare not miss it. I have to keep on your brother’s good side. The sleeping draughts are on the table. If you need them, take them a half hour before you want to sleep, just a few drops – any more will knock you out.”

Everleigh and Addyson both nod. Everleigh will make Addyson take it and pretend to take it herself. 

After Ginata leaves, the three of them sit and, once again, a wave of peace settles over Everleigh. This is a safe place; Addyson will be safe while she kills Millard. 

Della takes the lead, entertaining them with stories of hapless villagers who knock on her door by mistake looking for anything from a love potion to rat poison. Both girls are enjoying the feeling of safety, the warmth of the fire. Addyson’s eyes are starting to droop. “Take this.” Everleigh opens the vial and squeezes three drops onto her tongue. It will ensure she sleeps soundly through the night and doesn’t wake up to find Everleigh missing. 

“I may slip out for fresh air in the night,” she says quietly to Della, not wanting Addyson to hear. 

“Do not venture far, Queen. I have sworn to keep you safe.”

“I know. And I thank you for it. And when I can reward you for it, I promise I will.”
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Lanorie
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SO THERE’S NOT MANY times in my life that I wish I hadn’t done something that I had. When I told Everleigh’s secret, that was one time, there was a time I pinched a bit of cake off Cook, and she rapped my knuckles so hard, it wasn’t worth it. 

And now.

Sitting in the tower.

By myself.

Alone.

Cold.

Hungry.

When I think about Everleigh, and I think how pleased she must be with me, then I feel a little bit better. A little bit proud of myself, like people would be surprised by me. Impressed with me. 

Then I hear the guard outside coughing or spitting on the floor and I’m crying again, thinking that no good feeling is worth the trouble I’m in.

What Everleigh or anyone else might be thinking about me, means nothing, really, because in here by myself I can only pretend what they might be thinking or saying and it’s nothing compared to what I can see and what I feel. 

The real thing is the cold, bare room. The cold, hard bed, with one threadbare blanket, the cold, tasteless food. Only cold because of the trek from the kitchen to the tower, and only tasteless because I feel so sick, I could be sucking sugar off my fingers and it would be tasteless.  

The little maid who brought me food, a little supper, because Cook felt sorry for Addyson, nearly died when she saw me, and I swore her to secrecy. Let’s hope she’s better at secrets than I am or what’ll become of me?

Well, I know what will become of me. If Millard finds out about me. 

I have seen the madness in Millard’s eyes. For every bit of handsome he’s got; something’s gone wrong inside him.

Cook gave me the most beautiful little cake once, it was a honey cake, with frosting on top, and a load of chopped nuts just sprinkled over it. I bit in to it and tasted something wrong with my tongue. When I looked, I fainted dead, and after I woke up, poor Cook was most upset. There was a maggot inside it. Well, it wasn’t Cook’s fault, so I wasn’t cross with her. Long time till I ate another cake, though, I can tell you. 

Well, Millard is that cake. He is most beautiful on the outside, tall, broad shouldered, dark haired and dark eyed. But on the inside, he is rotten. He is maggoty. 

I feel quite clever thinking of that by myself. 

And then I feel stupid again, because I remember that I have got myself locked in a room, when after all the horrible things that happened today, I was one of the lucky ones. I was safe, I still had my head, but now I have got myself locked up. 

The guard didn’t even look my way when the little maid came in – that was something. I had been worrying that he would see me and kill me without a word when he realised that Addyson was gone. But he didn’t even look at me.

Being alone is no good for me, I start thinking terrible things.

I will have a cold and lonely night and then the guard will look at me tomorrow. He will call for Millard, who will be furious. He won’t even just kill me quickly. No, because I was so clever, and let Addyson escape, he will want to know where she is. I’ve heard about torture, and I can’t hold out from him, if he puts a rat anywhere near me, or tries to stretch me on a, who even knows what it’s called, I’ll just tell him.

And then what good is my good idea then?

When I am dead. 
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EVERLEIGH LISTENS TO Addyson’s breathing, steady and deep, and then Della’s, not quite so deep, but steady. 

She is ready. She cannot wait any longer. She does not want to sleep while Millard is King. She wants him dead. 

It is late enough that she is sure the feast will be over, and her brother in bed. If she has mistimed it, she will wait. What else can she do?

Her servant clothes are not as thick as her own, but she puts Della’s cloak over hers, so that she will be warm enough. She slips two vials of the sleeping draught in her pocket, but keeps the knife in her hand.

She may run into trouble on the way to the castle, and she has to be able to defend herself; nothing can stop this. 

Kissing Addyson softly on her forehead, and whispering a thank you to Della, she slips out in to the night. 

It’s a clear night, with no clouds, the stars bright, lighting up the Realm. She walks quickly, and quietly, with her head down and the knife ready. 

The closer she gets, the faster she goes, until she is running. She forces herself to slow to a walk again. She needs to be quiet and careful, not loud and careless. 

As she walks, she whispers the names of the dead, the people Millard has killed. “Macsen, Halfreda, Archer. Macsen, Halfreda, Archer.” 

All the death is for nothing until she has the crown on her head or at least off his. 

The castle looms ahead of her, and tears prick her eyes, she wasn’t expecting that, but of course this has always been her home, a safe and happy place, full of people who love her and care for her, look after her. Now it seems like a hard place, an unforgiving place where bad things happen. She looks over at the tower, sending Lanorie a silent message, I’m on my way.

It seems quiet and so she is sure the feast is over. She slips through the courtyard, cloak low on her face, ready to duck into the shadows if she needs to. She knows every twist and turn of the inside and the outside of the castle, and there are plenty of places to tuck herself away if anyone comes, but it is silent. She is sure Millard is exhausted after his busy day and that he’s sleeping. She’s sure the guards are all happy to see the end of the day as well and maybe off their game a little bit; not paying attention.

She heads to the kitchen first, she wants to catch one of the little maids. She needs just a little bit of help to deliver the sleeping draughts to the two, hopefully just two, guards on his door. 

She hunkers down, next to a wall and watches. There’s light coming from the kitchen and she’s sure Cook is busy clearing up after the feast. It takes a while but her patience is rewarded; one of the little maids comes out carrying two ale jugs. She comes to stand near Everleigh and starts pouring the contents away. Everleigh doesn’t want to scare her too much, so she slips the dagger into the folds of Della’s cloak and moves quietly into her sight, “Hey.” 

The little maid jumps but only a tiny bit. 

“Princess.” She drops into a curtsey, and Everleigh smiles at her. 

“Thank you. Can you help me please? And not tell anyone?”

The little maid nods; she has looked after Everleigh more than a hundred times and would do anything for her.

Everleigh closes her eyes in relief. “I don’t even know your name.” Suddenly Everleigh feels guilty, so many little maids have looked after her, they had seemed almost interchangeable to her. How awful.

“Molly.”

“Well, Molly, I can never thank you enough, but when I am Queen, I will try.” 

Molly smiles. “I would do anything to serve you, no matter what.”

“Can you fetch me two cups of wine?”

Molly nods and takes the jugs back to the kitchen. 

She quickly comes back out. “Cook was in the store cupboard. She didn’t see me.”

“Thank you.” Everleigh slips the vials from her pockets and empties one into each cup.

“Can you take them to the guards outside the King’s door? With some food, maybe? Say that Cook doesn’t want the food to go to waste?”

Little Molly looks at the cups, warily, but nods straightaway. 

“It won’t kill them, only send them to sleep. So I can talk to my brother.”

Molly nods again, looking happier. She leaves the wine with Everleigh and slips back to the kitchen. When she comes out, she’s holding a tray with a selection of little cakes and some cheeses.

Everleigh puts the wine on the tray and Molly heads towards the castle. “From Cook.” Everleigh just wants to remind her. “So it doesn’t go to waste.”

Molly turns back and nods. 

Everleigh hunkers down with her back against the wall, waiting. 

Cook throws out some scraps, and another little maid scurries off towards the castle. Watching them Everleigh feels sad. It’s her birthday – the worst day of her life – people are dead, but life goes on for others. Nothing has changed for Cook. She will cook for one King or another, or a Queen or anyone who pays her. The little maid would scurry around whether it was Cook giving the orders or someone else. 

Everleigh’s life is on pause until she is crowned Queen, the pain of death a physical sharpness inside her chest, an actual weight on her shoulders. Everyone else is carrying on regardless but she cannot.

She decides to sneak inside the castle, make her way to Millard’s rooms and put her plan into action; she cannot wait any longer. 

She hears footsteps and ducks behind a curtain. She holds her breath as the person goes past, and then sneaks a look. One of the pages, probably heading to the kitchen. She waits for a moment then starts slowly and stealthily along the corridor again. 

Millard’s rooms are not far from her own and a little bit of her wants to visit them, slip back into the past, pretend this day never started. 

It cannot be, and so she keeps going to Millard’s rooms.

She stands around the corner. And listens. She cannot hear anyone and usually the guards would be chatting, and laughing.  

Taking a deep breath, she risks a look around the corner at Millard’s door. The guards are there, slumped on the floor, an empty tray next to them and the two cups of sleeping draught laced wine, laying on the floor, empty. 

Everleigh smiles.

This.

This is what she has been waiting for since Millard slashed his sword against Archer’s innocent body. 
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Ginata
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AND THIS DAY IS DONE. I have never been so happy to see the back of a day, the deepening of the dark, and the stars peering through the black above with a soft and reassuring glow; some things remain the same. 

I stand in the doorway of my new rooms and give a sigh a small sigh of contentment. This is the only good thing to have come out of this mess. 

When Millard first had a maid show me my new rooms, I felt uneasy. A King had died in these rooms. 

But my superstitious nature quickly gave way. 

The rooms are beautiful. Three interlocking rooms. All my own. Each one at least three times larger than my entire two-room cottage.

I allow myself a little bit of satisfaction as I survey them now: my rooms. Millard has done a wonderful job of making them up for me, all signs of his father gone. 

This first room is a receiving room. I have no idea what that even means, but it’s a little like a front room, only huge and grand, and sumptuous. There are three windows along the side, so the room will be flooded with daylight come the morning. Now the drapes are closed, thick drapes, made with better quality fabric than any of my clothes; silver in colour and shimmery. In front of each window is a seat. Each seat is covered in fabric and adorned with cushions. There are three free standing chairs, plump and cushioned, and two sofas, that could fit three people sitting side by side. 

There are rugs on the floor and hangings on the wall. In my whole life, I would never have lived somewhere so wonderful, were it not for the death of my good friend Halfreda. And though I know it was her plan for me to take over her role here, and that she was at the end of her life regardless of Millard’s sword, I do feel sad and guilty.

I sit in one of my plump chairs, feet on a footstool, a blanket behind me to drape over my lap should I feel a chill, and I wonder at the change in my circumstances.

Have I made a deal with the devil?

Is that what this is?

I stand up and wander through to my second room, a work room. Shelf after shelf of root, plant, petal, potion, lotion, bottles, jars, vials in every size. The smell is wonderful and smothering at the same time, filling my head and making it ache. 

On a table, next to some chairs, is a tottering pile of Halfreda’s work books, her ‘spell’ books, her recipes for this and that. In one of them is the list of ingredients and the steps to make a death draught. 

What if I killed Millard myself?

I dismiss that thought with a shake of my head. Despite what Macsen did with the draught Halfreda and I made, I cannot bear even the thought of doing the same thing. Poison is the coward’s way out. Maybe what I am doing is the same. Pretending to serve when I don’t, but I know I will sleep soundly tonight, regardless.

And in a beautiful bed!

I laugh aloud at my wickedness, but by the gods, these rooms are a delight.

This, I head to the third room, is my private room, a bed and a bath and some chairs, my things from home, for me to place where I choose. My clothes and some new ones as well.

I have my own maid, she has other duties, and I can dress myself at my age, but she will ready me a bath and bring me food if I don’t choose to eat in the great hall. I will have fires lit for me and food brought to me, even in the dead of night, if I choose. 

I have choices now.

I have never had much of a choice. I could barter a potion for a chicken rather than a piece of lamb if I preferred. I could bathe in the river in the morning and sweep the floors in the afternoon, or if the fancy took me do it the other way around.  

But now I have some sway. I have a say in the world. I have someone to wait on me.

Oh, how different Everleigh’s life is to my own, and this is only a tiny taste of what she has always had. 

I pull back the covers on my bed, a bed that would fit five people, should the need arise, and the fabric is as soft as I imagine a cloud to be, and there is a hot brick just sitting on the sheets, wrapped in silk, warming my bed, but not getting it dirty.  

After living through today, and then Millard’s request for a coronation just for himself, and the feast, which had him grinning, laughing, smiling, joking, drinking, singing. I deserve this.

I have a jug of ale and one of wine on the table beside my bed, should I be thirsty in the night, a plate of food, bread, cheese, cakes, in case I am peckish, a fire roaring and a heavy feeling in my body.

This is payment for all that I have done.

Given the death draught to Macsen, which he used to kill the King.

Stood by while Millard killed his brother and Halfreda.

Offered to crown him when no one else could.

Watched him kill Archer.

Watched him lock Addyson away in the tower.

Watched him drive Everleigh away from her home, her crown, her birth right with threats.

This is my payment.

And for tonight I am too tired to do anything but enjoy it.  
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EVERLEIGH STEPS BETWEEN the two guards, their swords slack at their sides, their mouths just as slack, and wet with dribble. She cannot help but smile. Give even the most hardened guards some food and wine and their defences drop to zero. 

Sleeping like babies, snoring like fools. 

The door to Millard’s room isn’t locked, it doesn’t need to be with two burly guards stood outside. She opens it with the slightest of clicks and closes it softly behind her. 

His receiving room is empty, though the candles are still lit, and she quickly moves through it. There is no guard outside the door to his bedroom and she knows he sleeps alone.  

He had always had a page on a pallet at the bottom of his bed, but several weeks ago, he decided he needed one place where he had peace. It would be his downfall now. 

She puts her ear to the door and listens, he could be awake, he could still have company in there. 

She hears nothing.

How long can she stay here wondering? She has to make a choice.

She closes her eyes. Pictures her father, her other murderous brother, Halfreda and finally Archer. His shock of red hair, his handsome face. She remembers the prophecy, Halfreda’s teacher who brought it to show her. When she made the river rise. When she saved the deer. All the things that helped her to believe that she could be Queen, that she could live, after her whole life long she had prepared herself to die on her seventeenth birthday, sacrificed as all Kingmakers are and were before her.

And yet here she is, alive. 

Ready. 

Ready to kill. 

She opens the door.

Millard’s bed is straight ahead of her, she can see the shape of him under the covers, the small glow of a candle lighting him up, making him a target. 

She closes the door with the softest of clicks, and then moves towards him, stands next to him.

Oh, he’s so handsome this brother of hers. Asleep, he looks like a painting or a statue, perfectly formed with an artist’s hand. Every feature pleasing to the eye, every part of him so lovely. He looks like a King; handsome and strong. And he can behave like a King, kind and fair...when he’s not killing everyone. 

She wipes at the tear slowly slipping down her cheeks. And the next one and the next one. Her crying is silent, she cannot risk waking him up, but she cannot stop either.

All the sadness and pain, hurt and upset, the loneliness, the fear, it all mingles into searing hot tears that she is sure must be branding her face as they fall.  

She has the knife back in her hand before she realises it and she’s leaning closer to him, wanting to reach out and touch his lovely face before she ends his life. 

She doesn’t. 

Just holds the dagger above him, moving towards his neck. 

Inching closer until the cold, sharp point is against the warm, white skin of his neck. Ready and willing and able to kill her brother. Bring an end to this most evil of days. 

“Do it, little sister.”

She freezes, the point against his skin but completely still. Halted.

In the worst way.

“What?” Her voice is shaky, thin, not strong and bold and Queen like. She thought he was asleep; his breathing hasn’t changed. Has he been awake the whole time?

“Do it. Kill me. Push the blade all the way in until your hand is bloody.”

“I can.”

“You can. But the second my dead body is found – which may be in the morning, as I’m assuming my guards are no longer guarding – my men have been told to go to the tower and kill Addyson. If I die, she dies. It’s so deliciously simple, Everleigh.”

Everleigh snatches the dagger away from his skin, failure and frustration filling her up, disappointment an actual taste in her mouth.

“Not if I go straight to the tower, after I kill you.”

“You could try, but there’s a guard on the way in and a guard outside her door. If the guard outside sees trouble coming, he knows to open the door, without hesitation, and kill Addyson. I had to be sure, Everleigh. I have to live.”

She cannot think of a single thing to say.

“Sorry, sister, you just can’t get a break today, can you?”

Everleigh is silent, her mouth tight, her skin itching with impotent fury. 

She cannot do it. Even though Addyson is safe, Lanorie is not, and she cannot repay her love and friendship, the way she rescued Addyson, with having her killed. She cannot do it. 

And so, her hands are tied again.

She cannot kill him now without having Lanorie killed. 

She has failed again.

The knowledge makes her knees buckle, sick come up in her mouth. She swallows it, disgusted at the bitter taste. 

“And as I am such a good brother, and a good King, I’m going to give you a minute’s head start before I raise the alarm, but should one of my men, or one of my dogs, find you, they will kill you. They have been ordered by their King to show no mercy, so run fast Everleigh.”

“I hate you.” Her voice is cold and hard and she wishes things were different, that he wasn’t just one step ahead of her. She wishes he was dead. 

“And, by the way...”

“What?”

“Happy birthday, sis!” 

She turns away from him, the knife heavy in her hand, pure hatred etched on her face, and runs from the room.

She has no doubt that he will carry out his threats, if she is found here tonight, in the castle or the castle grounds, she will die.

On her birthday.

As she was always supposed to.

The Kingmaker, dead on her seventeenth birthday.

No!

Fury and a refusal to lie down and die spur her on; she runs as though the hounds are already at her heels.

She will not die like this. 

Not like this. 

She flees through the corridors, not caring how loud she is, not caring who sees her or hears her. She falls, sliding to a stop, her ankle turning painfully. She does not rest. She cannot stop.

She can barely breathe as she flings open a door and falls out into the cool night air. 

She runs and runs and runs, cloaks flying behind her, boots slipping on the gravel, arms flailing, keeping her upright.

She cannot fall again; she cannot be a target for men with sharp swords or hungry hounds with deadly teeth.

She has to get away; she has to get to safety.

She is crying, her breath ragged, her lungs exploding with pain. She cannot stop.

She runs out of the castle grounds, she runs along the road, she runs and runs and runs and when she sees Ginata’s little cottage, her heart is bursting, cold sweat pours off her and she feels as though she will never set foot outside of the safety of Ginata’s cottage or Della’s sight ever again.

She flies down the path and with her hand on the door, finally safe, she stops. Bent in half, trying to breathe but failing to fill her lungs, tears and sweat stinging her eyes, her knees buckle and she drops to the floor. Cloaks swirled around her, she sobs as quietly as she is able. 

Now what?

What now?

She has no idea, no hope.

She balls her hands into fists and pushes them against her eyes, bringing pain of her own making to the pain her life has become. 

A clatter to the side of her makes her jump. 

“Who’s there?” A young man she doesn’t recognise is brandishing an axe, eyes slightly wild. “Speak up.”

“Please.” The end has come. This is one of the King’s men it must be. It registers a little late that he’s not dressed in livery or armour.

He steps closer to her, axe at his side now. “You’re not a thief. Thank the gods.” He drops the axe. “What I would have done with my axe if you were, I have no idea. I can barely split a log.”

Everleigh looks up at him, and he smiles. 

“Sorry, did I scare you?”

“Who are you?”

“Finn. Della’s brother. You’re the Kingmaker.”

Everleigh doesn’t reply, just sinks back to the floor, this time the lightness of relief mingling with her tears. She may live through the night, after all.

Confusion on his face, Finn steps closer to the Kingmaker who looks like a peasant girl and slowly wraps his arms around her. He cannot leave her on the doorstep. He stands up, holding her gently, and then the door to Ginata’s cottage opens. 

Della stares at him. “What’s going on?” She shakes her head as she takes in the two of them; she had been unaware that Everleigh had even left the cottage until she heard a disturbance outside.

“Don’t ask me,” he says, “I just found her on the doorstep, crying. I thought she was a thief. I had my axe ready.”

Della laughs, and opens the door wider for them to come inside. “What would you have done if she was?”

He shrugs, not easy with Everleigh in his arms. “Why is the Kingmaker here?” 

“Not the Kingmaker. Our new Queen,” Della says, a smile twitching her lips, as Finn nearly drops her. 
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Ceryn
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I WANTED TO RIDE ALL day and through the night, so we got there tomorrow, but Pitch’s steady galloping is making me drop off. The anger at wasting time and slowing down keeps me going a bit longer, until my head starts dropping again. “Weaver,” I call out to him, my voice angrier than I intended. It’s not his fault I’m tired. He is slightly ahead of me but slows to ride alongside me. 

“I need to stop.”

He nods agreeably. He never thought we’d make it through in one ride anyway. I hate him being right. 

“We’ll stop at the next inn,” he says, never one to say I told you so. 

I would have. 

A good sleep, a good breakfast and then we still might get there tomorrow. It’s still a long ride to the next inn and by the time we tether our horses my skin is itchy, I’m so tired. I need to get my mask off, I need to sleep, but I need ale first. 

There’s one room left at the inn, and so we take it. There’s no nonsense from me about not being happy sleeping in with a male. We’ll share a bed because there’s no point one of us being uncomfortable on the floor, and it’ll be fine. I can’t stand girls who make a fuss. I’d rather do something I hate than let on and be judged like another useless girl. 

Weaver asks for two jugs of ale, he knows me well, and I carry the two cups. We ask if there is any food and the filthy inn keeper grudgingly gives us a hunk of stale bread. Neither of us care. It’s a long time since the rabbit and despite wanting to power through all night I am glad we stopped. He passes us a candle, almost down to the wick and Weaver thanks him. I stay quiet, or else I’ll lose my temper with him.

We sit on the bed, and it’s surprisingly clean. Not that I would have made a fuss; when you’ve slept on the floor in the mud, any sort of comfort is welcome. My own home is bare to say the least, I’m not one for pretty curtains or lacy cushions. 

Weaver pours the ale for me and some for himself. I take off my mask and put it on the table. 

We tear the bread in half and chew. “Do you really think something’s wrong?” 

I nod as I eat, talking with my mouth full. “Maybe.” Do I want to admit my real fear, that something is very wrong? “Yes. He was wishy washy about why he was going and how long he’d be. And telling us he’d call for us if he needed us, I don’t know, just felt like he was keeping us away. Besides a week’s long enough.” I finish my bread. I could eat the same amount again, easily. 

“True. I thought it was strange that he went without us, to be honest. We’re always together.”

“Exactly.” 

We are quiet as we drink. I finish the ale and fill up the cup once more, swallowing it down in a few quick gulps. I shuck off my boots and climb under the covers. The very thin covers. It’s cold in here and I’m glad we are sharing a bed.

Weaver pulls off his boots and his top; he’s a boiler. I’m a freezer. 

We leave the candle on, it will gutter out by itself. 

I turn away from Weaver and wonder if I have drunk enough to sleep. 

“I’m sure he’s fine,” Weaver says to my back. 

I cannot be so optimistic. I have been quietly in love with Archer for three years and something is telling me that something is wrong. 

I think Weaver knows. I don’t think Archer does. 

“I know how much you care,” he adds, his voice quiet. 

“We both do,” I say, admitting nothing. 

Weaver laughs. “You’re right. We both do.”

I wonder for a minute if he loves Archer like I love him, but I dismiss it. Weaver might sew like an old woman, but he is never lonely in his little cottage, and he knows the village girls well enough. 

Love takes many forms and I know he loves Archer. Not quite like I do, but enough to worry and join me on this trek. 

I love Weaver too. He is one of only two humans who have anything to do with me. 

Villagers are happy enough to take my food and coin, but I see the looks they give me, the weird girl – is she a girl? – who hangs about with the two lads, hunting, riding, with that strange mask on, short hair, boy’s clothes. 

I try not to care, and when I have had my ale I can sleep without worrying, crying, wordlessly defending myself, while my thoughts, upsets, rejections swarm around me like angry bees. 

Weaver and Archer took me on face value. A girl who dresses like a boy and swears like a soldier, cuts her hair short and doesn’t care for beauty or fancy things. I fight as well as either of them, I eat well, I sleep well – with ale – and I am happy for the most part.

And the first time after I met them that I took my mask off neither of them showed any reaction, not fear or repulsion or even curiosity and then I loved them both.

These boys of mine, they love me and protect me and I do the same for them.

And my love for Archer? A secret I’m happy to keep. 

I have lived with rejection all my life. My mother and father both tried to love me for a while and I wish they hadn’t because when they eventually did throw me out, I was old enough to remember them. I hate them for that. 

I will never make Archer say out loud that he doesn’t love me too. 

Better to stay quiet and always have some part of him, even when he is older and marries and has children; I will know them and love them and keep my broken heart to myself. 

And when I am alone forever, I will have my little secret and it will keep me warm. I can pretend that things are different. That I’m not a freak. 
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WHILE EVERLEIGH DRIFTS off into a nightmare filled sleep of hounds and guards, Della fills her brother in on their new neighbours, the danger that surrounds them and what their part in it is. 

The two of them eventually sleep and they are all woken up abruptly by Addyson’s screaming. 

Everleigh shoots out of her chair, and stumbles, unsure of her surroundings. 

“Everleigh!”

Everleigh follows the sound of her little sister’s voice and holds her close. “Just a nightmare,” she says, smoothing Addyson’s clammy forehead and sweaty hair. 

Addyson is shaking as she sobs, will she ever get over all of this upset? Everleigh can’t help but wonder at the life the fates have given her sister: Cursed from birth, shunned by her father, put up with by her brothers, loved only by her. People are superstitious and scared of her and her curse has kept her lonely all her life. Only paid help to play with, no one that really spent time with her because they liked her. And there is so much to like. She’s sweet and kind and funny. She’s young with all her life ahead of her, but what life? Even with Everleigh to help and protect her, most people can’t see past the curse, like it’s a physical thing, an actual mark upon her that flags her up as different. 

Della comes in with a cup of wine for them both. Everleigh smiles. One person who isn’t scared of Addyson. Della takes Addyson’s hand. “You’ll be fine, lamb.”

Addyson sips her drink and smiles at Della. “I keep having nightmares. Sorry.”

“Don’t be sorry, it was time for us to wake up anyway. No point lazing around all day, there’s jobs to do.”

Nightmares that Everleigh has helped give her. After Macsen killed their father, and thought he had killed Everleigh, Everleigh went along with the pretence that she was dead, so that she could more easily take the crown, but poor Addyson then thought her sister and her father were dead. Then she had to watch one brother kill the other, before seeing Everleigh come back to life. Then Millard had her locked in a tower, alone and scared, only eleven years old and already so aware of the evil and twisted world she lived in. 

She is safe, but her subconscious hasn’t realised it yet. “Come and meet my brother,” Della says, and the two girls follow her through to the other room.

Now that she isn’t half asleep and panicking about why Addyson is screaming, Everleigh is embarrassed, remembering her first meeting with Finn last night.

He bows low to them both and then straightens up, a smile playing over his lips. “Queen.” He looks directly at Everleigh and she covers her face, laughing. 

“I’m so sorry about last night. I wasn’t very...Queenly.” 

“Where had you been?” Della asks, the tiniest little bit of hurt audible in her voice. 

“I went to kill my brother.”

All three people in the room, Della, Finn and Addyson, say the same thing at the same time. “What?” Della sounds shocked, Finn amused and Addyson frightened. 

“It didn’t work. I wanted to. I had the dagger right there.”

“Why didn’t you?” Addyson’s voice is a whisper, filled with dashed hopes. 

“He woke up. Told me that the guards in the tower would kill you if I killed him.”

“But I’m not there.”

“They’d have killed Lanorie instead. I couldn’t do it.”

“I wish you had...” Addyson says quietly.

There is silence in the room and Everleigh is all too aware that she is with strangers. Addyson is too young really to understand it all, and Della and Finn don’t know her. What must they think of her, sneaking off in the middle of the night to stick a dagger in her brother’s neck?

“He does deserve to die.” Her voice sounds strange to her own ears, hard, defensive, but also full of sadness. Just one week ago, she would never have said anything remotely like that about either of her brothers. It still feels, sometimes, like a dream, or something that’s happening to someone else. 

“I was at the coronation...” Finn’s voice is quiet. “We both were. We saw what he did to your brother, the wise woman, the young knight.”

Everleigh’s smile is sad. The prince. The wise woman. The young knight. They sound like characters in a play, and maybe for anyone watching the coronation yesterday, that’s all they were. But for her they had been her family, her friend, her first love.

Was it only yesterday?

“I didn’t stop him.”

“You couldn’t have. He would have killed you, too. No question.”

“I should have stopped him. I couldn’t save the people who meant the most to me. I’ll be a terrible Queen.”

Della moved from Addyson’s side to Everleigh’s. “I don’t believe that for a minute. Didn’t you go last night to kill your brother? Like a man, alone?”

Everleigh nods. A Queen that fights like a man. That’s what she will need to be. 

“But I didn’t. I failed. I failed my friends, and last night I failed Addyson, and for every minute that Millard is King, I fail the Realm, my people.”

“You didn’t fail me.” Addyson’s voice is small. 

“You didn’t fail last night. You tried. And if you are alive, you can try again. You only fail if you stop trying,” Finn says.

Della nods. “We’ll help you. And your other friends. We’ll all help you to get to the throne.”

“Why? You don’t even know me.”

Della smiles. “I know Ginny, and Ginny is on your side, so I am too.”

“We both are,” Finn says. 

Everleigh smiles at them both but shakes her head. “Being on my side is what got Halfreda killed, it’s what got Archer killed. I can’t ask either of you to do that. It’s enough that you’re letting us stay here, looking after us.”

Finn takes a long drink of his ale. “Do you believe you will be Queen?”

“I’d like to think so, but Millard is always one step ahead of me.”

“If you could though, would you? Would you want to rule the Realm?”

“Yes. I believe it’s why I lived. Why I was born, even.”

“So, then you can’t stop us serving you as Queen. If it’s what we want to do.”

Everleigh shakes her head. “And if you die?”

“All who serve a King or Queen put the life of their King or Queen above their own. Nothing you can say will change that. Let us help you.”

Everleigh nods, finally. She will agree to it but do her damndest to make sure all her people are safe. And the way to do that is to get rid of Millard.

“Enough talk,” Della says, standing up and taking Addyson’s hand. “Until Ginata comes back later, we need to get on with our day. We’ve got jobs to do.”
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Lanorie
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WELL I AM ALIVE, AND I guess that’s some good news. I haven’t even been in here a day and I am going mad, that’s the bad news. 

Last night, after the sky got black, and the candles went out, I was alone in the dark. Every now and then the guard would cough or retch up some phlegm or mutter to himself, and even the company of a smelly pig with a sword was better than being completely alone in the silence 

I don’t like silence. I talk to myself when I’m alone, but I couldn’t do that here in case he heard me. He might be thick as to not look at me, but he’d know the difference between me and Addyson if I started talking.

Every now and then I’d start to talk or sing or tell myself it would be alright and I had to bite my lip to be quiet. I hate the quiet.

My room is never completely dark, because it’s right by the kitchen and it’s always light in there so Cook can cook all night and usually I stay in with Cook talking till late, so really, it’s not often I’m in the dark or the quiet.

By myself.

And the dark in here is thick. There’s not a smidge of light. I held my hand in front of my face, and on my life, I couldn’t see it.

On my life. Oh, my life is running out, let me tell you. I can feel the end coming. 

I might be alive now, but I don’t see it lasting. How long till the King wants to come and visit his little sister, whether to frighten her or reassure her? 

Oh dear. 

Well I have survived a night and I have rescued Addyson and I have eaten a good breakfast and so that might be it for me. 

I have only kissed one boy.

I have never been in love. 

I have never been beyond the castle, never mind the Realm. 

I have lived a small life. 

And it’ll be over soon.

It was the same little maid who brought me food this morning, that saw me last night. I asked her if she’d told anyone and she said she hadn’t. I asked her to very carefully and very quietly – making sure there was no one else in sight – tell Cook. She might be wondering where I am and I wouldn’t like her to worry.

And she might send me up some extra special little treats if she knows what I did, how I saved Addyson. 

I might get to eat some nice stuff before I die. 

Like cheese.

Like a honey cake or a lemon cake.

Or a big chunk of pork, with some bread.

I have only just finished my breakfast but I am starving.

What else is there to do in this horrible little tower room?

Eat and worry. Sleep in the dark and cry. 

I have eaten.

I have slept.

And so, I cry.

Again.
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MILLARD IS LOUNGING on a chair, his crown on his head, a little maid standing ready to pour wine should he run out and another passing him food when he clicks his fingers. 

He is enjoying being King but he’s ridiculously angry with Everleigh. Angry and hurt. After the horribleness of yesterday, he wanted to have a gentle week, while he waited for his new coronation, his proper coronation; he wanted to please himself and relax and enjoy being the King, but now she has forced his hand by trying to kill him. 

He frowns, remembering his sister’s duplicity. After he let her live, she repays him with a knife to his throat. He shivers, if he wasn’t such a light sleeper he would never have heard her close the door to his bedroom, so quietly, but loud enough to wake him. And then he would be dead, and what sort of a reign would that have been? 

She’s wilier than he thought, and more determined to be Queen than he would have imagined. He is her brother, after all, couldn’t she just be pleased that he was King, and forget all the nonsense of prophecies?  

It’s what he would have done if things were the other way around.

It was a worry. 

He had waited a long time to be King, and he had plans, good plans. It wasn’t fair of Everleigh to try to spoil them. Kings get riches, and women, and respect and the whole world makes sure they are happy. What do dead Kings get?  

Nothing.

The hounds and the men had lost her last night, and frustratingly he has no idea where she’s gone. He’s sure she isn’t staying in the castle or it’s grounds, but he has instructed Wolf and Brett – Wolf’s number one, to do a full and final check. He wants every room, every alcove, every cellar checked, inside and outside. There are a million places to hide and he won’t rest and enjoy his Kingship until she is locked up with Addyson.

Poor Addyson. Cursed from birth and now locked up. He feels a bit bad, but not bad enough to consider letting her out, or visiting her. He might do that tomorrow. Visit, not let her out. Sadly, she will have to be locked up at least until he finds Everleigh. She’s not much of a threat by herself. She is only eleven. Nearly twelve, but still too young to worry him.

Everleigh on the other hand...every time there’s a knock at the door he jumps, sure it will be Wolf with the news that they have found her. He has made sure all his men know not to hurt her; if she is to suffer, it will be at his hands. 

Last night, he’d been angry and when he set the hounds on her he truly hadn’t cared if they caught her and killed her, but the morning has made him forgiving. 

That’s what will make him such a good King, if only people could see it. He can defend himself and kill if he needs to, but he can also be forgiving and merciful. 

Merciful King Millard. 

After all, she had held a knife to his throat last night. His own sister. No wonder he was angry enough to send the hounds out. No one could blame him for that. 

But today he feels calmer. He will capture her and explain to her that he has waited too long for his throne; he isn’t going to give it up.

It is his now.

And if she doesn’t play the game, then he’ll kill her and it will be her own fault. 

He calls for a page. He wants to speak to Ginata and Will. They know Everleigh better than he does and one of them must have an idea where she is. She is far too incompetent to be fending for herself.

***
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DELLA USHERS FINN AND Everleigh out of the door. “We need fish for lunch,” she says and then adds in a whisper to Finn: “And don’t upset her.” She shuts the door behind them. She’s pleased to have a Queen to look after but she has a feeling that the little princess is in more need of a kind ear and a friendly face.

Everleigh laughs. “I heard that!”

Finn grins. “My sister is a bit bossy. And a bit of a mother hen. She’ll be in her element looking after Addyson. And you, of course.”

“I’m glad. I’d hate to feel like we were in the way.”

“Not at all. She loves looking after people. She hates that I’m too old for her to boss around anymore.”

“She’s a fair bit older than you.”

“Yes, ten years. Once our parents died, she took over as my mother. I don’t have the heart to tell her to stop. It makes her happy.”

“Telling you what to do?”

“I don’t always do it. But I let her think I’m listening. It’s easier than fighting.”

“She loves you.”

“She does and I’m glad. She could have gone off and left me alone, but she didn’t. I think she’s missed out, to be fair. Put her own life on hold.”

“That’s nice, family is so important.” She can’t stop her voice catching on a sob.

“I think you were really brave yesterday. It was a scary thing to watch.”

“Did you know that Macsen, that’s the one who got his head chopped clean off, had killed my father, the King?”

Finn is quiet for a moment. “There were some rumours doing the rounds. But I wasn’t sure. I don’t know what to say.”

“There’s nothing to say. I’d like you to understand why I want to kill him, Millard, I mean. And why Addyson’s so important to me.”

“I get both of those things. Even if you didn’t want to be Queen, I can understand you wanting to kill your brother for what he did.”

“I don’t just want to be Queen. I’m meant to be. Just like I was meant to die. I never questioned that either.”

“The Kingmaker thing... I...um.” He pauses, a flush spreading over his cheeks.

“What?”

“I used to see you, around the castle grounds, or down by the river when I was younger. I used to watch you and think you were the bravest most fearless little girl ever, living with the knowledge that you would die and still being able to smile.”

“Why were you in the castle grounds?”

“My father, before he died, was one of the farmers. He used to bring meat over to the royal kitchen most days. I’d go with him.”

“I never felt brave. It was just a fact, like being a princess or a girl. But when Halfreda told me I would live, that I could live, I don’t know how I ever thought I could willingly die. Who knows what might have happened, but life to me now, is everything. It’s freedom, it’s hope, it’s...” 

He smiles. “We all want to get older, wish away the years but it’s just getting closer to death.”

“I’ve had enough death for now. Well, except for wanting my brother dead.”

They are both silent for a while.

“Did you love that young knight very much?”

Everleigh cannot find the air to breathe to speak the words; her breath catches in her throat and she feels like she will choke on it. She nods.

Finn pats her arm. “Come on, the fish won’t catch themselves.” 
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Ginata
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I AM STANDING BEFORE the King and he is trembling with rage, actually trembling.

I paint a calm smile on my face, I have to look innocent in all this. He cannot know the part I have played in hiding Everleigh. Or Addyson.

“My King.” I bow low, take a deep breath and look into his eyes. They are small with rage, small and cold, but I hold them. I do not shy away or let guilt colour my gaze. 

“I need your help, your magic, or whatever.”

I do not answer, but smile, encouragingly. 

“My sister, my dear, darling, sweet, innocent, kind and loving sister, tried to kill me last night.” He spits out the words and the shock on my face is real enough, which seems to placate him slightly. He turns and reaches for the ever-present wine. I don’t get offered any, which tells me his frame of mind. Not the affable host today, but the vengeful King. 

“How?” I am shocked. When I left Everleigh, she was settling down to a late supper with her sister and looked as innocent as a lamb. A smile twitches on my lips and it takes all my will power to straighten out my mouth; she is feisty this one. Fierce.

“Came at me with a dagger in my bedchamber. She is lucky I was groggy with sleep or she would have been dead at my feet.”

“She is lucky.” He will take these words one way, though I mean them another. When I see her I will tell her how careful she needs to be. I cannot believe that she has not realised it yet. How close she is to dying at the hands of this madman. 

“Wolf has been looking for her all day, but she has vanished. He is extending the search tomorrow out of the castle and into the villages. Someone is hiding her. Someone is helping her. They must be. She can’t fend for herself, there’s no way. Her handmaiden’s disappeared too, there’s not much they can do alone together, though. Some traitor is helping them.”

I nod along, masking the knowledge of my guilt, though I do not actually feel guilty for it. 

“You say you don’t know where she is, then find her. Use your magic. Find her.” If he only knew. 

My legs go weak at the thought. If he only knew, I would be dead.

“I do not know. I have no loyalty to your sister. Though I helped Halfreda it was never to aid Everleigh. I have only met her a handful of times. But... it may not be easy to see, if someone is hiding her, that will mask her whereabouts...let me make up a fire...let me try.”

“Try...yes. Try.” 

I nod and smile. “I am sure you will find her soon, my King, and then you’ll...?”

“Lock her up. Or kill her if she makes a fuss.”

I nod again, fear curling around my innards; I can picture it like a furl of black smoke, withering my insides.

“While you try.” He emphasises the word and I understand the warning, trying is not good enough. Only results will be of any use here. Only results will guarantee my safety. My life. “I’m going to visit my other lovely sister. See how the tower is suiting her.”

Panic fills me, a hot and liquid churning, drowning the black smoke. 

He cannot go to the tower. He cannot.

“My King. I have had an idea. What if I go to the tower and speak with Addyson? She has always been close to Everleigh and it may help me to take in some of that...essence...”

He is silent, watching me with narrowed eyes. “Essence?”

“They are sisters. They have a bond. And she will be happy to see me.”

“As opposed to me! True. I cannot argue. I am the big bad brother that killed Macsen and locked her up. I didn’t kill our father though.” He nods. “Yes. You go to the tower, give her my love and apologies. See what you can learn about Everleigh and I will see you this evening, at supper.”

I nod and bow. “Yes, my King.”

If he doesn’t expect to see me before then I may have time to go to my old cottage and warn Everleigh. Again. But first I have to see Lanorie. 

The guards barely glance at me when I get to the tower and I realise it was probably easy for Lanorie to make the switch with Addyson. Not easy for her to decide to do it or carry it out in the logical or emotional sense, but easy in the physical sense. These guards may be handy with a sword, but they are obviously dim-witted. 

I slip inside the door and close it behind me. I put a finger to my lips before Lanorie cries out and I step towards her.

She collapses into my arms and cries, oh so quietly, but she cries. 

I pat her and soothe her as best I can, rocking her in my arms. We sit upon the bed and she sobs some more. 

“It’s fine, Millard has no idea.”

She wipes her hands over her tearful face and pushes her hair out of the way. She looks up at me, her little face miserable. She is only fourteen, still a baby really. 

“Is Everleigh pleased with me?”

All she wants is Everleigh’s love and approval. If she only knew that she has always had it. Even after everything. 

“She is delighted that Addyson is safe but petrified for you. She wants you out of here.”

“I want out of here too. I could hear rats in the night. Whether there are any or not, I heard them. I imagined them coming to take bites of me, little nibbles.” 

She’s crying again, did she ever stop? I hold her tight, trying to give her strength and comfort. 

“We’re not sure how to do it, yet...” 

The unspoken truth is, whoever we switch her with will die. As soon as Millard realises the trick, he will kill whoever is in the room out of pure fury. 

“I don’t want another death on my conscience. I’d rather die myself.” The words are brave, but her voice is shaking.

“It won’t come to that. We’ll sort it out.”

“Is she safe, Everleigh?”

“Yes.” Do I tell her where they are or is that a foolish thing to do? I do not want to judge her on her past indiscretions, but I need to cultivate my wisdom, the wisdom that came so naturally to Halfreda. 

“And Addyson?”

“Both safe, and both so thankful to you. We can’t believe how brave you were. All of us.”

“I can’t believe how brave I am.” 

We both laugh and then cover our mouths with our hands. 

“So, you just wait. And keep being brave.”

“I will wait. But I know I’m waiting for Millard. And not for rescue.” She sobs so violently that I can barely keep hold of her.

“I came instead of him. He wants to visit his sister. If I can, I will keep him away.”

“Thank you.”

I rock her again as she cries, more quietly now. I feel so sorry for her. I don’t know her well, but I can feel the love she has for Everleigh, the hope in her voice that she will have impressed her Queen. And Everleigh did forgive her and does love her and is worried sick about her being in here.

But I cannot think for the life of me what we can do. This King is a clever King, and he is thinking more than one step ahead of us. The only thing we can think of is a switch and yet it means the death of an innocent. A young innocent too.  

Everleigh will not do it and I do not want to either. 

I have dabbled in the dark side only once when I helped Halfreda to make a death draught and I don’t want to go there again. 

We want Everleigh to be Queen but with as little bloodshed as possible. 

Except for Millard’s blood.

I’m not sure I care how much of his blood is spilled; it is the only thing that will stop him. Locking him up is too good for him.
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WILL IS WOKEN FROM sleep by one of Millard’s men. They shake him roughly on his shoulder and then shout until he swims reluctantly away from sleep and stares up at them. 

“The King wants you.”

Will dresses quickly, while the guard waits outside. Last night at the feast, he had tried to be funny, tried not to worry about Everleigh or Lanorie, but it was impossible. Everleigh had been his friend since they were small, two children growing up at the castle, with very different roles, but kindred spirits somehow. And Lanorie, a girl who would never fall in love with him – a fool is not a lovable man – but so beautiful and sweet that he mooned over her regardless. 

He had carried out all the tricks he had learned from his father, without any effort, just acting on instinct, while his thoughts flipped from one girl to the other, pain in his heart but a grin on his face.

Millard had clapped him on the back, beaming, and Will had realised afresh what a maniac he was – like a small child, filled with benevolent bonhomie when the world was going his way, but able to change in a second and have a murderous tantrum. It was scary. 

He wonders what he wants this morning, and his tread is heavy as he follows the guard through the castle corridors to Millard.

“Fool.” Millard raises a glass to him and Will smiles. Does he want to be entertained or to kill him? Who could guess?

Millard walks towards him, goblet in hand, smile on his face, eyes sharp. Will bows low and raises his head warily, reluctantly. 

“Funny little fool. Always lurking around Everleigh. In love with her, are you?”

Will shakes his head rapidly, happy to be telling the truth. “No, my King.”

“Where. Is. She?”

Will shakes his head again. “I have no idea.”

Millard steps even closer, right in Will’s face. “I won’t kill your father, if I find out you are lying. I will kill you. And her.”

“My King...” Will cannot think of anything to say. 

Millard steps back and watches him over the rim of his goblet. 

Will holds his gaze but then drops his eyes. He does know where his Queen is but he would never give her up for anything. He would happily die if it kept her safe. 

Millard nods at the guard and then at Will. “You may go.”

Will bows low and backs away. 

Millard smiles at the guard. “Follow him.”

Will walks slowly down the corridor and as he suspects, a guard follows quickly behind, but slows his pace when he sees Will. Will acts as though he hasn’t noticed and takes turns skipping and then walking to his room. Once inside he sinks to the floor.  

If Millard suspects that he knows where Everleigh is, it may be that he can’t see her again until she is Queen. He will not risk her life. But he will speak to Ginata.

He waits a while and then ventures out of his room. The guard is still there, pretending that he’s not there for Will. 

“Got such a headache,” Will says as he passes. “Really need something from Ginata.”

He walks to her room and leaves the guard standing outside, just down the corridor, still trying to look nonchalant.  

Ginata opens the door and smiles, pulling Will inside. 

“We’ve got a problem.”

“I know. Millard still thinks I know where Everleigh is. He just called me in to ask me again.”

“Did he tell you what she did?”

“Who? Everleigh?”

“Yes.”

“No. What?”

“Came here in the middle of the night, and tried to kill him.”

“She did what? Why did you let her do something so stupid?”

“I didn’t let her. I didn’t even know. Which is lucky, because when Millard questioned me, I looked like I didn’t know anything. We need to go to her, tell her that she’s in more danger than she obviously thinks she is. He’s furious. He’s got Wolf and Brett out looking for her.”

“He’s having me followed.”

“What?”

“There’s a guard in the corridor now, pretending that he’s not following me. I came here to get something for my headache, which I really do have.”

“You can’t go to her, then, we can’t risk that.”

“I know.”

“Did he tell you that she tried to kill him?”

“No. But he doesn’t trust me.”

“Huh, so that means he trusts me...”

“True.”

“That’s good. I’ll go to see her, while the guards follow you. I saw Lanorie.”

“Where? In the tower?”

“Yes. She’s so scared.”

“I don’t know how we can get her out.”

“Only by leaving someone in her place. He wanted to visit her, but I went instead. We can’t let him find her. But...”

“What if we just kill the guards?”

“Just?”

“Well...”

“Will, we can’t.”

“Why not? Millard will kill her, if he finds her in there.”

“I don’t want to become that type of person.”

“So, let her die?”

“Let me keep Millard away. I will tell him that Addyson’s fragile and that I will visit her daily until she’s better. If he finds out she’s not there, he’ll kill me too for lying to him. In the meantime, we try to think of another way. Once Everleigh is Queen she’ll be safe. If I can keep him away that long.”

“That might work. And Everleigh? How do we get her on the throne?”

“Millard is having another coronation on Saturday, we can interrupt it properly this time. Make her Queen.”

“Plans sound so easy, when you say them just like that. We thought yesterday would be easy.”

“It wasn’t.”

“It wasn’t.”

They are both silent, remembering the death, the blood, the violence of the coronation. The horror, the shock, how frightened they had all been, unsure if they would live or die. 

“Right, you distract the guards, I’ll go to my cottage, see if I can talk some sense into our Queen.”

They both smile. 

“I’ll just mooch around outside, turn some cartwheels, juggle some balls, try out a few jokes.”

“Sorry you can’t come.”

“Tell her I love her. Tell her. And it’s only because I might be followed that I’m keeping away.”

Will leaves Ginata’s room with three potions that will clear his head and calm his mind. He drinks one down as he passes the guard, shouting, “Cheers,” as he goes.
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Ceryn
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WHEN I WAKE UP, I AM snuggled into Weaver, his arm across my chest. We are warm and comfortable and I wish we weren’t on this mission. The more the time passes the surer I am that something is up with Archer. He could be injured or captured; the King’s men aren’t fans of ours and one of them might have recognised him. His hair makes him pretty recognisable. Of course, he mostly covers it with a hat, and when he jousts he’s always in disguise. 

I wish we weren’t on the way to the castle. I wish Weaver had my heart instead of Archer. I wish I looked normal. How simple would life be?

Weaver rolls over and smiles at me, without flinching. “Shall I see what there is to eat before we set off?”

“Yes.” He has a much friendlier nature than me, and without arrangement he tends to do most of the talking when we are out and about. Unless we are out and about trying to upset people; in which case I manage perfectly well.

There is a jug of water in the corner, next to the bucket we’ve used to pee in. I splash some water on my face, cleaning away the fog of sleep and the dust of yesterday’s journey. 

I am ready to go.

Almost. 

I pick up my leather swatch off the table. I love the rough feel of the leather, the dirt, the sweaty smell. It sums me up. Practical. Worn. Smelly. 

The door opens without a knock and I look up expecting Weaver with more stale bread. 

Instead there’s a crash of pottery and a high-pitched scream, as someone – all I see is a flash of blonde hair – runs from the room.

I quickly try to do up my mask, but I’m fumbling. Unusual for me.

There’s a rush of feet to the door, Weaver’s voice calling, “Ceryn. Are you alright?”

The inn keeper bursts in before I can cover my face.

“You!”

I say nothing, just stare defiantly at him, my mark uncovered, my eyes hard.

Weaver comes behind him and pushes past him. “We’re leaving.” He places a hand on my arm. “It’s fine. Let’s go.”

“How dare you come here. This is a fine establishment. A nice place. You! You!” He runs out of words and I start to laugh. I will not cry in front of him. 

A group of people join the inn keeper, shouting and jostling.

I tune them all out, but one woman pushes through to stand in front of me. Her voice is loud and rises higher. “The devil’s mark!” She spits on the floor, right at my feet, before fainting into her own phlegm, which starts me laughing again.

Weaver recognises that I am hysterical and grabbing our bags, my mask and me, pushes through the angry throng and out into the sunshine. 

He whistles for the horses who are already untethered ready for us to go. He helps me onto Pitch and jumps onto his horse, Sweet Mabel. 

The crowd hiss and boo and shout at us as we ride away.

We gallop for ten minutes, until we are well clear of anyone and then Weaver slows to a stop. I copy him.

He jumps off Sweet Mabel and pulls me off Pitch.

I sink into his arms, crying and crying and crying. 

Only Weaver could see me like this. Weaver or Archer. I feel vulnerable and I hate it. 

It is at times like this when I am glad I do not have a mirror. I haven’t seen my face since I was about ten or eleven. After I was thrown out of my home but before I found my band of brothers. 

My parents had told me what was wrong with me before they chucked me out. The fear on their faces made it clear. They tried their best, I suppose. Put up with me for ten years. Fed me, clothed me, ignored me. I cannot remember either of them hugging me or kissing me. I think they were too afraid of me to throw me out but too afraid to love me. 

One day they cracked. The strain was too much I guess. I was ten when they threw me out, old enough to remember them and old enough to hate them.

My life had been no life at all up until that point. I had never been out of our house, my parents had obviously been too ashamed of me to let me be seen, and it was only after they threw me out and told me never to come back, that I realised what they had saved me from. 

As I walked along I could see for the first time what was wrong with me reflected in a hundred faces instead of only two. 

I stopped hating them and felt sorry for them, for what I had made their lives in to. 

People shrank back from me, ran away from me, screamed in fear, clutched their hearts. 

Men hit out at me, threw things at me.

Children pointed at me, cried when they saw me, threw stones at me. 

Was I really that bad?

Apparently. 

The first night of my newfound and unwanted freedom ended up with a beating so severe I don’t know how I survived. I have tried to push away all my old memories; they are too painful, but while Weaver rocks me and hot tears scar my face, they all come flooding back. 

That night I was aware of being followed, which seemed crazy as I had no clue where I was even going. I was heading away from the life I knew but didn’t like where I was going. 

How was I going to survive alone with so much open hostility aimed at me?

I almost didn’t.

A voice called out to me and when I turned, three grown men started laying into me. Kicks and punches. Spit and swear words.

I curled up into the smallest ball I could and went completely limp – something that’s worked in fights since then too, though I hold my own better now. I can kick and punch and swear now. I try not to spit. Much.

But I couldn’t then.

Eventually one of them called a halt. Called the other two off. “I reckon you’ve killed it.” 

It. That’s what he referred to me as. 

I survived. Though I’m not sure how. I crawled to a bush, hid underneath it and the next morning when I opened my one eye, the other was crusted shut, there was a hunk of bread in front of me. I ate it greedily and poked my head warily out from under the bush. 

Stood a few feet back was a beardy, old, fat man who looked like he smelled.

He did. 

But that beardy, old, fat man saved my life.

His name was Carter and he took me with him. He was only passing through the village which helped; he took me with him on his travels and eventually when he was too old and ill to travel anymore, we settled in the little cottage that I now call my own.

He also made me my first mask. He showed me my face in a piece of mirror and then he helped me hide it away.

Carter was a hunter; we would travel from village to village. He would hunt rabbits or ducks or sometimes he’d fish. Then he’d sell his wares, we’d eat the rest and then when he’d had enough, or he’d annoyed some village husband by being too friendly with his wife, we’d move on again. 

He was never afraid of me. 

I asked him why one day.

“Are you afraid of me?” was his answer. It wasn’t much of an answer and yet in a way it was. I had nothing to fear from him and I knew it. He had nothing to fear from me and he knew it. 

He reached for the mark on my skin one day, towards the end of his life, and I shrunk back from his touch. “Let me.”

I leaned forwards and he smoothed the mark as though he could rub it away. “People are only afraid of things they don’t understand. Because they don’t understand it, they try to call it a name, to make it something, so they can understand their fear of it. Blame someone else for their lack of understanding, knowledge, empathy. The devil didn’t mark you, my sweet child. Why would he? He’s got more troubles to cause than colouring in someone’s skin. The men who hurt you the night I found you – they were the devil’s work. Hurting a little defenceless girl because she has a mark on her skin. Have they never seen a freckle? You are nothing to do with the devil, let me tell you, Ceryn.”

He died not long after and I cried the whole night long, holding on to his old, spotted hand. The one person who had loved me.

By then I could fight and hunt and fish and swear and hold my own – he gave me those gifts. I was defiant about my mark, though I still hid it. I wasn’t stupid.

After I had known Archer and Weaver for three months I unveiled myself to them. Neither of them said a word; they would have guessed that I was hiding something. They both kissed me on my marked cheek, one after the other, and nothing was ever said. 
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GINATA LEAVES HER ROOMS not long after Will, and takes a long meandering walk through the castle and the grounds. She has a basket which she puts flowers in for good measure, but really, she just wants to be sure that no one is following her.

She must risk it. She must see Everleigh and warn her, but also there has to be some communication between the people at the castle and the people at her cottage. If Will is being followed and there’s no reason not to think he is – he’s not one for being overdramatic – he will have to stay away. Lanorie is locked up. It has fallen on her to be that person.

And she is petrified. 

She wants Everleigh to be Queen and she wants the end of Millard’s insane reign but she also wants to live. More than anything. 

She walks to her cottage, following the familiar paths and waving at familiar people. How many people she has helped over the years she cannot count. Endless love potions, endless charms. She knows the secrets and the foibles of most of the villagers around the castle. She would never tell.

She isn’t followed and she’s glad. She slips into her cottage and finds only Della and Addyson. “Where’s Everleigh?” Her voice is sharper than she intended and Della looks up, hurt evident on her face. They have never had cross words in all the years that they’ve been neighbours. 

“I swear I didn’t know. I would have done my best to talk her out of it.”

“Sorry, Dell, I know you didn’t know. I just don’t think she realises how unsafe things are now.”

“She’s with Finn. At the river. Shall I fetch them back?”

“Maybe. No. They are probably safe. Millard is searching the castle and the grounds for her. He wants her locked up. Or dead.”

Della’s face turns white. “He truly is a mad King?”

“Completely. She never should have gone there last night. How he let her get away I’ll never know.”

“What can I do?”

“Keep her safe. Keep her here. It’s impossible really. She has her own mind. And if it had worked, if she had killed him, we’d be so pleased with her. Instead it’s reminded him of how unsafe it is having her roaming free. And he’s convinced someone is helping her. He’s questioned me and the fool, so far, I think I’m safe. But he’s not stupid.”

“Were you followed?”

“No. I made sure of it. But I’m uneasy now. I thought it was perfect bringing her here, but because she tried to kill him, he won’t rest. Once he’s searched the castle and grounds again today I have no doubt that he will start searching the villages. He means to find her.”

They hear Everleigh laughing before they see her and when she follows Finn into the cottage, her face changes. She is contrite but defiant. “I had to try, Ginny. I’m sorry but I had to try.”

“He wants you dead. He’s talking about you joining Addyson in the tower, but it’s a lie. He wants you dead. Addyson’s no threat to his crown, but you are.”

“I know it seems stupid. But everyone is rallying around me, people have died for me, and I just didn’t want to be a useless, helpless little princess anymore. I wanted to be in charge, to act. To be a Queen. To show I was worth backing.”

“You are. Even without the heroics. We all see that in you.”

“If only Lanorie was safe, I’m thinking I’d leave Millard to it. I failed in killing him. He is stronger than me, quicker than me, maybe smarter than me. I don’t want anyone else to die.”

“And the prophecy?”  

“I still have a choice, don’t I?”

Ginata shrugs. She could do with the teacher here to help advise them all. With Halfreda gone there is a chasm where all the wisdom was. “I don’t know. But whether you choose to rule or not, if you can even make that choice, Millard is going to kill you if he finds you.”

“He better not find her then,” Finn says, plonking himself in the seat next to Addyson. 

“We all want to keep her safe. But I know he will start searching the villages tomorrow if he doesn’t find her today.”

“We cannot hide her if they come here, into the cottage. There is nowhere.”

“I am going to speak to him tonight, see if I can counsel him out of it. I’ve seen Lanorie.”

“How is she? Does she know how proud I am of her?”

“Yes. But she’s petrified. How do we get her out?”

“Kill the guards?”

“Everleigh. You are on the verge of choosing the exact same path your brother would. It’s worrying. You cannot kill every person who gets in your way.”

“Why not?” 

It’s Finn who replies to her. “If you kill everyone who disagrees with you or gets in your way, soon everyone would be dead. It’s not the answer.”

“Maybe not.” Everleigh sounds sulky to her own ears. “But I need her to be safe.”

“We need everyone to be safe. I just have no idea how to achieve it.”

“How did you get past the guards last night?” Addyson asks. 

“What?”

“When you got into Millard’s room last night. You didn’t kill the guards then.”

“Oh, you’re so clever! I drugged them. We can do the same to the guards at the tower. We can do it tonight. Get Lanorie out.” Everleigh grabs Addyson and hugs her.

“Brilliant idea,” Ginata says, pacing the floor, trying to work it all out in her head. “I’ll make up some more sleeping draughts. I’ve got all the stuff to do it at the castle.” 

“I’ll come and meet you at the island.”

“I’ll go with you,” Finn offers.

Ginata nods. “I’d rather that. I don’t think you can underestimate your brother, Everleigh.”

“I don’t. But maybe he underestimates me. We’ll get a little maid to give them the drinks. I’ll be happy once she’s free.”

“Right, let’s get your strength up,” Della says. “Finn, did you catch any fish?”

“Yes. They’re on the table outside.”

“Light the fire then, we’ll cook and eat outside. While we can.” 

Addyson helps gather some wood for the fire, glad to be useful. Everleigh hugs Ginata tightly. “Thank you for visiting Lanorie and I’m sorry about last night.”

“You don’t need to apologise to me. But I need you safe. I need you alive.”

“Well hopefully after tonight, everyone will be safe. And then I promise I’ll keep my head down until Saturday.”

Ginata grins and hugs her close. 

Della fetches bread from her cottage and some ale. Finn cooks the fish and the five of them sit to eat, the silence thick with unspoken fear and apprehension, but also hope. 
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Lanorie
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SO, I AM GLAD THAT Ginata came to visit me and sad at the same time.

Glad, because she kept Millard away from me. He would have killed me in a heartbeat if he’d walked in here this morning. No doubt in my mind. 

Sad, because since she’s gone the place seems smaller, colder, scarier, quieter.

I’m not good at being by myself. 

I wonder if Millard comes in and I fall at his feet, and tell him I only wanted him to be King. How handsome I always thought he was. How much better he was than Macsen, would he take pity on me? Keep me alive?

Or just kill me anyway? 

I reckon he’d kill me anyway.

There is nothing I can say or do now that will save me. I made a big bold gesture by pushing Addyson out of here. But in saving her life I have ended my own.

I feel it in my bones. 

I have shown Millard that I am on Everleigh’s side. I have made him look stupid.

I feel stupid. Since when do I make big, bold gestures?

Never! 

I look after myself. I keep quiet and let others talk. I do as I’m told. I’m a doer not a thinker. 

I don’t know what I was thinking. Trying to make amends I guess. Trying to make myself feel better and look better. 

I have too much time to think.

Some of it is nice. Remembering all the years I have looked after Everleigh, bathed her, washed her hair, dressed her in the most beautiful clothes. I remember how she loved me and looked after me. All the clothes and jewels and furs she passed on to me. She was never rude to me. Never anything but polite. Like princesses are. Just perfect. 

She made me feel like we were sisters, that we were equal. That I mattered. 

I knew it wasn’t true but it didn’t matter. I felt it. I felt happy.

Will I ever feel happy again?

Oh, I know I’m a right moaning old misery and maybe everyone would be better off if they left me in here. I won’t starve. The guards don’t speak to me or look at me. Just open and close the door. Unlock and lock the door. Grunt and spit and cough. 

I lay on the hard floor, watching a spider cross the ceiling. How did he get in? How will he get out? If I was tiny I could follow him, crawl through the cracks and escape. 

If I was a spider Millard wouldn’t kill me, or would he?

I hope he kills me quick. Painless and quick. 

Just chops my head clean off. Like he did with Macsen.  
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GINATA FINDS WILL TURNING somersaults outside the great hall and falls in with his audience, laughing and clapping at his antics. He sees her and grins, throws himself on the floor and plays dead. The crowd, used to him and his father before him, watch for a second in case some sort of grand finale to his fooling is coming, but when he stays still, they happily wander away. 

“She’s fine. Della and her brother are looking after her. Addyson is fine too. We had an idea. We are going to meet here tonight and give the tower guards a sleeping draught. Get Lanorie out.”

Will can’t help himself. He gives a whoop and jumps in the air. Anyone who sees him smiles. Being the fool means that no one expects him to behave normally. 

“We’ll speak after supper.”

Ginata goes in to the hall to take her place at the top table, up on the dais, where the royal family sit, so everyone can get a good view of them. 

Millard is sitting on the throne, his crown heavy on his head, deep in conversation with Wolf. Neither man looks happy. The King looks icily furious, while Wolf looks miserable. This time a week ago, the table had the King, Macsen, Millard, Everleigh, Addyson and Halfreda all sitting happily, enjoying their food. Now it holds one angry King who has either killed or isolated everyone who should be sitting around him, enjoying his new Kingship. 

Except Wolf. 

Ginata feels a shiver every time she sees him, remembering him standing outside her cottage when he pretended his alliances were with the other prince of the Realm. How could Millard trust someone who turned his coat like that? She would never trust him and tried her best not to even look at him, never mind talk to him.

She bows to Millard before taking her place three seats up from him. He calls her over. 

“Sit beside me.”

She cannot refuse and so sits. Millard clicks for a little maid, who rushes forward and pours wine into a goblet for her. Holding it gives her something to do. It is nice to be waited on, that’s one thing she won’t mind getting used to, while serving Millard and then Everleigh. 

Pages start bringing forward dishes for the King to try. He chooses what he wants and sends the rest to the other diners. Ginata chooses a few things and fills her plate, but isn’t feeling hungry. 

The hall is full of people, all still eager to see this crazy new King. Aware of their eyes on him once more, he is smiling and waving, sending out good dishes, ignoring Wolf, who stares at his plate. 

“Have you had any luck today? Trying to see where Everleigh is?”

Ginata shakes her head. “Sorry, my King. I have tried. I saw Addyson-”

“Ah, how is she?”

“Upset, but understanding of your position, I would say.”

“Good. My position...I like that. Shall I see her tomorrow?”

“Let me see her again. Let me see how she feels first.”

“I’m happy with that. Little cursed thing. I don’t like seeing her much to be honest. When I think of how she killed my mother...”

Ginata says nothing. She cannot argue with this man. Addyson didn’t kill the Queen, not really. No baby can be blamed if their mother dies during childbirth, but of course, poor Addyson killed a Queen; hence her curse. Her curse is what she is known for. What marks her out. Identifies her. 

“So, you haven’t found Everleigh. Wolf hasn’t found Everleigh. I am failed by all of my closest allies.”

“My King. I am trying. I spoke with Addyson. I made up a fire. I think because she is hidden I cannot see past it.”

“She is hidden because someone in the Realm is betraying me. If they have helped her and hidden her, then they work against me. They are traitors. And traitors will hang.”

Ginata gulps down some wine so she cannot answer. She is a traitor. Will is a traitor. Lanorie is a traitor. She has even made Della and Finn traitors. Will they all hang for this?

Millard broods as he eats, then remembers the eyes of the crowd on him and smiles, trying to act nonchalant, then he broods again, and so on until his plate is clear. He clicks for a page and whispers something to him. Within minutes a trio of musicians start playing and he smiles as he listens. He is nothing if not changeable this new King of the Realm. 

Ginata lets the music wash over her and thinks about her predicament. She has to keep Everleigh alive and get her on the throne, get the crown on her head. It’s what she promised Halfreda she would do. And if she has to work for somebody in her position as wise woman, she would much rather work for Everleigh. She knows she is more likely to keep her head that way. 

Millard is nodding along to the music. Wolf is miserable and Ginata is watching them both warily. What will Millard do next, if he cannot find Everleigh? Will he let her go, figure that she has escaped for good, or will he keep looking? If he gets Wolf to search the villages as he has warned, then he will find Everleigh and Addyson in her cottage and work out pretty quickly the part she has played in all of it. Her head will roll or her body will hang. 

What a choice. 

She is determined to keep Everleigh safe and her head too. 

***
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EVERLEIGH IS SITTING with her knees tucked up to her chest, back against the fence, watching the flames die down. Addyson is inside the cottage with Della. Everleigh wanted her to take a sleeping draught to help her sleep a dreamless sleep but she refused. She wants to know what happens with the rescue. Everleigh hopes she will fall asleep before they get back but she knows that she will be safe with Della either way.  

Finn smiles down at her. “Ready?”

She jumps up, straightening her skirt, and her cloak. “Yes.” 

She will feel better when Lanorie is safe. 

The walk to the castle is different tonight from last night. Last night she had been filled with anger and hatred towards her brother. Tonight, she is calm. They will rescue Lanorie and then on Saturday she will take her brother’s crown. In the five days between then and now she will lie low and wait. Keep herself and everyone else safe. 

If only she had been able to do the same for Halfreda and Archer.

She cannot think of him; as soon as she does she feels a helpless ache inside and wants to drop to the floor in a hopeless puddle of tears. That won’t help, though, not yet.

“I used to think you were brave, when I was a boy. But now I know it,” Finn says after a few minute’s silence. 

Everleigh shoots him a sharp look. “You don’t know anything.”

“I do. I was there yesterday.”

“I wasn’t brave yesterday. I was useless.”

Finn shakes his head. “What could you have done?”

Everleigh stops and spins, facing him, hands on her hips. “Watch this.”

She starts muttering under her breath, loud enough that he can hear her, but too fast for him to make out the words. She calls louder. “Rain. Rain. Rain. Now.”

He looks up at the clear sky, shaking his head. 

“Rain.” She repeats the word firmly, and closing her eyes, she holds out her hands. 

Finn watches the sky, his eyes widening in amazement. Light fluffy clouds, change before his eyes, filling the sky, deepening to grey and then black, filling the air with the damp heat you get before a storm. 

“Rain.” She says it one more time and the clouds burst. Within a second they are both drenched and Everleigh stares at him defiantly. “I did that. But I let everyone I love die.”

Finn wipes a hand across his mouth, pushes his wet hair off his face. “That was amazing. I have never seen anything like it. Magic?”

Everleigh nods. “That and being Queen. Almost Queen.”

“But that wouldn’t have saved anyone.”

Everleigh shakes her head. He’s not getting it. She searches the floor, finds a rock, passes it to him. “Throw it.”

“What?”

“Throw it at me.” She backs away from him, stopping after ten feet. “Throw it at me.” 

“I can’t.” His hands remain at his sides. 

“Do it,” she calls. 

Finn shrugs and lifts his hand, he hesitates for a second but then throws the rock. He flinches as it hurtles towards her and he runs forwards as though he could catch up with it.

When it’s a foot from her face she twitches her head to one side and the rock follows suit, hitting a tree and dropping to the floor. Finn stops dead in his tracks, silent.

“I’m magic,” she says. “But when Millard stabbed Archer through the heart I did nothing to stop it. I should have stopped it.” She’s crying before she realises it. And Finn is holding her before he realises it. 

“Everleigh. What you just did was amazing. Have you always been able to do it?”

“No. Just a week.”

He throws up his hands. “So, is it any wonder you couldn’t help them?”

“I should have.”

“Maybe.” He shrugs. “But I don’t think anyone would blame you for not being able to. It was madness at the castle yesterday. You wouldn’t have been thinking straight. Millard was quick and vicious.”

“I will never forgive myself for not stopping him.”

“You probably won’t, but you should.”

They walk along in silence. Everleigh lifts her face up to the rain, washing away her tears. Then she calls it off. 

When they get closer to the castle Everleigh lifts her cloak over her face, and Finn does the same. They head to the island and sit on the bench, quietly waiting for Ginata. 
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WHEN I ARRIVE AT THE island I can see Everleigh has been crying and they’re both soaking wet. “Everything alright?” I ask and they both nod. I don’t even push it. We have a job to do and I want to do it quickly.

I feel anxious after spending time with Millard. He’s in a strange frame of mind, swinging between moods like the child that he is. He told Wolf to come to his rooms tomorrow at first light and then dismissed him. I kept my eyes down and kept out of it. He poured my wine and tried to be a good host, the affable King, but I cannot help but be wary of him.

As soon as I was able, I excused myself. I told him that I wanted to raise a fire, to look for clues of Everleigh’s whereabouts once more and he was happy to let me go. If he saw me now it would be the end of my life, I know.

I am wearing one of Halfreda’s old cloaks, and I have two sleeping draughts in my pocket. “Let’s go.” 

Everleigh is going to hide by the wall again, like she did last night. She is going to wait for a little maid, like she did last night, and she will ask for help, like she did last night. Any one of the little maids will help her; I have no doubt.

Once the guards have been given their drug-laced drinks we will wait five minutes before storming the tower. Well, not quite storming, as we don’t want anyone to hear us and we have no weapons and no army and just Everleigh and Finn, hoping for the best.  

I won’t hang around; I cannot risk being caught.

Everleigh and Finn will steal the keys, head up to the top of the tower and free Lanorie. By the time morning comes, the guards will have awoken and believe they have lost Addyson. No one will ever know about the switch and we can all rest until Saturday.

So simple. And yet I feel a twist in my guts; is it going to work? We can only try.

I will be glad when it is all over. 

There is room for the three of us by the wall and we silently wait, watching the kitchen for signs of life. It’s not as late as when Everleigh came last night, but it is dark enough to aid our adventure.  

“I hope this works,” I say, more for something to say than any belief that it won’t. It’s a good idea. The guards are always boozing on wine and ale and will be happy to be brought a drink. The sleeping draught is undetectable; it has no smell and no taste. 

Once the guards are asleep Everleigh will easily be able to get the keys and with Finn’s help she can shift the guards one way or another if she needs to get them out of the way. Lanorie has no injuries and will be able to walk out of the tower and down to my cottage before the night is even half over.  

I will slip off to my bed soon, and prepare to look shocked in the morning. I know how furious this will make Millard and I do not relish having to face him. But I am good at hiding my true thoughts and my true feelings, just as easily, really, as I can see them in others. Most of the time.

We sit in silence the three of us, squashed in a row, waiting for some help. The moon is covered in cloud and the air feels damp and just as my leg starts to cramp, a little maid comes past us whistling for the dogs. She has a bowl of meat scraps. I shrink back as Everleigh steps forwards. “Hey.” 

The little maid turns and smiles. “You again. Did you speak to the King yesterday?”

Everleigh smiles at her. “Yes. I did thank you. Can you help me again? I want to see my sister in the tower.”

The little maid shakes her head, fear passing across her features. “I don’t know.”

“Please.” Everleigh’s voice is soft, and when Everleigh reaches for the little maid’s hand, I see her face change. She will not refuse her princess or her Kingmaker. Even if she wants to. 

“I just need two mugs of ale for the tower guards. They won’t get hurt, just fall asleep.”

The little maid nods and darts back to the kitchen.

“I’m going to move back a bit.” I tell them both once she’s out of sight. I pass Everleigh the sleeping draughts and back away from the wall. I cannot be seen here and I cannot help. I am sure nothing will go wrong and yet...

I try to concentrate my mind on Lanorie, on her freedom, on her happiness and I cannot. Maybe the walls of the tower are too thick for me to penetrate. I don’t see death but I sense danger. 

But then this situation is dangerous. Everleigh being out of hiding is dangerous. Me being near her is dangerous. Lanorie swapping places with Addyson is dangerous. 

Yes, there is danger in the air. It smells like a fire that’s just gone out, sharp and acrid, but not unpleasant to me. 

I close my eyes. Everleigh will not die tonight. Lanorie will not die tonight. Finn will not die tonight. Neither will I. That may be the best I can do. 

The little maid comes back and now I cannot hear what she says, but she does have two mugs of ale. Finn helps Everleigh to undo the bottles and pour them in. 

The little maid nods and walks carefully across to the tower, a mug in each hand. I can just make out the shadowy figure of the first guard as he leans against the tower door. 

He will be glad of a drink I am sure. Pleased with the diversion. It must be a boring job.

The little maid stops in front of him and I can see her hold out a mug. Then I hear her scream.

And all hell breaks loose. The guard is yelling, though I have no idea what he’s saying. He has hold of the little maid and I can see her struggling. I hear dogs barking and the sound of people running, men shouting. Everleigh and Finn have both shot up from their hiding place and I can see Finn’s hand on her arm. I run forward. Whatever is happening here, she cannot help. 

“Finn, take her back to the cottage.”

“No!” Her voice is fierce.

“This may be a trap of some sort. We can’t risk your capture or death. I’ll go to help her.”

The fight goes out of Everleigh and her shoulders drop. Finn takes her hand and leads her away. 

I run over to the guard. “What is going on here?” My voice is sharp and hard, but I am scared. 

He has hold of the little maid, tightly and roughly, his arm across her neck. Her face is red and tears stain her cheeks. She looks petrified. “Unhand her.”

“I hold her on the King’s orders.”

“I will be responsible if you let her go. She will promise not to run. Where would she run to?”

He loosens his hold but doesn’t let go. This is one of the castle maids, probably ten years old. From one of the neighbouring villages, she has more than likely worked here since she was six or so, her duties changing as she has grown up. She is hardly an equal opponent for a man of his size and strength and were she to run home she would, no doubt, get a clip around the ear off her father for abandoning her duties.  

He lets go of her, coming to the same conclusion that I have. She is not a flight risk. 

The hounds and the King’s men come running into the courtyard and surround us, and the little maid sinks on to the floor sobbing.

Wolf steps forward, taking charge and grins at me. “Ha! I never trusted you. Wait till I tell the King.”

Molten fear loosens my insides and then I smile at him. “I just got here. I was walking through the grounds when I heard this little maid screaming.” I stoop down and gather her into my arms, pull her to her feet, keeping her next to me. I feel so guilty that we put her in this position, but at the same time so glad that I kept myself hidden. “I have no clue what’s going on. But it’s good to know where we stand.” He glowers at me and asks the guard if what I say is true. The guard nods and I scowl at Wolf. 

“I may be a new advisor to the King but I know he thinks highly of me. I cannot imagine what he’ll say about you accusing me like this.”

Wolf kicks at the stones on the path. “Apologies. I saw her with the drink and I saw you and I thought...”

“What drink?” I am missing something here, a feeling I’m not used to, a feeling I don’t like. 

Everyone snaps to attention and even the hounds are quiet.  

Our King has arrived. 
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MILLARD MARCHES TOWARDS the gathering of guards, King’s men and Ginata with an icy glare etched on his handsome face. 

The crowd bows low and he cannot help but smile despite his evident fury. 

“You?” He raises a hand and points at Ginata, but Wolf jumps in.

“My King, I thought the same. I was wrong. The guard agrees with her version. She was passing by when she heard the maid scream.”

“Truly?” His eyes soften and he smiles at his new wise woman. He’d like to believe she serves only him.

Ginata steps towards him and takes his hand in hers. “My King. These are early days for us two. You, a newly crowned King, crowned by me. Me, a newly appointed wise woman. I understand that you might not trust me fully, but I assure you with an open and true heart, I serve only you.”

Millard’s eyes mist with tears and he hugs her to him. Ginata smiles and lowers her gaze from his. 

“I hope I am right to trust you, Ginata. I feel like I am, but I wish I could be sure.”

“Be sure. And tell me why this brute was hurting this poor little maid?”

The guard has the grace to look embarrassed and Millard nods at the little maid.

“What’s your name?”

She blushes when he looks at her and stammers out the word: “Molly.”

Millard gestures to the two mugs of ale, placed on the floor, next to the tower door. “Who gave you these mugs, Molly?”

“I got them from the kitchen.”

“On whose say so?”

She stutters and mumbles and shrugs helplessly at him. She does not want to tell him but she is petrified not to. Little maids only ever follow orders; there is no such thing as initiative at the castle, and she cannot lay the blame anywhere other than at Everleigh’s door. 

“The Kingmaker. Everleigh.”

Millard all but hisses, and grabs hold of her wrists. “She was here? Where is she?”

Molly cries out and Ginata reaches out for her, covers Millard’s hand with her own. It loosens his grip and as he looks at her she wonders if she has overstepped the mark, but he smiles at her, head to one side, as though he’s contemplating something about her. 

He lets go of Molly, who is still crying, too scared to wipe at her tears, just standing as still as she can, hoping the King will turn away from her. 

“Last night when my lovely sister tried to kill me, she drugged my guards. I thought she might stoop so low as to try it again and I was ready.”

“A sleeping draught? I suppose Halfreda had so many potions it would be all but impossible to know if any were missing...” Ginata says, and it’s true, it’s not just to distance herself from Everleigh. 

“Ha! She is so sneaky. So, after she drugged my guards, it got me thinking. Aside from having me killed, what matters most to Everleigh?”

Ginata shakes her head, though she knows the answer: Addyson. 

“Our little cursed sister, Addyson. So, then I thought to myself that if she could drug my guards once, she could do it again. I warned the guards here that if anyone offered them a drink, outside of their normal meal times, they should keep hold of them and call out for my men.”

He looks so proud of himself for thinking of this, for making such a plan, for guessing what his sister had planned. 

Ginata is nodding along with him, trying to keep a smile on her face when she realises that they have walked right into his trap. He is one step ahead of them.  

“My King, let her go.” Ginata gestures to Molly.

“Molly, do you know where she is or where she went?” 

Molly shakes her head no, fear silencing her. 

Millard gestures for her to leave and as she runs back to the kitchen, he turns to Wolf and whispers so that nobody but Wolf can hear him: “Kill her. When you get the chance. Just kill her.”

He turns to Ginata. “I’m going to move Addyson. I have to. I can’t risk Everleigh getting hold of her. She will stop at nothing to ruin my reign.”

Ginata keeps her voice as calm as she is able. “Leave her, my King. Surely Everleigh will not try again tonight. She must have seen what happened to little Molly. She must have fled. She wouldn’t be so stupid as to try again.”

“I can’t trust her, Ginata. Men, take the hounds out, see if you can find Everleigh. You, Sir,” he claps the guard on his back, “did a good job. Now I need you to drink this, just to see if I was right.”

Millard picks up the mug and passes it to the guard. “Brett will watch the door if it knocks you out.”

The guard smiles and takes the drink. Whatever he is asked to, he will do it. He lifts the mug in a cheers motion and downs it. 

If she wasn’t as on edge as she was, Ginata would probably be laughing; within seconds he falls on the floor like a sack of spuds and is snoring in less than a minute. 

Millard curses. “My sister will be the death of me.”

Ginata gives an almost, she hopes, unperceivable nod of her head, let’s hope so. 

“Brett, guard the door until he wakes up.”

Brett nods and Millard turns away, upset marring his features. “Wolf, join the others, see if she’s anywhere close around. She can’t have gone far. Maybe I’ll be lucky.”

Ginata falls into step with him, happy to be moving away from the tower.

“Lock your door, Ginata. If she is stealing potions she may try it again.”

“I will, though I have to say I have not seen her.”

“I believe you.” He reaches out and strokes her arm, just for a second. 

“I would feel happier if she was locked away. If she was safe,” Ginata says, hoping to sway him away from the idea that he has to kill Everleigh.

“I hate to say it but I don’t think that locking her away is going to be enough.”

“My King?”

“She wants me dead. She wants my crown. She came here tonight to steal Addyson from under my nose. I cannot bear her. I cannot let her live and make a fool out of me at every turn.”

“My King. I agree that she has done some things which would make you question keeping her alive. But to lock her up would be to take away her freedoms, her ability to usurp you. And the people would thank you. You know she is beloved, don’t you?”

“I do. And you are right. Maybe the tower would work...”

He stops still, looking back at the tower, before turning and walking away from it. 

Ginata almost collapses to the floor, relieved that her treachery will go unnoticed for at least another night.  
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WE HAVE RIDDEN HARD and the fury over what happened at the inn has pushed me on. I will not stop again until we reach Archer. I will sleep tonight in his care, at the castle; I will not put myself in danger or in an awkward position again. My boys will keep me safe.

Weaver pretends he isn’t, but I know he’s watching me as we ride. “What?” I shout at him after the twentieth time I catch him looking. 

“Nothing.”

I don’t even answer that; just glare at him, pull Pitch to a stop, forcing him to do the same. 

“What?”

“We love you. Archer and me. We love you. Regardless...That’s all.”

I huff and snort at the same time, the sort of unfeminine noise I often make. Weaver laughs and I ride on again, ignoring him. We are almost at the castle, following the river now, letting the horses drink as we go.

I spot the castle and spur Pitch to go faster for the last leg of the journey. 

We ride to the gates and call up to the guard that we are here to visit the wise woman. I don’t know Halfreda personally, but the guards will. They might not know Archer by name, though they will surely know his shock of red hair. There will be less explanations wanted and waiting around in the cold and dark, if we ask for her instead.

He shows us where the stables are and tells us the pages will help us from there.

I jump off Pitch’s back and walk along with her, rubbing her side as we go. Weaver calls out to a page. “Can you help us, please? We are here to see Halfreda and her kin, Archer.”

The page turns white, upset changing his face. “Halfreda’s dead. The wise woman’s dead. The King killed her.”

“Who can help us, boy?” My voice is harsh and he scoots away. I have a feeling in my stomach like a thousand angry wasps have woken up in there, they are writhing around, stinging me with sharp little snaps. If Halfreda is dead, is Archer alright?

A woman is walking towards us, young-ish, pretty, worried looking. “Miss, can you help us? We’ve ridden to see Halfreda and her kin, Archer. The young lad told us she’s dead. That the King killed her, but the guard let us in when we asked for the wise woman...”

I trail off, watching her face. “Archer?” She closes her eyes, like we might have disappeared when she opens them again, but we won’t. I need answers and I don’t think I’m going to like them. 

She looks at us both and the sorrow on her face confirms it. Halfreda is dead and so is Archer. I drop to the floor crying. 

I hear her talking to Weaver but I don’t know what she’s saying. It just sounds like a mess of noise. 

In my life, my friendship with Archer and Weaver, after my love and protection from Carter, has been the most important thing, the only thing. It has become part of me. When my feelings changed for Archer, I kept my secret locked inside, a tight, hot, emotionally charged ball; that ball has burst open now, killing me from the inside.

How can he be gone?

He was the most perfect man. He made me want to be a girl.

I can hear myself howling and the voice is not my own; something’s changed for ever. 

Archer is dead. 

Weaver drops to his knees and gathers me up. Back on my feet, but unsteady like a baby animal, not a fighter, I stare at this woman like it’s her fault. Maybe it is.

“Archer is dead?”

She nods. And I am crying again. I knew something was wrong. It seems to take a year to find my voice. It’s choked and dying from the pain. The grief. “What happened?”

This can’t be right. It’s not fair. He can’t just be gone.

“It’s a long story.” She says it like that’s that. As if I’d just say, ah, thanks for your time, and stroll away. It might be late but I don’t care. I have to know what’s happened in the week Archer has been gone.

I have to know everything about him, fill my head and my heart and my ears with him. 

For the last time. 

Just a week. He’s only been away from us for a week. If I had known when he left that we would never see him again, would I have let him go? Could I have changed his mind? Would I have told him what’s in my heart? I would have taken hold of him and never let him go.

“I’ve got all night,” I say to her and she turns her head to the side, green eyes boring into mine. I feel uncomfortable, but stare back at her. 

“Interesting.” She appraises me like I’m a thing, something for her to assess and I realise that I don’t like her. Whoever this woman is. 

“Who are you?”

“My name is Ginata and I’m the new wise woman of the castle, since the old one died.”

“Well Ginata, let’s you and me find a place to park our backsides and you can tell me everything you know.”

Weaver places a hand on my arm; he knows I’m narked off with this woman and he knows that sometimes I need him to temper me. Sometimes he needs my charmless personality and he’s happy to let me loose. But I know he’s right tonight. Our friend is dead and we both want to know why.

She leads the way and we follow, Weaver still holding on to me, to my hand now. I feel hot and sweaty under my mask, where my tears have puddled.

We go into the castle and it is so ridiculously beautiful and swanky that I feel dead out of place. I keep pulling at my mask, and yanking at my clothes. I look like a smelly old farmer next to this wise woman and I couldn’t look more out of place if I tried. 

If Archer wasn’t dead and I didn’t need something off this woman, I would probably punch her in the eye, just to make myself feel better. That’s just who I am.
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GINATA LEADS THE WAY through the castle corridors to her rooms. Her heart aches for this abrasive woman and her quiet companion and if there was a way of saving them the hurt they are feeling she would. 

“Come on in.” She opens the door to her rooms and gestures for them to go through. 

They stand awkwardly, the pair of them, gawking at the splendour that she isn’t even used to yet. “Take a seat.” 

She sits on one of the chairs and smiles at them, using all her skills to try to convey to them several things: that she is a good person, that she means them no harm, that she is so sorry for their loss, that Archer was a good person, that he died doing something he had chosen to do, that he had fallen in love with Everleigh and was happy to protect and serve her. 

“Archer was a wonderful man. I only knew him for the shortest of times, but I know you would be proud of him.”

“Why was he here?” Ceryn is blunt to the point of rudeness and Ginata is taken aback. Her skills obviously didn’t convey much of anything to this woman. 

“Didn’t you know?”

“He told us he was visiting his kin, but I never bought it.”

“You were right.”

Ceryn leans forward on her chair, ready to drink in everything she can hear about Archer, tears pouring unbidden from her eyes. Maybe they will never stop. “Halfreda asked Archer to come here. She knew what a good fighter he was. She needed his help.”

“With what?” Weaver leans forward too, just as eager to hear the story of Archer’s final week, his own tears silent but plentiful.

“Halfreda knew of a prophecy, it’s the reason she was at the castle, it’s the reason she oversaw the Kingmakers. One of the Kingmakers would live. She found out that it was Everleigh and she wanted Archer to help protect her.”

“So, it’s her fault? The Kingmaker?” Ceryn’s voice is filled with bitterness and hatred.

“I don’t even know your names,” Ginata says, changing the focus.

Weaver answers for them both. “My name’s Weaver and this is Ceryn. We were Archer’s best friends.”

“Weaver, Ceryn, I’m so sorry, I can see that you’re shocked by this.”

Ceryn snorts. Weaver pats her arm again. “What happened?”

“Well, Halfreda was worried that Everleigh would be in danger if people realised that she would live, and rule as Queen.”

“Queen?” Ceryn interrupts, a look of disbelief on her face. “We have never had a Queen in the Realm. He died for this nonsense?”

“He didn’t think it was nonsense. He wanted to help Halfreda and after he met Everleigh he was more than happy to call himself her knight. He wanted to protect her. They fell in love.” 

Ceryn snorts again and then sobs, a mixture of the two sounds. She leaps out of her chair and huffs over to the window, where she stands with her hands on her hips, sobs shaking her shoulders. 

Weaver ignores her for a minute. “He was in love?”

“Very much so. Young love. Who knows now what it would have grown into, but they were both infatuated with each other.”

“Really?” 

“Yes. He was a lovely man. Strong, fearless, sensible, fun, all good things. I know this must be hard for you.”

“It’s really hard. I loved him like a brother. We both did.”

“Just like a brother?” Ginata nods her head to the window where Ceryn has slumped onto the floor, her head on the window seat, small mewling sounds coming from her, sounding just like the injured animal that she is.

“Maybe a little more. You could see why?”

“Yes. He was very handsome and perfectly lovely. Everleigh fell hard for him. She’s pretty devastated too.”

“So, is she Queen now? The stable boy said that the King had killed Halfreda?”

“It’s all a bit complicated here. She should be Queen but her brothers were both as mad as each other. One of them killed their father, determined to get on the throne before being killed by the other one. He also killed Halfreda and Archer. Now he wears the crown that should be on Everleigh’s head.”

“A Queen. Really?”

“It’s written in a prophecy. I’ve seen it.”

“Does that make it so?” Weaver sounds genuinely interested. 

Ginata shrugs. “If you had seen her brothers yesterday at the coronation you’d back anyone to rule instead of them. Millard is King but he is quite unstable, violent, dangerous. I think Everleigh will be Queen. Archer certainly believed so. He died for her. He chose to fight for her.”

“He’d talked about serving a Queen. Some funny idea he’d got in his head. I wish I could see him.” Weaver drops his head to cry in silence. 

Ginata pats his arm and walks over to Ceryn, sits on the floor beside her. “Archer was brave to the end.”

Ceryn doesn’t answer, just cries louder. 

“Did he know that you were in love with him?”

Ceryn shakes her head, no. 

Ginata rubs her back, soothing her as best she can, this awkward, grouchy, masked stranger. 

After a while Ceryn sits up, wipes her hands over her wet face, straightens her mask and looks at Ginata, whose eyes focus on the mask but look away quickly; she knows it’s not the time to ask. 

“Did he really love her?”

Ginata nods. “I think so. He was happy to fight for her, die for her.”

“Is she that special?

“She is special. I think so, Archer thought so...”

“And she will be Queen?”

“I hope so. We’re working on it.”

“Working on it?”

“Well her brother is King now, but we would like her to rule. There’s a prophecy. It’s what she was born to do. But her brother’s more than a bit mad. We’re worried that he’ll kill her. He won’t give up his crown easily, if at all.”

“And that’s why Archer was here?”

“Yes.”

“I want to meet her.”

Weaver looks over at them. “Not a good idea, Ceryn.”

“She’s the reason he died. I want to see her.”

Weaver comes to her side, takes her hand, looks at Ginata for some back up. 

But Ginata nods her head. “I think it’s a good idea. Sleep here tonight, there’s plenty of room. I will have the little maids bring in extra bedding and pallets. I’ll get a bath drawn up for you both. Some food.”

“Are you sure, Cer?” Weaver’s voice is low and soft. “Shall we just go home, remember Archer together, grieve for him...”

“Not yet,” she says, and her voice is as firm as the set of her mouth.

Ginata leaves them talking at the window seat, crying and hugging, remembering their friend, and goes to fetch a little maid. 

She asks for food and drink, clean sleep clothes – boys ones – for them both; she can tell already that Ceryn will not be happy in a nightdress, and for a fragranced bath to be filled. She asks for the fire to be lit and extra beds to be made up.

She is ready to sleep herself but at least the arrival of these two has taken her mind off the fear that Millard would go to the tower and find Lanorie instead of his sister. If he did that she would die for her part in it all, and she didn’t want that to happen.  

A little maid comes in with mugs and wine, followed by a steady stream of others sorting out all the little details that Ginata has asked to be done. She enjoys this part of living in the castle. One of the little maids brings a goblet to her, one she recognises from Millard’s rooms. “From the King. He says thank you for your good counsel.” 

Ginata takes it and sniffs at it, suspicious since Macsen killed the old King with a death draught. But then Millard has no reason to kill her and every reason to be happy with her. She is doing everything to make him happy. 

“Here.” She pours wine for the two grieving friends and sips at the drink Millard has sent her. It tastes fine and she doesn’t drop dead. 

Ceryn and Weaver are silent, in shock, in fury, in helpless misery and Ginata feels sorry for them and for Everleigh facing the wrath of this woman in the morning. 
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I HAVE SLEPT TWO NIGHTS in this tower of evil and I’m ready to die. If I heard Millard now I would call him in. Ask him to end it.

Oh, it is a sorry state I’m in. I am smelly and cold and hungry, even though I am eating three meals a day and doing no work. 

My mind is running with thoughts and ideas and I have bitten my lips bloody trying to keep quiet. 

I hear the key in the lock and turn away from the door. I know these guards are thicker than me but still I won’t let them catch me here. I won’t make it easy for them. I lay with my head facing the wall and ignore the door swinging open, as I did all day yesterday too. 

There’s silence until the door shuts again, the key turned in the lock. I shift to look at the little maid, whichever one has brought me food and I cry out, before covering my mouth with my hand.

Cook!

I jump up and fling my arms around her neck. 

“Shh, you silly girl.” Her voice is low and I know she’s not really cross with me, just pretending, like she does. 

I don’t answer, just cry and cling to her.

“You’ve got yourself in a right pickle, haven’t you?”

I nod and draw back from her, looking at her kind old face. Cook is the person I’m closest to except Everleigh. She always looks after me, answers my questions, is kind to me. I love her. 

“Why are you here?”

“To see you, you sausage. To make sure you’re alright. To tell you off for trying to be brave.”

“I had to. You don’t understand...”

“Oh, I understand it all.” She takes a seat on my bed. “Ooh, this isn’t very comfy, is it?”

I shrug. I don’t suppose Millard wants his prisoners to be comfy when he throws them in here.

“Lanny, love, I see and I know more than you think I do, stood in my kitchen. You think I don’t see you all rushing past, this way and that, making your little plans? You and the Kingmaker, and the fool who’s half in love with you.”

“What?” I know she’s wrong now. Will’s never in love with me. 

“Ah, shh, poor fool. And that boy you were sweet on? I see it all and I know it all. I know you’re stuck in here now, because you switched places with poor little Addyson. Not so clever, Lanny, love.”

I nod miserably. Oh, I thought I was clever at the time.  

“How will you get out, then?”

I shrug. This visit is making me feel awful. I reckon Cook meant to cheer me up, not just tell me off, but I feel terrible. 

“Ginata came to see me, they are working on getting me out.”

“He’ll kill you if he finds you here...Broke my heart yesterday seeing that darling boy turn like that, killing everyone, easy as anything. I fed him from a baby. How often he’d sneak in the kitchen looking for freshly cooked bread or hot cakes, icing dripping off the sides. He was so handsome. Not sure what went wrong...”

We’ll never know. I lay on the bed, and snuggle up to her back. She feels warm and smells of food. I can smell the food she’s brought too. I shut my eyes, pretend that I’m back in the kitchen, late at night, chatting and laughing, putting the Realm to rights, she’d say.

“Poor love...” Cook smooths my hair, whispering sweet words. I might die soon but I am happy right now. Ready to eat and then sleep another night in this awful tower, with spiders scuttling over my face and rats trying to nibble me.
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WILL IS SOMERSAULTING through the corridor on the way to Ginata’s rooms. He is still being followed and quite enjoying being ridiculously foolish for the sake of the guard following him. He has already eaten the dog’s scraps for his breakfast and juggled with full water jugs, soaking himself and a few people that were passing, and now he is flipping his way to Ginata. 

“I need a potion, a love potion,” he tells the guard who pretends to be uninterested, though he could not be more obvious about following him. Will is sure by now that he is far less foolish than most of Millard’s guards. 

He knocks on the door but doesn’t wait for Ginata to call for him; he is fed up of being watched and slips inside. Ginata is sitting at the window seat, two people Will doesn’t know standing in front of her, hugging each other. 

He shakes off his fool’s self, and straightens up, taking the silly look off his face; really, he’s a pretty good actor. He acts the fool but he’s sure he’s not. Not really.

“Good morning.” 

Ginata turns to him, relief palpable. “Will!”

She beckons him over and he joins her. “Will, these are Archer’s friends.”

Will’s face drops, sadness and empathy taking the place of his normal open and friendly expression. “I’m so sorry.”

“Thank you.” It’s Weaver that speaks; the woman, a mask covering most of her face, is sullenly silent. 

“He was a fine fellow. You must be heartbroken.”

“That’s an understatement.” Weaver says, wiping at fresh tears. Will he ever stop crying?

Ceryn glares at Will but doesn’t speak.

“I’ll leave you two to eat,” Ginata says and draws Will away from them to the other end of the room.

“Poor things,” Will says, looking back at them. Neither of them is eating, just talking, their voices low, hands wiping at tears. 

“Indeed. She wants to meet Everleigh.”

“Why?” 

Ginata shrugs. “I think she was in love with Archer. I think she blames Everleigh. I think she’s furious. And pretty spiky anyway.”

“What’s with the mask?”

“I’m not sure. I feel like she’s had a rough life. There’s a lot of unhappiness inside her. And anger. And defensiveness. Maybe the devil’s mark? Hard to say but it must be bad to keep it covered. Maybe pox scars?”

“Nasty. Is it a good idea to let her see Everleigh? She looks like she can take care of herself.”

“Oh, she’s a fighter all right. But I’ll be there and Della and Finn. I think her friend, Weaver, will keep her calm. He’s got a lovely energy.”

“Unlike her.”

Ginata smiles. “How are you bearing up? With Lanorie locked up and not being able to see Everleigh?”

“I’m fine. I’m enjoying messing around for my guard’s sake though. That’s fun.”

“I bet. It will be over soon. Just a few more days. We tried to rescue Lanorie last night, but Millard was expecting it. We won’t stop trying, though. Everleigh won’t let her die.”

“Do you think?”

“I know.”

“Can you see anything?”

“My visions are slow, sludgy now. I see fragments of things, symbolism more than anything else. I think I’m too worried to make sense of it all. I need peace.”

“There’s not much of that going around.”

“Not at all. What will you do today?”

“Be foolish. I’ll see you at lunch though. Will our visitors be gone by then, d’you think?”

“I think so. There’s nothing here for them.”

“I’ll have some breakfast before I go.”

Will’s presence seems to calm Weaver and Ceryn slightly; they both eat and drink, and Weaver even smiles once or twice. 

“You would have been proud of Archer,” Will says. “He was so brave and so capable. He won the joust.”

“He always wins the joust,” Ceryn says shortly. “Won.”

Everyone is silent. Will and Ginata both wishing Millard was here so they could strangle him with their bare hands.  

***
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EVERLEIGH IS SIPPING ale, nibbling on cheese and watching Della with her sister. It makes her happier than anything, to see Addyson so taken with someone and someone being so kind to her; and not because they have to, because they want to. She is blossoming under Della’s watchful eye and care. Della loves playing mother and Addyson has never had one. They are finding real joy in each other. Everleigh is happy to watch from the side-lines and Finn is pleased that Della is off his back. 

“I can go to the inn and have an ale now without her worrying where I am,” he whispers to Everleigh, taking a seat beside her. Everleigh grins. “She’s wonderful, your sister.”

“Thank you. I like her. I just don’t like her nagging.”

“I’m sure. Addyson loves her.”

“All Della wants is a load of family around her, and with only me, she’s been left short.”

“Do you think she’s sad?”

“She would never tell me. But I think so.”

They are both quiet, watching Della show Addyson how to lay the fire properly. 

“She’s good for her,” Everleigh says. 

“She’s good for her,” Finn says, and they smile. 

“If I survive this week and I get my crown, do you think your sister would be happy to keep spending time with my sister?”

“Do you think we could stop her?”

“Hopefully not. My poor sister, she’s been lonely her whole life. There’s only so much I’ve been able to do...you know about her curse?”

“Yes, of course. Everyone around here knows everything about you lot. Royal watching is a big hobby.”

Everleigh laughs. “Really?”

“Absolutely. My sister has been obsessed with your brothers for years. If she’d only known...”

“That’s madness. I miss my brothers. Who they were, before, I mean.”

“I can’t imagine. Your family has always been happy and close.”

“And all of the villagers watch us?”

“The whole of the Realm.” Finn is quiet for a second. “I’m glad you didn’t die. I’ve never seen a Kingmaker killed before.”

“I can’t imagine it’s pretty.”

“I can’t imagine it, full stop.”

“I know you thought I was brave.”

“I did. I’d be carrying some dead animal, helping my dad, and I just thought you were amazing.”

“Is that what you still do? Farm?”

“Yes, and hunt. I help down the road. I do a bit of everything but hunting and fishing are the main things I’m good at.”

“I’m not good at anything.”

“What do you mean? You’re going to be Queen.”

“Being Queen isn’t being good at anything. I was born to die as the Kingmaker, now a prophecy says I’m born to live, to rule, but that doesn’t mean a thing.”

“What about your magic stuff?”

“That helped save the people I love; you mean?”

“Well maybe you’ll get better at it? Work at it? I know I would, if I was magic. I’d be magicking all day long.”

“Magicking?”

“Doing magic, I don’t know. But you can’t say you’re not good at anything.”

“Maybe...”

“We’ll try it later, when everyone’s together. We’ll help you. Then you’ll get better.”

Everleigh smiles. “Deal.”
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THE WALK TO MY LOVELY little cottage is full of awkward silences and tension. No matter how hard I try to chat and smile and engage these two, I can’t.

I do understand why, of course, but I am struggling with everything these last few days.

Everleigh has had her meltdown, Will is stuck in the confines of the castle and I feel like I am shouldering it all. 

Weaver is lovely, though sad and quiet. Ceryn is hard work. Her anger doesn’t just stem from Archer and that’s why she’s so difficult. Her life has been full of anger and sadness, disappointment, hurt, shame.

Even with the fear of Millard finding out I’m involved in helping Everleigh I don’t feel the way this woman feels. She is filled with stresses, with darkness. I imagine peace is a feeling she has never once felt. I know Weaver brings her happiness and I am sure Archer did the same, but the demons inside her fill her with blackness. 

Archer. So, she was in love with him too. I wonder what these two girls will think of each other. They are both so young and they’ve both had difficult times. I am sure they will clash; Ceryn looks ready for a fight, more than ready. 

As we approach my cottage I do warn her. 

“Ceryn, I don’t know you but I can see that you are angry and unhappy. I will not allow you to physically harm Everleigh. She is ready to be the Queen of this Realm – the place you call home. By Saturday, if all goes to plan, she will be your ruler. Don’t do anything rash.”

“Physically harm? So, what? I’m allowed to call her names?”

Weaver swats her arm and she gives him an innocent look.

“I don’t know why you’re so sure that you will hate her.”

“Because I have nothing in common with her. And she killed Archer.”

“You are similar enough that you both loved the same man. And she didn’t kill Archer, her brother did.”

Ceryn stands up a little straighter. “You’re right. I should just kill the King.”

“Ceryn!” Weaver pulls at her arm this time, turning her to face him. “Ceryn. You sound mad now. You cannot kill a King; it’s treason. His guards would kill you as soon as you tried.”

“I wouldn’t try. I would succeed.”

“And then you’d be dead.”

Ceryn shrugs and I am sure she has imagined ending it all before now.

Weaver’s voice is quiet, hurt. “You’d leave me all alone?”

Ceryn looks at him and shakes her head. “I won’t leave you. But I could kill him.”

“Something else you and Everleigh have in common. She wants to see her brother dead. She wants his crown.”

I lead the way down the path to my cottage. The door is open, Della and Addyson are looking at the different flowers that grow along the pathway. Della is, no doubt, teaching her everything she knows.

They both look happy and I smile. I had a feeling Della would enjoy looking after Addyson. She has spoken to me so many times about her fear that she has left her own love life too late, because she’s been looking after her brother. I know she worries that she may never be a mother. 

Everleigh and Finn come out of the cottage and Everleigh waves when she spots me, frowning, only slightly, when she sees Ceryn and Weaver. 

I take a deep breath; this may be unpleasant, and I feel badly for surprising her in this way. 

I go ahead so that I can tell her who they are and why they are here, but Ceryn pushes past me and runs down the path. She stops in front of Everleigh, her eyes flashing above her mask; she looks quite mad and I imagine it is taking every ounce of will power she has to stop herself knocking Everleigh out. 

She does contain herself, like I asked her to, and she doesn’t hurt Everleigh, but she screams in her face. “I HATE YOU!”

Everleigh stumbles backwards slightly, and Finn puts a hand on her back to steady her. Her face turns white and tears spring to her eyes. We are all living under such tension and stress now, it only takes those three words for her to fall apart. She stifles a sob with her hand but then she shakes her head. Instead of crumbling into sorrow like she did the day after the coronation she quickly works herself into a fury.
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THROUGH A HAZE OF TEARS Everleigh shouts at the masked woman. “Who are you? What have I ever done to you? How dare you come here and shout at me?”

“You killed Archer.”

“What? I loved Archer. I would never have hurt him.”

“But you did. He died for you.”

“That was his choice.”

“You shouldn’t have let him.”

“I couldn’t have stopped him.”

“You weren’t worth it. He’s dead because of you.”

“How do you know I’m not worth it? Who are you? Who are you to tell me anything?”

“His friend.” Ceryn points at herself. 

“His Queen.” Everleigh points at herself. 

“I loved him.”

“So did I. And I would never have asked him to die. I would never ask anyone. I don’t ask for subjects. I don’t ask to be Queen. Or Kingmaker. I was ready to die before all of this.”

“I wish you had!”

“I wish I had too!”

The two girls stand opposite each other, faces angry, fists curled, tears coursing down their cheeks, breathing laboured.

“Everleigh!” Addyson has moved from Della and the flowers to her sister’s side, a pained look on her face. “You’re all I’ve got left. You can’t wish for death. Not ever.”

“I just can’t stand being blamed for this.” She faces Ceryn again. “I would never have hurt Archer. I didn’t know him anywhere near as long as you, but I loved him.”

“I miss him.”

“I miss him, too.” Everleigh reaches out a hand towards her.

“I...can’t-” Ceryn turns abruptly and runs away from them all. She reaches the end of the pathway and turns towards the river. Weaver puts his hands up, an apology, and turns to follow her. 

“Wait!” It’s Addyson. “Let me talk to her, please?”

Weaver hesitates, but then nods slowly. He looks at Everleigh, “I’m sorry. When you are Queen, please don’t punish her. She’s just hot headed. She was in love with Archer. Not that he ever knew it. And we rode this whole way to see him; we had no idea he was dead.”

“I’m so sorry. It must have been an awful shock. I won’t punish her; I’d never do that.”

“You’re too nice.”

“Maybe.”

“I’ll get some ale,” Della says, smoothing her hands on her apron, rubbing away the awkward atmosphere. “Maybe you’ll join us for a cup?”

Weaver nods and they troop inside the cottage.

Ceryn runs until it hurts and then stops, dropping to her knees and then onto her side, curled up like a baby. She’s crying again. Will she ever stop? Will she ever get over this hurt? She can feel Archer’s absence and it’s a physical split, a rip, a tear through her heart. 

Maybe she doesn’t want it to stop. Maybe she can wallow in this hurt, this pain. Maybe she can make it worse, make it more, add to it. 

Maybe she will just slit her wrists right here and let the blood and the upset drain from her body.

Someone walks softly towards her; she hopes it’s not Everleigh. She cannot bear to see her face. 

“Hey.”

Ceryn looks up. It’s not Everleigh, it’s her sister, Addyson. 

“Hey.”

“I’m sorry about Archer.”

“Me too.” They are silent and Ceryn cries. 

“What’s your name?”

She sniffs. “Ceryn.”

“That’s pretty.”

“Thanks.”

“What’s up with the mask?”

Ceryn sits up, looks at Addyson and shakes her head. “Why would you ask? No one ever asks.”

“I’m young. Adults are polite. Children aren’t.” 

“You’re a curious one.”

“I am. I’ve been stared at my whole life. People whisper about me. Talk about me. Draw back from me. You can’t see my curse, though.”

“Well, you can see mine.”

“It’s covered though. Show me?”

Ceryn laughs, shaking her head. Why is she even having a conversation with this princess? Why isn’t she far away on her horse, crying over Archer’s death with Weaver?

“I’m not scared of you.”

“You would be if you saw it.”

“Why?”

“You just would. My whole life people have been afraid of me because of it. Hurt me. Ridiculed me. Hated me. You might think you want to see but you would hate it. Hate me for showing you.”

“My whole life – not that I’m as old as you – people have done the same to me. And I have no visible mark to speak of. They hate me because someone else told them to. They are frightened because of stories and rumours. Please.”

Ceryn shakes her head and sits with her knees pulled up to her chest. She ignores Addyson and cries quietly. 

Addyson touches her arm. “Please.”

Ceryn looks at her. Just a little princess with no fear on her face, just curiosity. She reaches up and touches the leather swatch. She closes her eyes. Then she pulls at the ties and slips it off.

Addyson takes care not to gasp. She hasn’t ever seen anyone with a mark like it. It’s like blood has been spilled all over the left side of Ceryn’s face, across her forehead, her cheek, her nose and down her neck. It looks angry and sore. “Does it hurt?” 

Ceryn shakes her head and opens her eyes. 

Addyson reaches out a hand, but Ceryn takes hold of her wrist. “Don’t.”

“Why not?”

“You’ve nothing to prove.”

“I’ve everything to prove. People hate me because of my curse. People hate you because of this...mark.”

“The devil’s mark. That’s what they call it.”

“It’s just colour. Like you’ve been painted.”

Ceryn snorts. “Badly.”

Addyson reaches out and runs her fingers across the mark before Ceryn can stop her. “I’m not scared. I don’t hate it or hate you.”

Ceryn can’t help but sob. She sniffs it back. “Really?” 

Addyson nods. 

“Thank you.”

“Come back to the cottage?”

Ceryn nods and stands up slowly, pulling Addyson up with her. She ties her mask back on and they walk back together in a strange, companionable sort of silence and when they come through the cottage door Everleigh jumps up and offers Ceryn her seat.

“You’re too nice.” She takes the seat though, and the ale that she’s offered. “I can’t kill the King, but I can do something. Let me do something to help your cause, before we head home.”

“There’s no need. I know you need to grieve.”

“Stay tonight,” Della says. “Then go home tomorrow.”

“Thank you. But only if you give me something to do. Weaver and I are handy with swords. Let us help. For Archer.” 

Addyson sits on the floor at Ceryn’s feet, smiling at Della and smiling at Everleigh. “I’ve got an idea...”
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Ceryn
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THE CURSED PRINCESS has a cheeky look on her face and I find myself grinning back at her. When I heard that Archer was dead I was sure I’d never smile again. She’s got to me. Quickly.

So like me, but so different. People might hate her but they’d never hurt her. Never physically attack her. She’s been lucky. And yet I like her. 

She’s got fight in her.

Like me. 

I feel like fighting now. I can’t kill a King, even I’m not that reckless, but I can do something. Hurt someone. 

There’s a stubborn bit of me that wants to storm away again, make them all pay, sulk and whinge for a bit longer, but I can’t do it. I could, but I look at this little group and I don’t want to. I want to be good.

“They could rescue Lanorie.”

“Who’s Lanorie?” Weaver butts in, nodding at me, quietly checking that I’m alright. I was surprised he let the princess come after me, instead of coming himself, but now I am sitting here grinning and I realise why. He knows me best. 

“My handmaiden. She swapped places with Addyson, when she took her food. She rescued her.”

“But now she’s stuck in the tower,” Ginata says. 

“If we swap someone else with her and my brother finds out, he’ll kill them”

“Who guards her?” I ask. My brain, always battle-ready, trying to figure something out.

“A guard at the bottom, outside, and one outside her room.”

“Do you mind if they die?” I don’t mind a bit of blood shed but if this girl will be Queen, maybe she won’t like it. 

Everyone is silent but Everleigh looks up at me. “We tried to do it peacefully, but Millard was expecting it. I can’t see any other way.”

“There’s probably not,” Weaver says. “If she’s locked up and you can’t swap her with anyone, we’ll have to kill them.”

“But Millard told me that if the guard upstairs hears any problem downstairs he will kill Addyson, well, Lanorie.”

I am trying to think this through, my eyes closed. One girl rescued from the tower, on the sly, another one left in her place. A mad King who will kill whoever is in the room if he goes there and it’s not his sister. Two guards. 

What would Archer do? The question comes unbidden. He was my moral compass, both him and Weaver, really. I choke back a sob. Am I grief stricken? Should we go home while we can? Back to our little village, to the people who need our help?

I look around the room: my little friend, cursed like me, marked like me; an older woman who seems motherly to Addyson. The wise woman, Ginata. I like her a bit better now, but not massively. Weaver. And another man, no one has introduced us to, but he looks about our age, handsome and friendly, but quiet. 

And Everleigh. I should want to hurt her, cause her harm, rally against her for getting Archer killed, but I can’t.

I don’t like a lot of women. Or a lot of people. A lot of people don’t like me. But I like this woman and I like her sister.

I think she could be Queen. She has a way about her, something about her that makes me like her, trust her, want to help her.

Is that what Archer saw in her? Why he wanted to help her?

She’s not helpless or damsel in distress-ish, but she is vulnerable somehow. But strong. I wanted to hate her. But I find myself warming to her. I want to be on her team.

We will do something here, something to help, like a legacy to Archer, and then we’ll go home.

And if she gets her crown and her throne, we’ll raise a cup of ale, me and Weaver and remember how we helped her get there.

I speak up. I feel a little bit sick at what I’m about to suggest but I do it anyway. 

“I’ve got an idea. What if I dress up as a handmaiden and take her some food? Once inside I’ll be able to kill or injure the door guard and, on the way out, I’ll be able to kill or injure the outside guard. Lanorie can follow me out. She’s not lame or anything?”

Everleigh is smiling down at me as though I am the most wonderfully clever woman she has ever seen. I think she likes my idea.

“Would you really do that for me? For Lanorie?”

I nod. “Weaver can lurk around outside and step in if I need him to.”

Weaver is nodding along. I know he’ll do what I want him to.

There is one problem though. I reach up to my mask, Weaver puts a hand out to me as though he’d stop me, but I shake my head at him. 

“I’ll need some help, though. To cover this.”

I let my mask fall and close my eyes so I cannot see the looks on the faces of the group that sits and stands gathered around me. Addyson’s hand slips into mine and I give it a squeeze.  

There is silence but I don’t mind that. No one screams or shouts or tries to shoo me out of the door.

I give it a few seconds and then I open my eyes. 

Instead of disgust and fear, I see sympathy and kindness on these faces and I feel glad that Archer came here, glad that we came here too and glad that we can do something to help. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




18


[image: image]


GINATA IS THE FIRST to speak. “I know what they call your mark, but that’s not what it is.” 

Della nods and steps towards Ceryn, leaning down to hug her, enveloping her in the same non-judgemental love she’s been showing to Addyson. “There’s no devils in this world,” Della says, rubbing at the mark like she would smooth it away, happy to show Ceryn that she’s not scared. 

“People fear me.” Ceryn shrugs. 

“We don’t,” Finn says, smiling at her. “I’m Finn, by the way.”

Ceryn smiles at him, blushing a little bit. “You’re not scared? Really?”

Everybody nods. Everleigh pulls Ceryn to her feet and hugs her. “I know you can’t like me. I know what it’s like to love Archer, to lose him, but if you would help me, despite how cross you are with me, that shows who you are in your heart.”

Weaver jumps up and claps Ceryn on the back. “See?” He is grinning like an idiot, pleased for his friend.

Ceryn wipes at her tears, not able to look anyone in the eye. “My heart is angry. Always,” she says to Everleigh. “But I am happy to help. It’s what Archer would have done.”

“What about the mark?” Addyson asks. “Can we cover it?”

Ginata nods. “I think a paste would do it, a chalky, floury paste. It doesn’t have to last long.”

“What if Millard is watching the kitchen, after the last time?”

Finn explains for the benefit of Ceryn and Weaver: “Last night we asked one of the little maids to give the tower guards some ale, laced with a sleeping draught. We wanted to rescue Lanorie. But Millard was watching because the night before that, Everleigh tried to kill him, after drugging his guards with a sleeping draught.”

Ceryn looks at Everleigh, respect and admiration in her eyes. “You tried to kill him?”

“I had a knife to his throat. But he told me that if anyone found him dead, they’d kill Addyson. Of course, he didn’t know that Addyson was out of the tower and Lanorie was in, but I couldn’t let him kill Lanorie either. She’s looked after me since she was seven and I was nine.”

“But he’s on alert. He’s also sent men out trying to find her. He’s desperate to lock her up, or kill her. He cannot stand her being out of his reach, plotting to take his crown.”

“My crown,” Everleigh butts in.

Finn laughs. “Sorry. Her crown.”

Ceryn is nodding, as is Weaver. Their minds already trying to work this out. They love a fight, a battle, a war. “So, the little maids get Lanorie’s food from the kitchen and take it up to her?”

Everyone but Weaver nods.

“So, if the little maids have been in the tower, they know Addyson is gone?”

Everyone but Ceryn nods.

“So, then the cook must know that Addyson is gone and Lanorie has taken her place as well.”

Again, everyone nods. 

“So, if we can get Ceryn into the kitchen, we can get the cook to help us, and then we can send Ceryn into the tower, dressed as a little maid with the food and her sword hidden in her skirts.”

“Easy.” Ceryn sounds as though she means it.

“I can’t be seen with you,” Ginata says. “Now, the King trusts me and thinks I’m on his side. We need that connection.”

“What about Will?” Finn asks. “Will could take Ceryn into the kitchen. Millard’s men are watching him, but if we dress her a little differently before she goes back to the castle, no one will look twice at her.”

“Good idea. I’ll start making a paste, Addyson and Della can help me. Della, have you got flour? Any chalk?” They start talking amongst themselves, pondering the best way to cover Ceryn’s mark. 

Everleigh takes a seat and Ceryn sits next to her. Weaver and Finn wander outside, chatting about hunting and fishing. 

“I’m sorry about the way I spoke to you when I got here. I needed to attack someone.”

“I understand. I was so angry at first, then heart broken, in a fog, you know. I can’t say anything to make it better, I’m sorry.”

“Did you love him very much?”

Everleigh nods, looking directly into Ceryn’s eyes. “He was easy to love. Did he know you loved him?”

“No. I couldn’t tell him. I couldn’t risk the rejection.”

“I feel selfish, but I’m glad. I’m sorry, but if he had known about you, maybe he wouldn’t have had the space in his heart for me.”

“I understand selfish. That’s why I wished you dead. Because you got to love him and have him love you too. You got what I wanted and I couldn’t stand to look at you, but...”

“What?”

“I haven’t had an easy life, with my mark, I’ve had to be hard-faced, hard-hearted. I can feel a real pain that Archer’s dead, but I have spent years hiding my feelings, determined to be strong. I can’t crumble like a little girl. I can’t faint or die. I just have to keep on fighting. Archer loved me as a friend, at least, and that’s one of the things he loved about me. I’m not a soppy girl, I’m a fierce one.”

“You are. I can’t believe you’ve offered to rescue Lanorie. You don’t even know her. That’s so brave.”

“You trying to kill your brother was brave.”

“Or stupid.”

“Not stupid. Brave. I’m starting to see why Archer liked you.”

“I can see why he liked you. You are a bit scary, but you have a good heart. It’s good for my sister to see.”

“I know about her curse. Is it really that bad though? No one can see it...”

“True. And I can’t imagine what your life’s been like, having to hide your face away, your lovely face. But Addyson has a different kind of mark on her. It’s not visible but it’s always there. Everyone knows. I don’t know how she’ll thrive in this Realm, but I love that she’s got a role model like you now.”

“I don’t think I’m a role model, not really.”

“Well you are. I can see the way she looks at you. She’s so impressed. You are what she wishes to be. Bold and bad despite her curse.”

“Bold and bad!”

“You know what I mean. You don’t take any messing off anyone; you can stick up for yourself, defend yourself.”

“True. But I wish I didn’t have to.”

They are both silent and then Addyson comes in, grinning and waving her arm at them. “Look, look at this.” There is a smear of white, chalky paste on her arm, covering the fine hairs and tiny freckles. 

Ceryn grins and touches her mark. She’s excited and follows Addyson into Della’s cottage. 

Everleigh is about to follow her when Finn pulls her back. “Are you alright? She was pretty nasty to you there for a bit.”

“I am. I wasn’t. But I am. I...I know how she feels. We both lost someone we love, and...”

She trails off, feeling strangely awkward talking about the love she had for Archer in front of Finn. He looks as awkward as she feels and suggests they go next door. 

Della has fetched clothes for Ceryn to change in to. They are a little big but better than the boyish clothing she is wearing. Her face is unrecognisable. Without the mask, you can see she is a girl; a pretty one. She has lovely eyes, which don’t look so fierce and her skin is smooth. The paste has been blended in. Up close it is obvious, but the guards are not likely to notice, if she keeps her head down. They will also be able to approach Cook, with Will’s help, without her losing her mind over Ceryn’s face. 

Ceryn gives Everleigh a hug, and then a longer one to Addyson. “Thank you for coming after me.”

“Thank you for coming back.”

“Good luck. And thank you. Lanorie means so much to me. I need her to be safe.”

“She will be.”
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Lanorie
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SO, COOK HAS GONE AND my mind has gone and I am happy to wait for my life to be gone. 

I might sound dramatic but I am waiting for my death, so I think it’s fair enough.

I think Everleigh has forgotten me. I have slept here two nights now and I am done.

The spider is my only friend. 

Tears silently slip from my eyes and I don’t even bother to wipe them away. 

I did eat my breakfast but only because Cook had sent up my favourite. I didn’t want to be rude. 

I lie on my back on the hard bed and watch the spider. 

The tears drip down my face and pool into my ears tickling them.  

I don’t even wipe them away.
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THE WALK BACK TO THE castle is far more pleasant for all three of them than the walk down. It took a while for Ginata to convince Everleigh to stay at the cottage, but she listened eventually, with the promise that Lanorie would be with her by nightfall. Sooner. 

Ceryn and Weaver are armed, but they don’t look like they are. Ginata keeps sneaking looks at Ceryn; without her mask and dressed like a girl, even with her short hair, she looks completely different; free and happy.  

Weaver looks happy too; he strides along, filled with purpose. 

When they reach the castle, Ginata explains where to find Will. If he’s not in his room, they should listen for a laughing crowd, or ask one of the pages. If anyone asks they are friends of Halfreda’s, and are grieving after finding out about her death. Though the castle is often full of strangers, Ginata knows that Millard is on high alert. 

Ginata leaves them and goes to her rooms to wait. Whatever happens next, Millard will be alerted very quickly. If Ceryn and Weaver rescue Lanorie and injure or kill a few guards at the same time, she will know about it. If they fail and get caught, she will know about it. The only absolute is that in the next hour or so Millard is going to be furious about something. And she knows, just in this short time of knowing him, that he likes other people to share in his misery. She will find something to do in her rooms so when he comes he will find her innocent and unaware.

***
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WILL IS SKIPPING THROUGH the grounds, trying to shake off the guard who is still watching him when he spots Ceryn and Weaver heading towards him. He grins at them and somersaults towards them. 

“Impressive.”  Ceryn’s voice is laced with warmth despite the sarcastic comment. 

“I am impressive,” he says with a laugh. “You look different.” 

“I took my mask off.”

“That was brave.”

“You think?”

Will nods, steps closer to her and inspects her face and the white paste. “Do you ever take it off?”

“Not in public, no.”

“Very brave then.”

Ceryn grins and Weaver laughs, patting her on the back. “Can we talk about how brave she is later? We’ve got a rescue to carry out.”

“A rescue?”

“Yup. We are going to send Ceryn into the tower and rescue Lanorie.” 

Will hoots and somersaults again. “Woo-hoo. Thank you.”

“You like her?”

“I love her. But she doesn’t like me. Not like that.”

“I know how that feels. I was in love with Archer. Quietly.”

Will smiles. “We’re losers in love, then, both of us.”

“We’ll have to be losers together. Maybe after we rescue her, she’ll realise how much she’s missed you?”

“Maybe. So, what’s the plan?”

“We need to get Ceryn into the kitchen, we figure the castle cook must know that Lanorie is locked up instead of Addyson. We’ll enlist her help, send Ceryn up the tower.”

“It’s probably best if I attack the guard upstairs and you get the one downstairs.”

Weaver nods. “I’ll try to disarm him, knock him out maybe. I’d rather not kill them...”

“But we can if we need to...”

“Excuse her, she’s pretty blood thirsty.”

Will stares at her, her face free of the mask, her eyes sparkling instead of being cloudy with anger, a grin tugging at the corners of her mouth. “I kind of like it.”

Ceryn smiles at him, a blush colouring her cheeks. “Let’s go.”

Cook is busy icing a cake when they slip into the kitchen. Will gives her a tap on the shoulder. “Cook. We want to rescue Lanorie.”

“Oh, thank the gods. I thought she would be in there forever. Who are these two?”

Will introduces them. “We need to send Ceryn up to the tower with food. How long till her meal usually goes up?”

“Just about a half hour. What’s on her face?”

Ceryn steps closer, holding out her cheek for inspection. “I have a mark. It’s nothing to do with the devil.”

“Course it’s bloody not. What nonsense. Are people scared of you?”

“Usually.”

“Poor thing. Well, I’m not and I’ll be happy to help you. That poor girl is falling apart in there by herself.”

“Thanks Cook.”

“As if I wouldn’t have helped. You’ll need to keep your head down though; we need to make sure the guard doesn’t notice your face.”

“I know. Thank you for not being frightened.”

Cook snorts. “There’s some nasty people in this world, happy to blame others for their own evil, I’m not one of those. That mark is nothing to do with the devil or anyone else. Ridiculous. Now what have I got for you three...” She moves around the kitchen finding little scraps of deliciousness for them: little cakes, nutty bread, pastries, tarts. By the time they are ready for Ceryn to head to the tower, disguised as a little maid, they are all stuffed.

“Are you nervous?” Will asks them both. “Our rescue plans haven’t worked so far.”

“I’m not nervous at all,” Weaver says, checking his sword is ready at his side, hidden but there.

“I love a good fight.” Ceryn’s eyes are gleaming and Will knows she’s telling the truth. She’s got spirit, this one.

“Ready?” Cook hands Ceryn the tray and Will can see her hands aren’t shaking at all. Weaver kisses her forehead. “Be safe.”

She walks alone to the tower, head down, tray steady.

Will stays in the kitchen with Cook, but Weaver makes his way slowly across the courtyard. 

The guard barely glances at Ceryn but knocks on the tower door before unlocking it. He moves so she can walk past. 

She walks up the stairs, breathing steady, hands steady, imagining how this will go down. What she’ll say, what she’ll do. If this handmaiden is even worth all of this trouble. She supposes if Everleigh likes her, that’s enough. It’s what Archer would have done, and that is her new benchmark, her gauge of what’s right or wrong. 

The second guard is as conscientious as the first, namely not at all. He unlocks the prisoner’s door without looking up and Ceryn slips inside the door. She puts the tray down and looks the girl up and down. She’s pretty plain looking. Thin and miserable looking, actually, but that could be because of where she is. “I’m Ceryn. A friend of Archer’s. I’m here to get you out.”

Lanorie rushes towards her and wraps her arms around her, shaking and crying, whispering: “Thank you. Thank you. Thank you. Really?”

Ceryn stands stock still not returning the hug; she doesn’t like strangers touching her. In fact, they never do. 

Lanorie pulls back. “Ooh, what’s wrong with your face?”

Ceryn grimaces, thinking how charmless this girl is. Why Will is in love with her, she can’t imagine. He seems such a lovely chap. 

“They call it the devil’s mark.”

Lanorie shrinks back and Ceryn loses her temper. “Listen, girl, everyone is worried about you, for some reason. Everleigh can’t wait for you to be safe, for some reason. I’m your only hope. If you think I’m too scary and I might eat you while you’re looking the other way, I’m happy to leave you here.”

Lanorie shakes her head. “I’m sorry. I’ve just never seen anything like it before.”

“Forget about it. Are you ready?”

“I think so. I’m scared.”

“Well, don’t be. I’ll sort out the guard, you just run.”

“Where do I go?”

“Just out. I’m here with my friend Weaver. We’ll take you somewhere safe. Ready?”

Lanorie shakes her head, but Ceryn knocks on the door anyway. The second the guard swings it open, she leaps forward, lifting her arm up and smashing his nose. He screams and reaches for his sword, quick in spite of the shock attack, but she’s quicker than he is, ready for a fight. She slashes his sword arm, just a surface wound but enough to make him shriek and drop his sword. In all fairness, none of Millard’s guards are used to real fighting and he would never have been expecting a little kitchen maid to start slashing around with a sword. 

She pushes Lanorie past him and tells her to run. 

The guard closes his eyes and she grins. She hasn’t hurt him very much, but he has obviously decided that it’s not worth his life to keep fighting. 

She barrels down the stairs, catching up with Lanorie. Outside of the door, the other guard is flat on his back an egg-shaped bump on his forehead, but no blood shed. Weaver is standing there grinning, bouncing on his feet. “Let’s go.”

Lanorie stands stock still, but they each grab an arm and start running.
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Ginata
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I HAVE PACED MY ROOM until I fear I will wear a groove into the floor. I cannot stay here. I am just waiting for Millard. Either furious that Everleigh’s managed to get one over on him or gleeful that she’s failed somehow. I cannot bear either of those men tonight and so after checking I am not being followed I flee to the cottages. 

Everyone there is as anxious as I am, but there is something good in sharing those anxieties together. Upsets are always worse when we are alone, after all. 

Della is fussing over us all, but mostly Addyson. Finn is pacing. Everleigh is sitting with her knees drawn up, watching the door obsessively. I bite my nails – a new habit, a grubby one. We all have our ways of dealing with stress. 

I feel good about this rescue attempt, though. Ceryn is an angry young woman, but a fighter through and through. Weaver is one of the easiest going souls I’ve ever encountered but I can tell he’s a fighter too. I think they’ll do it. 

We hear Lanorie before we see her; loud protests that her feet hurt, her arms hurt from them pulling her, she’s too tired to go one more step, she’s too hungry to move. 

Everleigh jumps up, laughing with delight at the grumpy moaning from her handmaiden. She opens the door and runs along the path, catching Lanorie as she collapses into her arms, both crying. “Oh, Everleigh. Thank you, thank you, thank you.”

I find myself wiping a little tear away too. It feels better with all of us being safe. Though I know the fury this will awaken in our new King. I’m not looking forward to seeing him later.

“Thank them. Not me.”

Lanorie doesn’t move from Everleigh’s side though, her tears soaking her dress. Ceryn rolls her eyes and strides over to Addyson, ruffling her hair. Weaver collapses onto the grass, a groan rushing out of him. 

“Was it awful?” Addyson asks them both.

“The worst bit,” Ceryn says, gesturing at Lanorie, “was getting this moany lump away from the castle before Millard’s hounds came looking for us.”

I cannot help the burst of laughter that rushes out of my mouth and I laugh harder when Lanorie shoots me a furious look, a look full of anger and then a split second later pitiful misery. She is crying again, and I stifle my laugh when Everleigh looks at me, a reproachful look on her lovely face. She knows this girl’s flaws well enough but loves her regardless. 

I feel almost lightheaded; the fear that Millard would find Addyson gone and take my life because of my part in it, is over. While Lanorie was locked away I knew that Millard could find his sister missing any second and I would get the blame and the punishment. Now Lanorie is safe, so are we all, to an extent. 

The silliness spreads through me and I scoop Lanorie into a big cuddle, kissing her hair and then making a face at the smell of her. 

“A clean up?” Della asks, ever the mother. 

I nod and am laughing again. Everleigh taps my arm. “Are you quite alright?”

I sober up as Della tucks her arm around Lanorie and takes her through to her cottage with Addyson tagging along behind them. Della will heat up some water and clean her up, dress her in clean clothes; she is wearing Addyson’s beautiful dress now and it’s scruffy and dirty. Her hair needs washing and brushing out; it’s full of knots.

“I’m good. I just don’t think I realised how scared I’ve been of your brother finding Addyson missing and killing me. I think it just hit me.” 

Everleigh nods and I think about Saturday. Making her Queen, betraying my King; a sudden and unbidden jolt of guilt hits me and I shake my head, literally shaking it off. I am happy and ready to do it, and I’m not doing anything wrong, not really. Only a few more days of pretending that I admire and serve him and then we’ll all be free.

I smile as I think about how giddy I’ll feel then. How much lighter we will all feel when this is over. 

Ceryn and Weaver give us a rundown of the great rescue, and it hits me again how furious Millard will be when I see him later. 

I decide to stay here as long as I can, enjoying the talking, the laughing, the moaning – off Lanorie – and the camaraderie of it all. I will put off meeting my King for as long as I can. 
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GINATA EVENTUALLY LEAVES the warm friendliness of her cottage and heads back to the castle. She is nervous and walks slowly, wondering how Millard will be, will he be sad and hard done by or will he be icily furious or maybe unhinged, axe swinging?

She has no way of knowing and the closer she gets to the castle, her current home, the bigger her urge is to run away. Why did she have to get caught up in all this drama? Damn Macsen, Everleigh’s dead brother. He was the one who got her roped into this when he came to her door looking for a death draught. 

She keeps her head down as she walks to her rooms. Maybe she will have some peace, maybe she won’t see Millard until later, at supper. Maybe he doesn’t even know yet. 

Turning the handle and pushing her door open, she feels her knees buckle and the blood drain from her face; Millard is standing there and she can feel the icy fury from across the room. She steadies her legs, hidden under her long skirt, and smiles widely at him before bowing low. She closes her eyes and in that brief second instils calmness into her mind. 

“My King.” She is pleased not to hear even a slight tremble to her words. 

“Addyson’s gone.” His voice is harsh, but not accusing, which can only be a good thing. 

“Gone where?” Feigning innocence is the only answer. 

“My two guards were attacked and left for dead. She’s gone.” 

Ginata closes her eyes. “She is alive,” she says, trying to sound mystical.

“I don’t care if she’s alive or dead. I just need to know where she is and who took her. Who helped her? Who helped my sister. Who is in cahoots with her?” 

She shrugs and makes her face show concern and finds that she feels a tiny bit sorry for him. In his head, he’s a good King, who only killed his brother to stop himself being killed, only killed Halfreda because she defended his sister, only killed Archer because he fought him. In his head, he is hard done by and she can see all that from the expression on his face; he doesn’t hide his emotions very well. A little bit of her wants to pat his cheek, tell him it will all be fine, if only everyone would stop being so mean to him. 

“My King, if I knew, I would absolutely help you. You know I would.”

“No one is helping me. Wolf is useless; he has searched the castle and beyond but cannot find her. Brett has been gone all morning. Everleigh’s handmaiden’s still missing as well. I am watching the stupid fool but all he does is prance around the castle looking like a bigger idiot than he is. You are no help. You see nothing. You know nothing. And now Addyson is gone. I am King. Why won’t anybody help me!”

“My King, I would if I could. I promise.”

She keeps her face contrite, focussing on his eyes, full of unshed tears, a tremble to his full lips. 

He slams his hand on the table and she flinches, and then turns away from him when she hears high-pitched screaming from the corridor. 

Wolf is marching ahead of Cook, who is being man-handled by two of Millard’s men. She is crying and struggling to get their hands off her. “Please, please, please.” Her voice is pitiful as she pleads with her new King, who has a nasty smile playing on his lips. 

Ginata roots her feet to the floor but comments, as sarcastically as she dares: “That’s a lot of force for one old lady.”

“True, too true, my wise woman.” Millard’s voice is dripping with sarcasm; he has no need to hide his true feelings, really; as King, he can say and do as he pleases. “But this old woman is a deceitful bint who has been helping my sister.”

“What?” Ginata’s voice is full of shock, but then she realises their mistake; they disguised Ceryn as a handmaiden and she took food up for ‘Addyson’ and so Millard knows that Cook was in on the escape plan. Nothing would get out of her kitchen without her having full knowledge. 

And it was Will who took Ceryn and Weaver to the kitchen. And as she looks at Cook, Ginata can see that it won’t take too much for the poor old woman to spill her secrets; she looks ready to faint or have a heart attack. Ginata’s eyes fill with tears but she cannot show sympathy for her no matter how much she feels it.  

The two guards roughly let go of Cook; pushing her towards Millard. He scoffs at her tears. “Cook. I cannot understand why you, who have known me since I was a babe in arms, would do this to me.”

“Please. I have done nothing. Nothing.”

“You liar.” He steps towards her and raises his arm to hit her.

“My King.” Ginata cannot hold her tongue but bows her head to show respect to this crazy man. “She is old. You don’t have to hit her to get her to speak. She will speak.”

Ginata knows there is no way to save Will now. Cook will speak his name to save her own skin. No one would expect anything more from her. She isn’t one of them; she isn’t part of the group of individuals who have decided to help Everleigh. But she has helped and Ginata wishes she could help her, save her this indignity, despite not knowing her at all.

Millard nods, but steps closer to Cook. “I won’t hurt you. But I am so disappointed in you. Who took Addyson from the tower?” 

Ginata closes her eyes, the swooping in her stomach making bile rise in her throat. 

Of course, Cook knows that it’s Lanorie who was rescued today and not Addyson. If she says so, it will not only drop Will into trouble; it will drop Ginata in it too. She has visited the tower and spoken to Lanorie and not Addyson, and told the King lies. 

Ginata holds her breath. 

“My King.” Cook’s voice is strong and clear sounding. She doesn’t sound like her life is in peril and Ginata finds herself impressed with her mettle, even while worrying what will be said and done here. “I have always loved and looked after you. A little maid came to the kitchen and she was a new face. I asked her where she came from and she said she was a new maid appointed by the King. Appointed by you. I had no reason to question her further. I asked if she was busy attending to you or if she could go up to the tower. She seemed pleased at my suggestion, but I didn’t feel suspicious at the timing of her coming to my kitchen. I had no reason to. I sent her up to see Addyson with a tray of food and the next thing I know, your guards and Wolf here were dragging me away from my cooking. I honestly serve only you. And your mother and father before you.” Cook drops to her knees and Millard pulls her to her feet, a contrite look on his face now. 

“Ah Cook, I am heart sorry. What have I done to you? I am so full of upset and suspicions I see snakes everywhere I look.”

Ginata wants to breathe a sigh of relief but knows better. This man who has changed his tune so suddenly could very well change it back again. She watches with interest, beyond impressed with, and grateful to, Cook for keeping her head and keeping her mouth closed.

Cook pats Millard on the head, a loving gesture despite what has just happened to her, and Ginata allows herself a smile. This woman is far shrewder than any of them would have thought. 

“Forgive me?” 

Cook nods her assent and Millard turns to Ginata. “Please take Cook back to the kitchen. I’ll see you at supper and we will make a plan. I need to get both of my sisters back and I need help. Wise woman.”

Ginata recognises her dismissal and feels a little bit aggrieved; she could offer help and advice here, help to cheer him up, but no, she is dismissed. She takes Cook’s arm. She makes sure not to rush away or run – which is what her instincts are telling her to do – and takes them both to safety.

For now.
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Ceryn
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I AM FEELING A FEELING that I have never felt before. I don’t like dwelling on feelings or talking about them, but it’s niggling at me.  

I’m sitting in Della’s cottage in front of the fire, chewing on a twig – Weaver hates it when I do it, reckons I look like a bloody beaver or a squirrel or something, but I like it. It gives me something to do. And without my mask on it helps cover my face a bit. The paste has been washed off and my mark is there for anyone to see it. Not that there are many of us, only six. Ginata’s gone back to the castle. And I have to admit I like her more and more. I like all of them more and more and I think that’s what this feeling is.

Friendship. Contentment. Peace. Self-acceptance.  

Yesterday when I found out that Archer had died I thought I would never smile again; that me and Weaver would ride home and grieve for him, talk about him, laugh about him, and maybe carry on with what we’ve always done, but then drift apart, because being together would remind us of him. 

But we didn’t ride home. We stayed here. We helped. And now I find myself wanting to stay longer. 

Everleigh’s just told us the story of when she made the river rise and Finn’s told us about when she made it rain and then threw a rock off course.

“Show us something,” I say, spitting a bit of chewed up twig into my hand. Della’s trying not to look disgusted and smiles as she points at the fire. I throw it in, though it’s too damp to burn straight away. I chew some more, watching this Kingmaker, this princess who will be Queen. Will I bow to her?

I think I will.

Yesterday I wanted to hurt her; to kill her.

Today I want to fight for her. 

Funny how things change. I spit more wood into my hand and throw it on the fire. “Come on.”

Everleigh smiles at my words but shakes her head. “I’m not very good. I’m just learning.”

“Well learn some more,” I say.

I cannot believe I am speaking up, having my say, with all these people and my mask off and no one is scared or disgusted or ill with it. 

She nods slightly and looks around the room. Her gaze rests on the fire and I see her lips move. I can’t hear her whisper and my eyes flip between her and the fire and then I see it.

The flames are growing higher, and then they are burning blue, and then they are spitting and Weaver shouts out, shuffling back out of the way. She calls the fire down and it obeys her. 

I look around the room and we are all suitably impressed. “Do more! Do more!” I am like a child at a street show. Well, I think I am – I never went to any of them. If I had they might have tried to recruit me, freak that I am. 

I shake my head at my silent words to myself. I am not a freak here today. I am amongst friends. New friends and old. I reach for Weaver’s hand. 

The girl we rescued is a bit dim, a bit wishy washy but I can see that Everleigh likes her. I cannot see why Will is in love with her, but then what do I know about love?

Everleigh has stood up and we are all watching her. 

“I’ll throw you this twig,” I say, remembering what Finn said about her moving the stone with her mind. 

She nods, and I fling it at her, hard. I don’t want to make it too easy for her. 

She watches it intently and then flicks her head to one side ever so slightly, then as the twig goes off course she turns her head the other way and my jaw drops. It really does, because the twig flips in mid-air and then with another shake of her head it is flying back towards me and I have to duck my head, so it doesn’t poke me in the eye. 

Everyone laughs and I join in. Normally something like that would have narked me right off and I would have hit her or something, but she is smiling at me so sweetly that I cannot be cross.

“Alright. Enough showing off,” I say but my tone is light, and no one looks twice at me. Everleigh laughs and comes over to me, giving me a tight squeeze. 

Later, when Weaver goes out for fresh air I follow him and slip my arms around his waist. I love hugging him, not that I’d tell him that, though.

He hugs me back. “What do you think about staying for a bit?” He asks what I was going to ask and I love him for asking it instead of me. Saving me from feeling weak or foolish.

“Could do,” I say and I hug him harder. He laughs and I punch him.

Some things never change. 
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GINATA FINDS HERSELF next to Wolf, waiting to go into supper. Millard is taking his time, a queue of people shaking his hand and bowing low to him and asking for favours as they make their way along, which he just loves. 

“Hope you’re proud of yourself.” She whispers the words so no one can hear her.

He looks down at her, a frown on his grisly face. “What?”

“The way you treated Cook.”

“I just do as I’m told, me.”

“Would you ever say no to him?”

He shakes his head then, his expression hard.

“What about his brother. Didn’t you work for him first?”

“Only because Millard told me to.”

Ginata shakes her head and frowns at him. “You make me sick.”

Wolf looks down at his feet but doesn’t answer. What could he say? He works for the King and will do as he’s told, whatever he’s told, however awful it is. If Millard had told him to kill Cook there and then, he would have. He’s already killed Molly. 

“You work for him too.” Defending himself.

Ginata shrugs.

“And if he tells you to do something you better.”

“I would, of course I would.” She lies easily. 

“People always do as they’re told. By whoever has the power. Or by whoever they love.”

Ginata looks at him sharply, surprised by something so profound coming out of his mouth. 

Eventually they take their seats; Wolf one side of his King, Ginata the other. There is no one else to join them. 

Even though he is smiling so that his people can see how affable and easy going he is, Millard is still furious about his sister being taken from the tower. 

“Who. Is. Helping. Her?” His words are stark and angry and Ginata is wishing herself back in her cottage. 

Neither she nor Wolf volunteer an answer. 

“Please help me. I am King and yet one of my subjects is betraying me. Maybe more than one. Someone is being traitorous to me. It’s just not fair.”

Ginata hides her smile by taking a bite of bread. He swings from mood to mood like a spider on the thread of his own web. First, he is furious, then he is hurt; baffled by how unkind life is being to him, then he is murderous again, in the space of minutes. Who could please this man? This King?

“My King,” Wolf says, wiping the sweat off his brow. “I have searched the castle and the grounds and beyond. I cannot find her anywhere.”

“So tomorrow you will start sweeping the villages. She must be somewhere. And now Addyson is with her. And whoever is helping them must die.”

Ginata swallows thickly. The tension is too much for her. If she is found out, she will die. The knowledge of that is making her insides loosen, her hands sweat.

“Take this,” Millard says, passing her a drink. “You look thirsty.”

“I am.” Ginata downs the drink in one go, glad to have something to do. 

“What about,” Wolf says, brow crumpled, thinking making his head hurt. “Instead of looking for her in all the villages, we draw her out?”

Ginata rolls her eyes; now Wolf decides to become a tactical genius. It’s a really good idea, but Ginata doesn’t want Everleigh lured out of hiding. 

“With Addyson gone, there’s nothing to tempt her out of hiding with,” Ginata says, a sorrowful look on her face. “It would have been a good idea, if we still had her.”

Millard is nodding his head. “Wolf. You are brilliant. Lure her out of hiding. She’s somewhere in the Realm, we just need to get her in to the open.”

“But how?” Ginata’s tries to convey the hopelessness of the situation in her tone, but Millard is beaming, and she is struck again by how handsome he is, when he’s not killing people.

“We don’t have Addyson anymore, but we do have someone she cares about.”  

A sick feeling bubbles in Ginata’s stomach, mixing with the stress she is already feeling. She knows what’s coming and she knows it will work and she knows it’s the worst thing that could happen. Damn Wolf. And damn Millard. 

Millard grins at Wolf. “Bring me the fool.”
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Lanorie
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I AM FREE. I AM FREE. I am free.

And I have decided to never be brave again. 

I will keep my head down. I will do as I’m told and I will serve my Queen.

I have changed from Addyson’s dress into one of Della’s. I am clean and my hair is brushed. I don’t feel like rats and spiders are running over my skin anymore. 

But I don’t feel completely happy. I don’t like this marked girl – Ceryn – who rescued me. Not one bit. Her friend is handsome and very kind but she is nasty looking and mean.

She might have saved me from the tower and death but she isn’t very friendly. 

And everyone is acting like they don’t care about that thing on her face, but they do. They must. It’s scary. She looks like she’s been burned or something. It’s so red and angry looking. She washed all the paste off and it’s so bright. So horrible looking. I reckon it’s catching, so I make sure not to touch anything she’s touched or sit anywhere near her. 

Everleigh keeps smiling at me and patting me, like she can’t believe I’m alive. I know what she means. I thought I was dead for sure.

But her and Addyson are so happy to see me and so grateful that I helped them, I feel all warm inside. 

Once Della has fed us all and Everleigh has done some magic tricks – which I saw her do ages before anyone else – we all decide it’s time for bed. 

Ceryn is going to sleep in Ginata’s cottage with Addyson and Everleigh and me, but Della, Finn and Weaver are going to sleep next door.

I don’t want to sleep anywhere near Ceryn but I won’t leave Everleigh either. I know her better than any of these, maybe even better than Addyson. I spend the most time with her. But I can’t even pretend to be nice to Ceryn.

I keep looking at her and she catches me, and I look away because I can’t even smile at her. I don’t know who she thinks she is.

Everleigh is talking with her and laughing so I interrupt, making sure not to stand too close to Ceryn, or the nasty stain on her face. 

“I’m going to go for a walk,” I say, hoping Everleigh will stop me, make a fuss of me.

“Really? It’s getting dark.”

“I’ve been locked up for days. I need fresh air.”

“I think you should stay here,” Ceryn says, trying to look concerned about me, though I’m sure she’s not. “It might not be safe out.”

“No one’s looking for me. Only her and Addyson.” 

“True...” Everleigh smiles at me.

“Still.” Ceryn folds her arms, staring at me. 

“I think I’ll be fine. I’ll just take a walk for five minutes. Enjoy not being locked up, you know.”

“Let me come with you.” This marked girl is a nag.

I’d love Everleigh to come with me instead and leave Ceryn, but I reckon she’d just follow along to annoy me, so I shake my head. “I won’t be long.” 

Everleigh says, “Just be careful, stay close to the cottage.”

As I walk out of the door they are laughing about something and I decide I’ll be longer than five minutes. Make them worry about me. 

They seem to have forgotten that I’ve been locked up and all alone for days. 

It is nice to be outside. I wish I could go to the castle and see Cook but I’m not that stupid. I’m sure no one is looking for me or even remembers me what with Everleigh missing but I won’t go to the madman’s castle.

The river will be nice though. It will take me ages to get there and back and then they’ll all be worrying about me. 

Good. 

I sit by the river and think maybe I am being a bit silly. Everleigh is so happy I’m free I shouldn’t try to spoil it. And that marked girl will leave soon and then we can go back to being like we were before. 

I head back along the path and see one of the King’s men riding along. I keep my head down; sure he won’t look at me. I don’t look like I work at the castle in Della’s clothes. 

“You!”

I turn away and walk faster but he gallops to my side, jumps off his horse. “I know you.” 

“No,” I say wishing I was still at the cottage, even with that horrible woman there. 

“You’re the Kingmaker’s maid. The King is looking for you.”

“No.” I say it again, hoping he’ll listen, but he doesn’t. 

He lifts me off my feet and even as I struggle he throws me over the horse so I’m facing the floor with my backside in the air. He sits behind me and once he’s holding the reins I can’t move much at all, and tears are stinging my eyes but I manage to kick off one of my shoes. 

Maybe Everleigh will see it and realise something’s wrong.  

As he rides away from the river and takes me back to the castle I’m crying.

What have I done now? 
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“I’M WORRIED ABOUT HER; she’s been gone ages.” 

“She’s probably just sulking,” Addyson says, going to Della’s side; she spends a lot of time by Della’s side and she’s blooming with the love and attention of a mother figure. It means Everleigh can be a sister again.  

“Do you think?” Everleigh is biting her lip. “We’ve only just got her back.”

“She loves a sulk,” Addyson says.

Ceryn shakes her head. “She’s a pest, but we’ll go and look for her. I’ll go and fetch the boys and see you in a bit.” 

“Don’t be too cross with her.”

“I won’t.” Ceryn grins at Everleigh but she’s got a nasty glint in her eye; she’s gone before Everleigh can say any more and Everleigh sinks into the chair, groaning. 

“She’s sure to be fine.” Della rubs Everleigh’s arm and then pours her a drink. 

“I’ve got a bad feeling. I told her to be careful.” Everleigh cries and Della moves to her side, pats her shoulder. Everleigh looks up at her. “Why can’t everything be simple? And everyone be safe?”

“Ah lovely. It doesn’t seem like it, but if life were simple it would be boring. Trouble and strife are what make us stronger. Lanorie will be just fine, probably got caught up in her freedom, or fell asleep with nothing to worry about any more.”

“I hope so.”

“I’m sure so.”

***
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WILL IS PULLED FROM the floor, where he was showing off a head stand, and dragged to the great hall, by two guards and Wolf, grinning, but silent. Will knows this isn’t a good sign. Millard is obviously cross again – maybe ready to question him about where Everleigh is again. Well, Millard can ask, and he won’t say, same as last time. 

As they approach the doors, the guards let go of him, and allow him to straighten his clothes. “No funny business, fool,” Wolf says and the guards laugh. 

Will isn’t as foolish as everyone believes. He walks quietly to the dais and bows low to Millard, whose smile is icy. 

“Will. I have to apologise for what’s about to happen, but I need to find my sister and I-”

“My King, I don’t know where she is.”

“I believe you. I really do. But I know how much Everleigh loves you. You’ve been her friend all her life. If you’re in trouble, then she’ll come.”

“But I’m not-” The truth dawns on Will simply because he isn’t a fool. “I am in trouble?”

Millard smiles at him, nodding his head slowly, a strange glint in his eye. 

Will lowers his head; bows low. “My King. I have loved Everleigh all her life and you are right, if I am in trouble, she’ll come. I understand.” 

Ginata works hard at keeping her face a mask. She cannot allow Millard to see that her heart is breaking. Everleigh will come out of hiding to help Will and Millard will lock her up or kill her. But she cannot think of anything to say or do to alter what’s about to happen. 

“Let me go!” The voice is recognisable to both Will and Ginata who look towards the heavy doors of the great hall. 

Lanorie.

Millard looks over at the furore and gets to his feet, a nervous look on his face. He sees three of his men holding on to a screaming, fighting, shouting woman and shakes his head for them to move away from the great hall and the crowds of people and out to the corridor again. 

They follow his silent orders and he nods and smiles at his fellow diners as he threads through the tables to see what’s going on. He nods for the men holding Will to come with him. Wolf and Ginata follow without being asked and Will tags along too. 

Millard’s face is etched in fury as he stares at his guards. “Why would you bring this screaming, shouting bint into the great hall? With all my subjects there? With every eye on me?”

The men bow their heads and don’t even try to give excuses. 

“Who is she?”

By now Lanorie has been stood back on her feet, a guard holding on to each elbow and one behind her. She’s no longer screaming or struggling; instead she is crying and wailing. 

Ginata stands next to Millard; she wants Lanorie to see her face when she finally stops performing; to see the silent warning she’s trying to give, if she ever stops performing.

She knows what this girl is like, how her mouth runs away with her, the problems she has already caused for Everleigh. She sneaks a glance at Will and can read on his face that he has the same fears. If Lanorie mentions that she has been in the tower, then they are both dead. 

“This is Everleigh’s handmaiden,” one of the guards speaks up, though his voice is trembling. “We thought you’d want to see her straight away.”

“I would.” Millard’s face has changed again, his moods always changing, too fast to keep up with. “I just wish you hadn’t brought her into the great hall.”

He steps towards her and Lanorie’s legs are shaking as he puts a finger under her chin and gently lifts her face to meet his. 

“What’s your name?” His voice is soft and deep, dangerous. “I do recognise you...”

Lanorie looks at him, this handsome prince that she has been half in love with all her life and chokes out another sob. “Please don’t kill me. My prince. My King.”

She bows her head low, tears dripping onto the stone floor and Ginata and Will exchange looks. Will has been in love with Lanorie as long as she has been in love with Millard, as long as they have both been in Everleigh’s life. But he’s watching her now, a look of abject fear on his face. Ginata is just about managing to mask her feelings in case Millard turns to her, but her insides are a mass of liquid snakes. 

What is this foolish girl about to say or do and what can she or Will do to salvage things?

Millard touches Lanorie again; this time a palm against her wet cheek. She lifts her eyes up to meet his, keeping her head bowed low. She is trembling. 

“What’s your name?” His voice is lower, laced with danger and both Ginata and Will take a step closer to Lanorie. “Stand up properly. Look at me.”

Lanorie does as she’s told, tears, snot and dribble trailing over her face and clothes. Despite having been in the tower, she made a choice to be there and was never in immediate danger. This is different; she knows this, she can feel the tension and the threat. She looks at Ginata who widens her eyes and slowly shakes her head.

“My name is Lanorie.”

“And you look after my sister?”

Lanorie nods. 

“And you know where she is?”

Lanorie nods and Ginata and Will both close their eyes. Neither one of them can step in here to stop her talking without implicating themselves. If they implicate themselves Millard will kill them and then they will be even less use to Everleigh than they already are. 

“And you’ll tell me?”

Lanorie nods again, her eyes locked on Millard’s refusing to look at either Ginata or Will, knowing what she will see in their faces and wanting no part of it. She has been captured and now she has to do what she has to do. 
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MY HEART HURTS. SHE is going to tell Millard where Everleigh is and then it will all be over. Our Queen will be dead and our King will rule without opposition and then what?

If I had a weapon, I would kill her myself. And that is so unlike me that I understand why my heart hurts. I stay silent and I keep my face impassive but I am crying inside. 

Why wasn’t she safely inside with Everleigh? How have they managed to capture her and still not know where Everleigh is? 

I close my eyes and concentrate. Since Halfreda’s death my visions and inklings and feelings have been all over the place. I know no more than any other person around me and I don’t like that lack of intuition, that loss of insight. I feel empty except for the inner turmoil I have felt since the coronation, moving into the dead King’s bedroom and living on a knife edge with the new King and I know that is why my natural gift is muted.  

Looking at Lanorie I try to see past the slightly too big clothes, the dull blonde hair, the plain but pleasant face. I try to see her heart, what she’s thinking. 

I know she loves Everleigh; there’s no doubt about that. And she’s loyal to her, despite her big mouth. She’s simple and yet brave. The way she switched places with Addyson was something none of us would have imagined of her. 

So, she has hidden depths...and yet the young boy she fell in love with just last week had her spilling her own secrets and other people’s. She cannot be trusted because she doesn’t see the big picture. She wants to be happy, now. She wants to be safe, now. She wants to be kissed now, or fed now, or whatever now. She’s like a puppy. She doesn’t understand that getting Everleigh to the throne isn’t as simple as wanting it or hoping for it; we all have to work together.

And yet she’s done it once. She freed Addyson.

But now she has the King’s guard’s hands on her, the King looking at her with soft but insane eyes. She blushes as she looks at him, through her tears. 

He is handsome. More than handsome. Tall, dark haired, dark eyed, gorgeous. Powerful. I can see why she thinks what she thinks. Although he is changeable and frightening, he is also powerful, good looking...he’s the King. The most important man in the Realm.

I can see Will looking at Lanorie, his eyes pleading with the girl he loves to keep quiet. But like me, he cannot speak up. If either of us says anything, if she says too much, more than Everleigh’s head will roll. We will all be dead. 

“Where have you been, you and my sister?”

His voice is so pleasant, this dangerous King, chatting happily with his sister’s handmaiden, lulling her into a false sense of security with every word. Like Will is, I know, I am silently pleading with her, to please keep our secrets. 

“We’ve been hiding.” 

She hasn’t mentioned the tower yet and I feel ridiculously grateful but hateful at the same time. She will have to give Everleigh up. Or die.

What a choice.

What would I do? I told Will I wouldn’t die for Everleigh. Does that still stand? I cannot think straight. With Lanorie in front of me, flanked by guards and looking pathetically sad, and Will, Millard, Wolf and I forming a semi-circle around her I feel like we are all too close to the truth coming out. One misstep, one word out of line and we could die. 

I don’t want to die, when I feel like the truth may come out I feel sick to my stomach. I do not want Millard to know I am false to him, for him to end my life. I like my life. I like my new home. I like the castle and my suite of rooms. I also like him liking me, and I can’t imagine why. The need to survive is strong and I know that if he likes me I am more likely to live than if he does not.  

But then I also like Everleigh. The prophecy says she must live and she must rule. Halfreda thought so, her teacher thought so. I won’t argue with that. I’ll do my best to get her on the throne but not at my own expense.

And yet if Lanorie drops Everleigh in it now, which she has to, to save her own neck, what can I say or do?

If I step in or speak up I will die.

So, is that my answer, I’ll help her reach her throne, serve her brother in the meantime and do everything I can to secure my own life?

I have become a selfish witch indeed, in a short space of time. I wonder what difference there would be to my thoughts if Halfreda was still alive. She was a better witch than me, a wiser woman than me, I know. Was she less selfish too? Probably. She never had a love of her own, a life of her own, she was here only to serve the King, as am I now, I suppose.

Still trying to see Lanorie’s intention I focus on her face, her eyes, her tears, her heart. I feel despair and tension in the air, but I suppose that is coming from me, Will and Lanorie.

There is glee and excitement. A building of anticipation; probably Millard and maybe Wolf.

There is a mixture of revulsion and the rush of power that I guess maybe the guards are feeling. Power over someone is a heady thing, and yet when a young girl crumples against you, sobbing and wretched there must be a part of any good man, any good heart, that feels pity for her and despair of themselves.

The mix of emotions is making me feel dizzy. Or is that the fear? 

“I’ll take you to her.” Lanorie’s voice is small but steady and I can see Will is ready to fall over. With all attention on Lanorie I move from Millard’s side to Will’s and I take his arm. He cannot show loyalty to Everleigh at this moment; now is not the time to admit fealty. 

Millard laughs and the sound curls my toes, just not in a good way. My head is spinning and spinning and spinning trying to think of anything to do or say that will help, buy us time, anything. 

“Can you trust her?” I ask, my voice surprisingly steady. “Where’s she been all this time? Where was she found? What if this is a trap or something?”

“She was found by the river, my King,” one of the guards speaks up. “I recognised her straight away. I knew you were looking for her. Needed a bit of help bringing her in. She’s feisty.”

Millard smiles at Lanorie. “Feisty...I like it. Take me now. Wolf, gather some more men, in case she won’t come quietly and we’ll see. Will Everleigh live or die? I’ll see what mood I’m in when we get there.”

He has totally ignored my words, my questions and I sink into a gloom of upset and a bit of indignant fury. I thought I was supposed to be the wise woman here, isn’t he supposed to accept my counsel?  

I hold on to Will even tighter, for myself now as much as him. 

“What can we do?” My voice is less than a whisper and his reply is the same. “I have no idea.”

We are watching Lanorie and she meets our eyes and gives us the tiniest of nods. If we hadn’t been desperately searching her face for an answer as to why she’s doing this would we even have seen it? 

A nod. What does it mean?

I’m sorry. 

I have no choice. 

We may never know. 

As Millard pulls Wolf along the corridor and calls for his hounds and his horses, we stand together, not invited to the party. 

Not wanting to go, either. 
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CERYN PULLS HER HORSE up at the river. There’s no sign of Lanorie and though she might be hiding, Ceryn doubts it. She has a feeling that Lanorie would want everyone to see her and whatever misery she imagines she’s feeling. She might have wandered off; she seems a bit mindless to Ceryn. 

Finn and Weaver are rushing around, looking in ridiculous places no one would ever hide, under a tiny hedge row, behind a particularly large rock. Ceryn shakes her head, stifling her laughter. 

She walks around, eyes scanning the ground, the trees, the whole area. What happened and where is she?

“No sign here,” Finn calls out, head tucked behind a bush.

“Or here,” Weaver says, backing out from a thatch of trees.

Ceryn laughs. “She’s not playing hide and seek, boys. I think something happened.”

Weaver comes to her side. She has a good instinct for things like this and he knows it. “Trouble?” 

Ceryn nods. 

“Here.” Finn is holding up a single shoe. 

Ceryn takes it off him. “Was she captured? Did she kick this off?”

“Let’s take it back to Everleigh. She’ll know if it’s hers.”

“It has to be hers. Why did she go out wandering; stupid girl.”

“It’s not her fault.”

“That she got captured? Of course it’s her fault. Going off in a huff. Come on, let’s head back.”

The three of them run back to the cottages, Finn bringing up the rear, Ceryn and Weaver evenly paced; all of them filled with a new sense of urgency. 

Ceryn pushes through the cottage door. “We can’t find her, but we found a shoe.” She holds it up for Everleigh to see, who promptly lets out a cry.

“So, it’s hers?”

Everleigh nods.

“Damn her!” Ceryn kicks the chair and gets a shocked look from Della. “Sorry.”

“What’s happened to her?”

“We think she might have been captured by one of your brother’s men. I can’t see who else would carry her off on a horse, well we presume a horse. There’s no sign of a struggle, just the shoe.”

“So, she kicked it off so we’d see it?”

“I think so. Listen, you lot stay here, Weaver and I will go out on our horses. We can travel a bit further afield, see if there’s any sign of her. We’re quick and no one from the castle will recognise us if they do see us.”

“What will Millard do if he’s got her?” This from Addyson, her little face white and eyes filled with unshed tears. 

Everleigh hugs her. “I’ve no idea.”

Ceryn clears her throat. “Will she give you up? If it’s him that’s got her. Will she give you up?”

Addyson shrugs but Everleigh shakes her head. “I know she wouldn’t.”

“Let’s go. Let’s see what we can see. If there’s anything we can do.”

Ceryn turns back to face them all. “Stay out of sight. Is there anywhere you could hide, in case?”

Della shakes her head. “Both cottages are tiny. There’s nowhere to hide. You don’t think-”

“I don’t know her like Everleigh does. But she’s only young. And she’ll be frightened. If she has been captured and she tells Millard everything, then he’ll come here looking for you. Just close the door and Finn, keep a look out.”

Finn nods and puts a hand on Everleigh’s shoulder. 

Ceryn and Weaver leave them behind, jumping up on their horses, who were enjoying their grassy dinner outside the cottages. “What do you think?” Weaver’s voice is quiet as always, measured. 

“If she’s been captured, I reckon she’ll squeal like a pig.”

“Really?”

“She’ll be petrified.”

“Have we missed something? Is she lost or...I don’t know, fallen in the river.”

“She won’t be lost. There’s nowhere around that river to be lost. If she fell in the river, she’d have climbed back out. It’s not deep or strong there. The shoe means she’s been taken.”

“Right, so who else would take her?”

“If not the King’s men? I have no idea. She’s a harmless young girl alone by the river. Any men with unpleasant thoughts would have attacked her there and then and left her behind. We’d have found her. She’s been taken. She’s got nothing worth stealing.”

“So, someone’s seen her and recognised her from the castle?”

“Any of the King’s men would know her. If she’s been with Everleigh since they were both little. All his men would be on the lookout for Everleigh and Addyson. It’s got to be killing him that they’ve gotten away.”

“So, what do we do? We can’t go and ask for her back.”

“We’ll ride around, see if we hear anything, see if we see anything. We’ll go back to the river and take the path to the castle. It’s all we can do.”

“Do you wish we’d just gone home? After we found out about Archer?”

“No. I’m enjoying myself. I never thought I’d say that, with Archer gone. But I think he’d want us to help her. If he loved her like they say.”

“He would have wanted us to help, even if he didn’t love her.”

“True. So, let’s help.”

***
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WILL AND GINATA ARE standing in the middle of her room, white faced and silent. They have no idea what to do or what to say or what’s going to happen next. 

No one is guarding Will because all the King’s men have gone with Millard, and yet he has no idea what to do with his freedom. “Shall we go to the cottage?”

“We can’t. If Lanorie leads them there, then they’ll find us too.”

“He’s baying for blood.”

“He is.” They are both silent remembering the rush of men and hounds that left the castle, in a swarm of promised violence. The dogs were literally salivating, probably left hungry. The men were laughing, calling out and whooping. Millard was silent as was Wolf, but the menace was tangible. 

Lanorie, thrown on a horse, with Wolf riding behind her looked like a prisoner in some sick war game. She hadn’t said a word to either of them before she was taken away and Will and Ginata had trooped straight to Ginata’s rooms.

Ginata holds her stomach. “I feel sick.”

“We need to think.”

“I can’t. All I can see is Everleigh being captured and killed.”

“He will kill her, won’t he?”

Ginata nods. She is sure, if Millard gets his hands on his sister, she will die. 

“We cannot do anything. Even with horses we won’t catch them up.”

“I hate not being able to help her. I hate that I haven’t seen her. If Lanorie tells Millard where she is, I will kill her. I will.”

“Will. If Lanorie tells Millard where Everleigh is, he will probably kill her himself.”

Will wipes away furious tears. Ginata is right. They have no way of helping and no way of knowing what’s happening. All they can do is sit and wait and wonder. 
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WHAT I SAID TO WEAVER is right. I am enjoying myself. I like being useful. I hate being idle. I hate being girly, helpless and waiting for things to happen. Riding through the woods now, heading for the castle, I feel happy. 

Though if I see Lanorie and she’s not dead, I’ll happily wring her neck. 

Why she had to fuss and sulk off to the river, I’ll never know. I hate girls like her. Pathetic and whiny and looking for attention all the time. 

Weaver whistles a low note and I fall in beside him. We both stop. With our horses quiet, we can both hear the thundering of hooves, the calls of men. We pull the horses back into the trees. They are near but I can’t see anything yet. 

“Can you see anything?” 

Weaver shakes his head. I jump down off Pitch, patting her flank as I do. She snorts softly and I pat her again. 

I look for a tree I can climb, and see one straight away. If we are down low and the other riders are down low, we’ll sit here all day not knowing anything about them. It might not be anything to do with Lanorie, just the King’s men hunting deer. 

I’m a quick climber. I am surefooted and fast, up a tree or otherwise. I pride myself on being good at physical things. It has always made up for my face. 

I am pretty high up when I see them, a snake of hounds and horses threading through the trees. The men are wearing the King’s livery and two of them hold banners, like they are heading off to a great battle. The King’s banners mean the King is riding out, and, right enough, one of the horse riders is wearing a crown. And next to him is another horse with Lanorie on, being ridden by a right scary looking man. 

Lanorie looks miserable – though she always has since I rescued her – and she’s not trussed up. Does this mean she’s helping the King willingly? Though how many people would refuse the King? He’ll kill anyone who won’t help him. 

So, she’s helping him. 

But the direction they are going is not the direction of the cottages. 

Is she leading them the wrong way? If she is, then he’ll kill her. 

I bound back down the tree, easily hopping from branch to branch.

“It’s the King and his men. About thirty of them on horseback, about thirty hounds running ahead. Lanorie’s on a horse with some big fellow holding onto her.”

“Tied up?”

“No.”

“So willingly helping?”

“Probably not. In fairness, she’ll have no choice.”

“What shall we do? We need to warn Everleigh.”

“That’s the thing. She’s leading them the wrong way.”

“But he’ll kill her.”

“I know. But with thirty men, I don’t know what we can do.”

“Let’s follow anyway. See what happens.”

It’s exactly what I was going to say and as we quietly ride along in the same direction, but far enough away that they won’t see us, I try to think of how we can help.

Thirty men, all on horseback and me and Weaver the same. I have my bow and arrows, my dagger, Weaver has his dagger. What can we do against all those armed men, hell bent on protecting their King?

Will he kill her?  All I know of this King is what I’ve been told. I’ve seen him from a distance a few times but never been in his company. We’ve been told he’s mad. And he wants his sister, dead or alive. 

If Lanorie has told him that she’ll help him find Everleigh, and I can’t think of another reason they’d all be out in the woods together, then he’ll be furious when he realises she’s not.

He will want her dead. 

“Any thoughts?” I whisper to Weaver. I don’t think we’ll be heard but I’m not stupid. We are well outnumbered here. 

“He’ll kill her, if she doesn’t take him to Everleigh. And she’s obviously not, given the direction we’re going in. Good on her, though.”

“Yes, I suppose.” My agreement is grudging. I don’t think much of this handmaiden of Everleigh’s. I think she’s sulky and whingy, helpless and stupid. She might have been brave when she swapped places with Addyson, but I reckon she was just too dumb to think through what she was doing. 

If she is leading the King the wrong way though, I suppose she is brave. 

But she’ll die for it. 

“There’s too many of them.” Weaver’s voice is strained. “I don’t see what we can do.”

“Try?”

“Yes, we’ll try.”

“What if we get hurt? Or killed?”

Weaver shrugs. “We said we’d help. If we serve the Queen, we do so at our own risk.”

“I think so.”

We are moving quickly and start closing the gap between them and us, riding forwards and slightly to the left as we go. We don’t want them to see us, but we need to see them. 

They ride into a huge clearing, the woods behind them, and flat land ahead. The King calls out and they all come to a halt. 

Lanorie raises her head and says something. It’s so frustrating not being able to hear.

The King bellows something at her, again we cannot hear the words, but he doesn’t look happy.

He jumps off his horse and the man behind her does the same. He pulls her down and she drops to her knees. The King pulls her up by her arm and she staggers.

We both ride forward; I don’t feel good about this. 

We are still too far away to be helpful. We cannot make out what is being said or done. The dogs are sniffing around the grass, some of them peeing, some of them laying down and resting. The men stay on their horses, where they are harmless enough for now. 

Lanorie is gesturing as she talks to the King. I wish we knew what she was saying.

Is she begging for her life? Apologising for duping him? Crumpling with fear and telling him the truth? 

I canter forwards a little, Weaver beside me, and cry out when I see Millard reach for his sword.

In less time than it takes me to squeeze my thighs against Pitch’s sides, ready to spur her forwards, he has sliced Lanorie’s head clean off. 

He just kills her.

Despite what I thought about her, I am sobbing, and sliding off Pitch. Weaver has come off his horse and catches me, turning my head to the side to hold me. 

I pull at my mask, ripping it off in time to vomit all over the grass. 

Spent, I wipe my mouth on my sleeve and stand up, pulling an arrow from my quiver. 

“Ceryn.” Weaver’s voice holds a warning and I know he is right and I know I cannot inflict anything like what the man deserves but I cannot let Lanorie die without at least answering his violence with some of my own.

I am one hell of a good shot but I jump back up on Pitch so my arrow can fly higher and farther.

Weaver is on his horse. “One shot then we ride away.”

I nod.

“Don’t even stop to check if it hits him.”

“I won’t need to check.”

I trust my skill, aim and fire and seconds later as we hammer in the other direction I hear a cry and I know I have hit the King.

I vow, not for Lanorie, or Everleigh, really, but for Archer, that it won’t be the last time he feels pain because of me. 
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MILLARD IS SCREAMING. An arrow, flying out of thin air, has hit him right in the top of his arm and there is blood, swearing and threats as Wolf rushes to help him. He rips the bottom half of his shirt off and wraps it around the King’s arm. 

“Get me back to Ginata.” Millard’s voice is rough and he has already forgotten that he just killed someone, in the sadness he is feeling for himself and the pretty minor injury he’s received. “Men, find out who did that. Search the woods.”

The men take their order but Wolf stays with Millard. After helping his King on to his horse, he holds the two sets of reins and leads them back to the castle. 

Neither of them looks back at Lanorie’s body on the floor.

“Who did that to me?”

Wolf shakes his head. “No idea, my King. You have no enemies other than your sister.”

“She can shoot an arrow. I’ve seen her.”

“She wouldn’t have known we were here, my King.”

“I hate this. Why won’t she just let me reign in peace?”

They are silent the rest of the way, Millard brooding about his injury – the murder he just carried out completely forgotten and Wolf waiting to do as he’s told.

***
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CERYN AND WEAVER RIDE faster than they ever have and when they get near to the cottages they walk the two horses to a copse of trees and tether them. They don’t want them visible if any of the King’s men ride by.

They are both crying by the time they get to the front door. Weaver wipes his eyes. “I’ll go first?”

“Let me.”

She pushes open the door and four faces look up at them, hope and worry etched on soft skin. Everleigh shakes her head when she sees Ceryn’s face, how her eyes flood over with tears, her mouth tries to speak, her shoulders shake.

“No!”

Ceryn is nodding now, Weaver standing behind her with his arms around her. “I’m so sorry. We found her, but we were too far away.”

“Your brother killed her.”

Everleigh drops to her knees, crying and muttering the word no, over and over. 

Addyson buries her head in Della’s clothes and cries quietly. 

Finn looks at them. “What happened?”

Della sits Addyson in front of the fire and eases Ceryn into a seat. Weaver sits on the arm. Everleigh stays on the floor, and Finn sits next to her, patting her back and trying to think of any way he can be helpful.  

Everleigh raises her head as Ceryn starts talking, tears streaming, though she makes no attempt to wipe them or stem them.

“We rode through the woods from the river to the castle. Weaver heard a noise so we stopped. We could hear horses, men, dogs...but we couldn’t see anything. I climbed a tree. I could see them. About thirty of the King’s men on horses and about the same number of dogs. Lanorie was on one horse with a man and the King was riding next to them.” 

Weaver rubs her arm and takes over. Ceryn is crying too much to talk. “We kept up with them, narrowing the gap between us and them.”

“Was she bringing them here?” Addyson’s tone is accusing and Weaver is quick to shake his head. “No, they were going in the wrong direction. When they got through the woods and there was only clear land ahead, I suppose the King realised it. He called the horses to a stop and we got a bit closer.”

Everleigh sobs louder and Addyson drops next to her, holding onto her, crying with her. 

“Millard got off his horse, then the other man did as well – he pulled Lanorie off.”

“It happened too quickly, we couldn’t help.”

“What did he do to her?” Everleigh’s voice is so quiet they all strain to hear her. 

“He...” Ceryn can’t make herself say it. 

“Within a second he got his sword and he-”

“Beheaded her?” 

Weaver and Ceryn nod and Everleigh screams. “I hate him. I hate him. I want to kill him!”

“You will,” Ceryn says, her voice steely. “I’ll help you.”

“We were too far away, it happened so fast. We were ready to try...”

Everleigh’s smile is faint. “Really?”

“Yes. We agreed we would try. For you. Die for you.”

“I did shoot an arrow at him, though.”

“She hit him too if his scream was anything to go by.”

Everleigh’s laugh turns to a cry and they are all crying, too shocked by the turn of events to speak. 

***
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GINATA HEARS THE FUSS from the corridor before Will. Will is sitting on the window seat in a daze, knees drawn up to his chest, cheeks wet with tears. 

As the door slams open, Ginata is already on her feet, anxious to know what’s happened. Will jumps up too. 

Wolf is holding on to Millard, who is injured, and leaning on Wolf heavily. Blood is dripping from a wound in his arm and on to the floor. 

“He needs help. He’s been shot at.”

Ginata takes Millard’s hand and leads him towards her work room, instinct to help and heal taking over. “What happened?” 

Millard is groggy from the pain and comes quietly. 

“Someone shot him.” Wolf’s voice is tinged with anger.

“Did you find Everleigh?”

“No. That little witch was lying to us. She had no intention of taking us to Everleigh.”

“Where is she?” Ginata keeps her voice light, like she’s not too bothered. She can see Will behind Wolf and quickly shuts the door on him. Whatever has happened to Lanorie – and it is likely she is dead – Wolf does not need to see Will’s reaction. She knows he will be listening at the door but she cannot stop that.  

“I need to lay him up here.”

Wolf helps her get Millard on the table, where he passes out from the pain and shock. 

“She’s dead.” Wolf sounds pleased. 

Ginata turns away from him, reaches to the back of a shelf for some cloth to tie around Millard’s arm. She is glad that Wolf cannot see her. She hopes that she looks briskly efficient and not at all upset. She turns back to face him. “Did you do his dirty work for him again?”

Wolf shakes his head. “No, he was that furious, he did it himself. Sliced her head right off.” 

Ginata bites the inside of her cheek, hard, tasting blood. “Leave me alone. I need to help the King.”

“I’ll be out there.” Wolf opens the door and Ginata is glad to see no sign of Will. He hasn’t fainted on to the floor with the news of his sweetheart’s death. She doesn’t know where he is but she cannot be seen to care.

She must do her job now, with Wolf outside. She must help the King. 
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Ginata 
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WOLF IS PACING IN THE other room, worrying about his King. 

I am standing stock still in front of Millard, worrying about Will. Everleigh. Myself. How simple was life just a few short weeks ago? I wish with all my heart that Halfreda was here, to hold my hand, and help me out. 

Looking down at the King, unconscious and vulnerable, a wicked thought passes through my head. Wolf is in the other room; he isn’t watching me. 

Millard is laying in front of me, the cause of all our problems. 

How simple would it be to kill him?

My eyes spill over with tears. What has happened to me? Heal not harm, help not hinder. Until the damn death draught I have only ever used my powers for good. Where have I gone wrong? My moral compass is so skewed that I am standing in front of a King and wishing him dead, actively plotting in my head as to how I could hurt him. 

Shame on me.

I close my eyes, tears staining my face, branding me. I am changing from myself to someone I don’t recognise and don’t like. I reach over to the shelf and take a swig from the flagon of ale. I never need to look for food or drink since I have moved into the castle and I must say I like it. But the good things are being outweighed by the bad; like my brain thinking wicked things, like wondering if I should kill Kings.  

I stand closer to him. Look at his face. This man may be a cruel and slightly mad King, but he is a man, a person. I have no right to end his life, I have no claim to his life. I can help Everleigh in any way possible but I cannot go down this road. It will only end badly for me.

I touch his skin. What happened to his soul to rot it? How is he so evil at such a young age? I close my eyes, my hand on his cheek and I tell myself, silently but firmly, this man was just like me once, innocent of wrong doing but considering it. He stepped over that line.

I will not. 

I concentrate on my skin touching his and will some of my goodness (just about) to leech through and heal him. 

I will never know why this young prince turned out to be a crazed King with murder on his mind. I will not know his thoughts or secrets. And I do not need to.

I need only serve. 

Him.

Everleigh.

Whoever holds the crown must hold my loyalty, if only to stop me doing something terrible that I would never recover from.  

I let my hand wander to his heart. I feel the beat of his life and I focus on him feeling well and being good. Is it too late to save him, whoever rules? If he was repentant, Everleigh could lock him up, let him live.

When did his heart change? He would have been a beautiful baby, an innocent boy, with all the privileges and riches any child could desire.

He is a handsome man. With his eyes closed and the hate they glow with covered up, he looks even better. He is handsome and I know some of the revulsion I felt for him has dissipated, despite what he’s done to Lanorie. After all, I just thought myself about crossing that line. Whatever stopped me didn’t stop him. That’s the only difference

We have both had dark thoughts. I was strong enough to deflect them. 

Or too cowardly to follow them through. I shake my head at that thought.  

The bleeding has stopped but I need to tend to his wound. I need to wake him too. I go to a shelf of potions and find one that will slowly revive him. 

I lift his head, awkwardly and let a few drops wet his lips. He stirs and I drip a few more into his now open mouth. 

He opens his eyes and closes them again. 

Wolf pokes his head through the door. “He awake yet?”

I shake my head. “Help me get the clothes off his top half. I need to be able to get at his wound.”

Wolf lifts Millard under one arm into a sitting position and I step around him, pulling at his clothes, ripping one bit of his shirt, struggling to get it up and over his head, without much assistance from Wolf, who seems to enjoy my discomfort. 

Pig.

Wolf-Pig.

I shake my head to clear it again, I need to focus. 

Millard opens his eyes and this time they stay open. He winces when I touch the skin around his cut, trying to figure out how bad it is. Wolf ripped the arrow out before he got here, so the skin is ragged and sorer than it would have been had the arrow been removed carefully. 

I gather all the things I need to clean and sew the wound closed. 

Wolf looks a little queasy and leaves me alone with the King again. 

“Sorry my King, but it will hurt.”

“I can take it.” He says the words with a strong and clear voice, but the way his eyes fill with tears as I clean the cut show me how much it hurts. 

I pull a stool over so that I can sit close to him, stitching him up, mending him and I wish I could mend his heart, his soul, his lust for murder and violence, his manic desire for power. 

His body is fit, and I can smell the manly smell of him. I have never sat this close to an undressed man before and it unnerves me. What a different feeling this would be if I wasn’t the wise woman of the castle and he wasn’t the lunatic King. 

But I am the wise woman and so I bend my head, avoid his gaze and stitch him, slowly, carefully and neatly back together. I am pleased with my work and when I straighten up to look at his arm, it looks good. 

“Thank you,” he says, taking my hand, the needle dropping to the floor, spots of his blood dripping onto my hand, my skirt, the ground. 

I freeze as he leans over and puts his face close to mine. I freeze when he kisses my cheek. And I am still frozen when he puts his lips against mine. 
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WOLF COMING IN TO THE room breaks apart their kiss and he scowls at them before turning on his heel and walking straight back out.

Ginata is silent, her fingers touching her mouth where the King’s lips had been only seconds before. In that instant, she had forgotten he was mad and evil and awful and murderous and traitorous and horrendous and only felt warm lips on her own, only felt a tingle of sweetness she had never felt before, only felt time stop and the world disappear. 

“Forgive me,” Millard’s voice is smooth and deep. “It’s been a difficult day.”

He slips off the table and strides out of the room without looking back. 

Ginata’s arms drop to her sides and she cries. What is wrong with her? She takes another sip of ale from the flagon, washing away the taste of her first kiss.

She hears footsteps and then Will is holding onto her and crying against her shoulder and she is crying too and holding him but for different reasons. 

“I can’t believe she’s dead.”

“I know.” 

They cry together for who knows how long. 

“I have to see Everleigh.”

“We’ll sneak out tonight. We’ll go after supper.”

Will nods too upset to speak. 

***
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EVERLEIGH STANDS UP, breaking the inertia that has set over the whole group. “Where is she? I need to see her.”

Della is shaking her head. “No, Everleigh, that’s not a good idea.”

“I have to.”

“Everleigh-”

“I can’t leave her alone. I can’t. The animals will eat her.”

The silence says that she is right. 

“I’ll take you,” Ceryn says. “Weaver you stay. Just in case.”

Weaver nods and Everleigh holds out a hand to Ceryn. “Now.”

Ceryn nods and takes her hand. “It won’t be very nice.”

“I know, but I can’t leave her. She’s looked after me for so long. She died for me.”

The truth of the words hit her anew and the tears sting afresh. 

“Let’s go.”

“What will you do with her?” Finn asks. 

Everleigh stops; they usually wrap people up and let them go off the island. Or they’re burnt at the Ashes. Neither of these will work because of where she is.

“We could make our own fire for her...” Ceryn’s voice trails off as she remembers how much she disliked Lanorie and feels ashamed of herself for being so mean spirited earlier.  

“Fire is good,” Della says, nodding at Everleigh who looks unsure. “It’s not in the Ashes with any old body. It’s nicer than that.”

Everleigh nods. What else could they do?

“We’ll take the horses.”

Everleigh gives Addyson a hard hug before following Ceryn out of the cottage. They untie the horses and Ceryn helps Everleigh onto Weaver’s horse. “What’s her name?”

“Sweet Mabel.”

“Nice. What’s yours called?”

“Pitch.”

“Pitch. It suits her. It suits you.” 

Ceryn smiles and takes the reins. “Just squeeze your thighs and she’ll canter along.”

“I can ride.” She’s used to riding horses and finds Sweet Mabel easy to manage. She wipes tears away. “She was my best friend. Apart from Will. Have you met Will?”

“Yes. We saw him at the castle. He seems nice.”

“Ah, he’s more than nice. He’s the most wonderful person in the world. He was in love with Lanorie.”

“Yes, he said.”

“He mooned after her all the time. She wasn’t interested.”

“Why not? If he’s so great?”

“He’s the fool’s son. A fool in waiting...”

“And?”

“Most people can’t see past the title. But he’s no fool. Not really.” She’s crying again.

“Are you alright?”

“Not at all. How am I going to do this? Stand this?”

“You just will. We surprise ourselves with what we can do, what we can stand. When we have to.”

“Your mark?”

“Yes. It’s hard for me to talk about it.”

“I bet. We don’t have to.”

“Thank you. Until this week only my parents, the man who looked after me after they threw me out and Archer and Weaver had seen my mark. I still can’t believe I showed you all.”

“I’m glad you did. It’s helped Addyson no end.”

“I’m glad something good’s come out of it. I hate it, it’s why I’m so defensive, I guess.”

“Defensive? No!”

They both laugh and then fall silent. “How far?”

“Not very. Everleigh. Let me take the reins, close your eyes. Just till we get there.”

Everleigh shakes her head. “No. she died for me. I owe her this. I should look. I should see. I have to.”

Ceryn nods. She understands. “Through this last lot of trees, but stop a sec, let me check it’s clear.” Ceryn is sure that the King won’t give a second thought to this girl he killed with no regard at all, without a second of hesitation, but she wants to be sure. She will not lead Everleigh in to danger. 

As quickly as she had earlier, even though it’s a different tree, Ceryn climbs to the top in seconds. The way forward is clear. She cannot hear anyone or see anyone. Except Lanorie. In two parts.

Satisfied, but sad again, she shimmies down and jumps back onto Pitch, stroking her behind her ears. “It’s clear.”

“But she’s still there?”

Ceryn nods. “Are you sure you want to do this?”

“I have to.”

They ride along, horses close together. “Thank you.” Everleigh’s voice is quivering. “I can see why Archer was friends with you. Both of you.”

“Thank you. That means everything.”

Everleigh stops the horse when she sees Lanorie ahead of them and takes a deep breath. She jumps off Sweet Mabel’s back and takes a second to steady herself, face against the horse’s mane, breathing in the scent of her.

Ceryn follows suit, leaving Pitch and Sweet Mabel to stand together and graze. She takes Everleigh’s hand. 

Together they walk towards Lanorie. The two parts of her so cruelly separated. Everleigh stops and looks between Lanorie’s head and the rest of her, sobs wracking her whole body. Ceryn lets her drop to the floor, and then moves over to Lanorie. 

The girl she took an instant dislike to, for no good reason really.

She closes her eyes and then, checking that Everleigh’s not looking, carefully picks up Lanorie’s head, touching her soft hair, almost forgetting that it’s separate from her body and that she’s dead. She takes it over and lays it on the floor, right atop of her body, so that with a quick glance, she might still be alive, just sleeping. 

She drapes some of Lanorie’s hair in front of her, disguising the break between the two body parts; she’s not even sure why. Trying to make amends for being such a witch to her when she was alive maybe. 

“Everleigh,” Ceryn calls her again and this time when she looks up relief clouds her face, seeing what Ceryn has done. 

“Thank you,” she whispers the words and Ceryn smiles. Everleigh gets up and walks over to her friend. Her dead friend. Her face crumples and she kneels beside her, tears spilling freely. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




Ceryn


[image: image]


I LEAVE HER KNEELING by Lanorie’s side and tramp through the grass looking for flowers, thinking that might make her look less dead. Not something I normally do, pick flowers, but then life has changed these last few days. 

And flowers will make burning her a bit less grisly I guess. 

I sit on the grass, feeling my backside get damp and start making a pile of flowers. I don’t know the difference between a flower or a weed really, so I just pick all of them. 

I watch Everleigh crying over her friend and I think about Archer. 

I was so in love with him. He was everything. 

I miss him. 

I am glad we came looking for him. I like this new group of people. Finn is quiet, but easy on the eye. Like all good men should be. I laugh at myself then – like I know anything about men. 

Men have been worse than women about my mark. Those three men that beat me and left me for dead didn’t make allowances for my gender. Not that I’m very feminine. But the fact that they were three big men attacking a young girl never crossed their minds, I bet. 

I hate girly things. They make me feel weak. Boyish things feel like a shell around me, an armour. I wear my mask and I wear boy’s clothes like another disguise. I have a pretty boyish shape, I go straight up and down and I’m often mistaken for a boy. I never correct anyone. 

So, then what would a boy or a man ever see in me?

I shake my head. I don’t want to think about love and how I probably won’t ever find it. I think about Finn’s older sister instead. Della. She makes me feel happy. She’s a hostess. She’s a mother. Even though she’s not. She wants everyone to be happy.

And she loves fussing over us all. It’s strange for me to let myself be fussed, but she does that to me. 

Addyson. I feel proud to have made a connection with her. Another thing I don’t do. Weaver calls me prickly. Archer used to call me a little cow. I don’t like a lot of people. I don’t even feel bad for that. What have people ever done for me? Most people? Abandoned me, hurt me, attacked me, judged me. 

But then what do I do now? Attack people, judge people. I guess I have become what I hate in other people. Strange. 

I sneak another glance at Everleigh and Lanorie. Everleigh is sitting up, holding Lanorie’s dead hand. I wipe away a tear. I think about Everleigh. I wanted to hate her so much. She had taken Archer from us. Actually, more than hate her, I wanted to hurt her. Pull her hair, scratch her face, gouge at her skin.  

But there’s something about her. She instils something in me. I want to help her, love her, serve her. Be great for her. I want to get her on her throne, help her seize the crown from her mad brother.

I picture him murdering Lanorie again. The way he shouted, his temper obviously rising. The way he whipped out his sword. The way he killed her so casually, like she didn’t matter.

But then she didn’t matter to him.

If you’re in charge you can do as you please. And he obviously does.

And yet I know Everleigh will be a good Queen, a kind Queen.

She will have the whole Realm vying to please her through love not fear. Her brother is already ruling through fear and not love. I’m glad I hit him. I’m a bloody good shot. And that’s me a bit rusty. 

I will pledge my allegiance to this Queen and tell her that if she cannot kill her brother herself, I will happily do it for her. 

I gather my pile of flowers. Weeds.

I head back over to Everleigh, making plenty of noise to snap her out of her reverie.

She smiles up at me and I know I’m right. I will fight for this Queen. Help her win her throne. I don’t even know why, really. It’s nothing I can put my finger on. 

“Oh.” Suddenly she’s crying again. “I didn’t bring anything to light a fire.”

I sit beside her, keeping my gaze away from Lanorie. “Your magic.”

“I’ve never made fire.”

“I bet you can.”

I lay the flowers all around Lanorie and then sit back, giving Everleigh the time and space to do what she needs to. She closes her eyes, and she’s still crying, tears slowly trailing along her cheek. 

When she opens them she stares at the flower in Lanorie’s hand. She stares and stares, muttering under her breath. 

I watch, fascinated. 

After a minute or two, not long really, I see a hiss of smoke rise from a flower, just a wisp at first, then a little more, then a spark and then a tiny flame.

She watches the flames and they grow. She mutters and nods, turning her head this way and that and the flames spread. Once several flowers in a row are ablaze she kisses Lanorie’s forehead and whispers goodbye.
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THE MOOD IN THE COTTAGES is worse than sombre. Everleigh is sitting, holding hands with Addyson, and they are both crying. Weaver has gone out for a walk and taken Finn with him. They are patrolling really, making sure there’s no sign of any more trouble. They are all confident that Lanorie kept Everleigh’s location a secret but they don’t want to relax and become complacent. 

Della and Ceryn are sitting in the two chairs, silently watching the two sisters grieve. There’s not anything that anyone can say to help, so they don’t even try. 

Now they are all quietly waiting for what happens next.

***
[image: image]


GINATA IS PACING THE length of her rooms, repeating Millard’s evil crimes to herself. “He sat by while his brother killed their father, while his brother tried to kill his sister. He killed his brother. He killed Halfreda. He killed Archer. He killed Lanorie.”

It’s not that she needs convincing so much as reminding. Millard’s kiss came completely out of the blue; it wasn’t something she was expecting or hoping for. 

She knows he is handsome but she also knows he’s a murderer. There has never been a second where she contemplated anything happening with him and she isn’t about to start now. It was disconcerting, though, feeling warm, soft lips on hers and having to remind herself whose lips they were; an evil, murdering madman. 

She leaves her rooms in a rush. She’ll find Will, make a plan for tonight. They need to see Everleigh. They need to tell her what’s happened to Lanorie. They need to all be together, taking strength from each other; reminding each other why they are even fighting this battle. 

She wonders briefly whether, despite the prophecy, it’s all worth it.

Making Everleigh Queen, living through all this upset and drama. 

And yet within a few days it will all be over. Everleigh will be Queen. Millard will be locked away. Dead. It won’t be her call to make. 

Will is lying on his bed and when he sees her he shifts over to make room for her. They lay next to each other, looking at the ceiling, crying. 

How many times have they cried this last week?

“Do you know, she never looked twice at me. I don’t know if she even knew I liked her. Loved her. She was so perfect. So lovely. Funny. Kind. The way her hair fell, so prettily. Her eyes, her smile. She had a lovely smile.”

Ginata lets him talk. 

“I didn’t think she’d ever love me. Even if she knew I loved her. I’m just a fool.”

“You’re not though. You are one of the wisest people I know. One day someone will see past the fool thing.”

“Maybe. Probably not.”

“What made you love her? How did you know?”

“I just loved her. She didn’t say or do anything except be herself. I just fell in love. She’s perfect. She was perfect.”

“She did the bravest thing. She saved Everleigh and Addyson. She did two wonderful things.”

“She was wonderful. I know she wasn’t perfect really. She told Everleigh’s secret. She could be selfish and silly and ditsy. But that’s love. You can’t help who you fall in love with. And maybe when two people are in love, if she had loved me, we would have made each other better. Like I wouldn’t have been so foolish and she wouldn’t have been so selfish, like we would have smoothed each other’s edges out.”

Ginata’s mind flashes briefly onto Millard. Could she smooth out his edges? Why was she even thinking about him?

Will squeezes her hand. “I miss Everleigh.”

“I know. We’ll go tonight. It’s almost time for supper. Let’s eat, then when it’s night time proper, we’ll sneak off. Are you still being followed?”

“I don’t think so.”

“There was no one outside when I got here.”

They are silent then, each thinking their own thoughts, neither knowing what the other is thinking. 

The door slams open making them both jump. Wolf and Brett barge in. 

“Get up fool!” Brett says, grinning nastily. 

Will stands up, heart sinking, stomach twisting. Before Lanorie’s earlier capture, he had been hauled up in front of Millard to use as bait to bring Everleigh out of hiding. He was hoping that had been forgotten. 

“The King wants you.”

“I can walk,” Will says as Wolf tries to take his arms. “I won’t run away.”

Ginata goes to Will’s side. “Will does whatever the King wants. You know what that’s like, Wolf.”

Wolf doesn’t answer, but doesn’t make a move to manhandle Will.

Ginata holds Will’s hand but stays silent, and they head to the King’s rooms. 

“Will!” Millard’s voice is loud and full of bonhomie; it hits both Will and Ginata that he has forgotten all about killing Lanorie. Or just doesn’t care. 

It also hits Ginata that he has forgotten all about their kiss. Or just doesn’t care. 

Either is as likely.

“I apologise again, my fool, but without the handmaiden I need to draw Everleigh out. I need you.”

Will nods and bows low. “My King. I am happy to assist, but I fear...” He cannot finish his sentence; he doesn’t want to give Millard any ideas, though he has plenty of despicable ones of his own. 

“You fear what? Me?” Millard moves closer to Will, just inches between their noses. His voice has that dangerously nonchalant, high pitched, innocent edge to it and Will feels his toes curl under, helping to balance him, making sure he doesn’t sway or fall. 

“My King. I understand your position and you must do what you must do.”

Millard grins and steps backwards. “Not so foolish after all. Wolf. Brett. Take him to the tower and we’ll put word out tomorrow to all of the villages in the Realm; the fool will be hanged unless my sister comes forward.”

The two rush forward and take an arm each, carting Will away.

Millard nods as he watches them go. He smiles at Ginata. “Do you think I’m terrible? A monster?”

“My King. You’re King. How can I judge?”

Millard walks towards her, a sweet smile on his face; the way he changes personality so often and so completely are baffling. He is so dangerous. 

“I have to say, Ginata, I had my doubts about you, you helped Halfreda and Halfreda helped my sister, and so I thought...but I can see that you serve only me. You’re good for me and the castle.”

“Thank you, my King.” Ginata takes a tiny step backwards, more of a shuffle than a step; she doesn’t want him to see her move. But as she squirms away from him, keeping a comely smile on her face, he leans in to her and she knows that while he is King she will never get away, if she even wants to.

He swoops then, one arm around her waist, hand on her back, pulling her towards him. Her knees buckle, but not from desire or from fear but a strange and potent mixture of the two. 

His kiss is as warm and sweet as before. His body pressed against her is not unpleasant but the feeling in her heart is. Shame. 

Will is in the tower, Lanorie is dead and she is kissing the King.
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SHAME ON ME. BECAUSE as he kisses me, I don’t stop him and while I am afraid of him, I also kind of like it. I tell myself it is just the fear of upsetting someone who will kill me if I make him unhappy and my female brain being taken in by a handsome face, a good kiss and the power he wields.

But the shame is real all the same; whatever I tell myself. 

And yet I can’t help but feel a little bit smug that I handle him so well. Like earlier, when I told him I couldn’t judge him because he’s King. It was the right thing to say and I always know the right thing to say to him. I know what makes him tick, know what will make him happy. 

If he was going to rule or even live past the weekend, it would be worth me cultivating that knowledge. Make him think I am in love with him, make him think my devotion goes further than King and wise woman, that I feel real affection for him. It would be a handy game to play.

But there are mere days left. And I am glad. Once Everleigh is Queen I won’t have to acknowledge what Millard and I have done. 

I’ll go to Everleigh tonight, tell her about Lanorie. Her heart will break. And I hate to be the bearer of bad news. She will be hoping that she’s just missing, or lost, but to know that Millard has captured her and killed her will devastate her. So soon after Archer’s death as well. And now with Will being held prisoner, there’s two lots of bad news. 

We need to work out a plan to rescue Will. We’ve rescued Addyson and Lanorie so far, despite Lanorie’s additional capture and murder; we should be able to rescue Will, with Weaver and Ceryn around to help.

I also must convince her to stay hidden. Millard’s hope is that she will come out of hiding to rescue Will. We cannot let her do that. The risk is too great. 

It’s all too much for me and I close my eyes and turn my vision inwards, focussing on myself. My lips feel warm, like Millard’s kiss has left an actual mark. My stomach though is in a twist of knots; how is murder suddenly so common place, the rescue of prisoners so regular? 

The change in my simple little life is dizzying.

I wish I was at home, in my little cottage, sipping a brew with my lovely neighbours and waiting for my next customer. Instead I’m holed up in a castle full of intrigue, risks and death, like it’s the most normal thing in the world.

I like my life when I feel at peace with myself. I don’t feel peaceful anymore.

My eyes are still shut and yet the tears sneak out from behind my closed eyelids. 

The past cannot be undone; how many customers have I had who wished it could be. I would help and counsel them, give them some potion or other, but ultimately the truth was that: what’s done is done.

The old King is dead.

Macsen is dead.

Halfreda is dead.

Archer is dead.

Lanorie is dead. 

Will can’t be next. 

I will sit through supper with the King and his horrific henchman, Wolf, and when I go to Everleigh, after dark, I will take some potions – some tonics – to lift spirits and calm worried hearts.

Everleigh will be beside herself; they all will. 

I feel bad again. And yet, they know I am showing fealty to Millard now. It can hardly be my fault if that fealty involves a little kissing. It certainly wasn’t my tactic. 

I busy myself in my work room, finding potions, some herbs to throw on the fire, a lotion to massage into the temples before sleep.

I cannot believe Lanorie is dead and yet this world I find myself in now holds no time for grieving, no let up. We are in the middle of a war against this mad King and we must stay alert, ready for the next battle. 

And now this new battle. We cannot save Lanorie, but we must save Will. 

And I must save myself. 
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GINATA MAKES IT THROUGH supper, smiling at Millard and ignoring Wolf. She excuses herself from the dancing and the singers and goes to her rooms. She paces, sits, paces, sits, paces and sits. She is worrying about Will, alone in the tower and she is worried about herself. 

Eventually she lights a fire, kneels in front of it and stares in to the flames. Can she read anything there? Any help? Will Everleigh rule after Saturday? Will Millard die? 

She is a good person, she helps people. She is only in this mess because she wanted to help Halfreda who wanted to help Everleigh. 

What does she want? 

The flames lick higher and her vision blurs, the heat makes her woozy as she tries to see Everleigh with the crown, tries to see what will happen next. She didn’t see Lanorie’s death; why can’t she see anything?

She knows why. Her mind is in such turmoil that she cannot harness her powers, her sight. She needs peace and calm and she does not have it. She may never have it again.  

The flames reveal nothing. 

And she knew they wouldn’t. 

Maybe they never will again. 

Maybe she will help to crown Everleigh and then run away where her shame cannot reach her. 

Or maybe she will spend the whole of Everleigh’s reign making it up to her. Helping her, guiding her, steering her right. 

Maybe she will run away with Millard and save everyone the bother of killing him.

She buries her head in her hands and groans. 
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WILL IS SITTING ON the floor and wondering if he is in the same prison cell as Lanorie was. She must have been so frightened. He is frightened. He doesn’t want to admit it, but really it doesn’t matter if he does; there is no one here to tell. He is alone.

He doesn’t like being alone. 

He thinks back over his life. It hasn’t been very long and he was hoping it would go on for many more years, but now he has to accept the possibility of his death. Not an easy thing for anyone to do.

So many people have died in the last week. Will he be next?

There are only three people that he will miss and one of them is already dead. He chokes back a sob as he thinks the word.

Dead.

It’s so final, so harsh. 

Lanorie is dead. He will never hear her singing in the kitchen again and howling with indignation when Cook clips her around the ear. He won’t see her in the great hall, carrying platters of food and jugs of ale with an ease that she didn’t have outside of her work. She wasn’t graceful, not really. She was simple and plain and so, so lovely.

Missing her hurts like a physical pain. Not like. It is a physical pain. A physical manifestation of his emotional turmoil.

He lays on the bed. Had her head laid on this same bed, her warm body? Her poor dead body.

He has to take his thoughts elsewhere and thinks about his father. 

Not his real father of course. He has never met his real parents, and he has no idea who they were. He was abandoned and found by the man he now considers to be his real father. The man who loved and raised him, alone, because who would ever love a fool?

Well, he loves his father and his father loves him. He remembers how they had talked, and laughed and hugged after Millard had threatened his father. “Son, I love you and you must do what is right by that girl, the girl who will be Queen. If you are willing to believe in her and serve her, so am I. Even if it means my life is over.”

That was a father. Will is crying again. He has lived a small life really, in comparison to some, but he has lived an honest and happy life. 

Now all he can do is wait. 

And hope that Everleigh doesn’t risk her life for his, that Ginata convinces her to stay safe, that she is crowned and then as Queen comes and opens the door to his tower and he is free. 

Or Millard comes with a sword and kills him. 
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ONCE THE LAST FLAME in her fireplace fizzles away to nothing Ginata pulls on a cloak, picks up her filled basket and heads out of the castle. She knows Millard and all his hangers on will be too busy enjoying the evening’s entertainment to miss her and she wants to get to the cottage before everyone beds down for the night. 

She is quick getting there and is relieved to see the lamps still on inside both cottages. She goes to her own cottage first and gently knocks while pushing the door open, taking a deep breath to steady herself for the bad news she has to deliver.

But there is already sadness in the room, it’s palpable. Weaver and Finn aren’t there but the four females are. Della is brushing and plaiting Addyson’s hair. Ceryn is chewing on a twig and Everleigh is blotchy from crying. They must be worried sick just wondering where Lanorie is and now Ginata has to deliver the worst possible news.  

Everleigh rushes to Ginata’s side and they hold each other tightly. “I have some news about Lanorie,” Ginata says. 

Everleigh pulls back. “We know. Ceryn and Weaver were there. They saw it.”

Ginata puffs out a big sigh of air. What a terrible mess all of their lives are at the moment. “How? I didn’t think you’d know...”

“She went for a walk, but never came back,” Della volunteers the information because Everleigh is crying again. 

“She was captured by one of the King’s men. He recognised her.”

“Poor Lanorie...”

“Me and Weaver went looking for her on our horses and we saw the King kill her. He’s bloody evil.”

Ginata nods, thinking of his lips on hers. “He is. I’m so sorry Everleigh.”

“We went back. Everleigh made a fire for her.”

“Oh, poor poor things.” 

Ginata hugs Everleigh again and reaches over and touches Ceryn’s hair. She sinks on to the arm of the chair. Now she has to tell Everleigh about Will. Or should she just tell Ceryn? No, Everleigh would never forgive her. She has to know the whole story. 

“I have to tell you something, but you have to promise not to fly off the handle. It’s what your brother wants. Please.”

“Will?” Everleigh knows. 

Ginata nods her head. “He’s only in the tower, but...” She hangs her head, crying. She cannot bear to say it. 

“What?” Everleigh’s voice is harsh, and everyone has moved closer to hear. The door pushes open and everybody jumps. 

Finn and Weaver wince as they slope inside. “Sorry.” 

Weaver takes in Ginata’s presence and the sick look on Everleigh’s face. “What now?”

“Millard’s taken Will. He’s in the tower.”

“There’s more, but Ginata won’t say.”

Ginata sighs and holds up her hands. “Fine, but Everleigh, you have to promise to stay calm.”

Everleigh nods. 

“Look, he’s only taken him to get you out of hiding, so you have to promise to stay hiding. To stay safe...”

“Tell me.”

“He says he’s going to send messengers to all of the villages tomorrow to spread the word that if you don’t come out of hiding, by noon, he’ll hang him.”

Everleigh doubles over, hand over her mouth, rushes out of the door and retches into the bushes.

They all follow her out. 

“I can’t, I can’t, I can’t lose him too.”

She’s on her knees, sick dripping from her mouth and still every one of them would die for her, is desperate for her to be their Queen.  

“I have to go to him.”

“No!” More than one voice shouts out but Everleigh shakes her head.

“I cannot let him die. I cannot see one more person I love die.” 

Ceryn kneels next to her. “We’ll all go. In the morning. Don’t rush off like a fool. Think like a Queen.”

They both stand up. Ceryn ushers her back inside and they all congregate around her. 

“We could all do with a good night’s sleep...” Della says.

“We need a plan,” Weaver says.

“I’ll be happy to help kick Millard’s ass after what I saw earlier.” Ceryn grimaces. 

“I can help, if you need me to.” Finn looks almost embarrassed offering his help; he knows he’s no match for Ceryn and Weaver. 

“We’ll all have to work together. We have to rescue Will.”
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WE TALKED AND PLOTTED and argued and planned until Ginata realised how late it was and panicked. Weaver offered to ride her back to the castle on his horse and the rest of us went to sleep. I reckon he might fancy her. I’ll ask him later.

I know Everleigh wants to kill her brother and I want to as well.

My hand is itching to strangle him. The way he killed that girl yesterday. I know I didn’t like her, but I didn’t want her dead. He just did it; like it was nothing. Like she was nothing.  

I pace the path outside. We are waiting around for someone to come to the village and announce Will’s hanging. It will probably be some of the King’s men and a herald, so we’re keeping Everleigh hidden for now. Everyone’s eating but I feel too sick.

My stomach is twisting and leaping, ready for a fight.

“Hey.”

“You’re not eating either?”

I know Weaver is like me. He’ll feel too sick. The anticipation and excitement that comes before a fight or a battle.

He shakes his head. “Can’t.”

“How was Ginata last night? When you took her back to the castle? Did she say thank you?”

“Behave.”

“What?” I try to make my voice innocent, but Weaver knows me better. He punches my arm. I laugh, but don’t press the issue. 

We need to get our heads ready for today. We have made a plan. Kind of. We’ll wait for the announcement. Then we’ll all go to the castle, but me and Weaver will stay hidden. Everleigh will talk to Millard but use some magic to keep him back. Like a fire or a storm or something. She doesn’t really know what she can do, so we’ll see.

Then Weaver and me will lamp Wolf, get him out the way, so he can’t do Millard’s dirty work. Then we’ll wait for the rope to go on Will and shoot it down, or something. And then we’ll capture Millard, somehow and...

It’s not the best plan I’ve ever worked with and like me and Weaver told everyone, plans don’t always go according to plan, but, we are all going to go and somehow, we’ll rescue Will. It would be nice if we got hold of Millard too. But I reckon he’s a slippery snake and might get away.

Getting hold of Wolf will be good and we can do that while Millard is talking to Everleigh. We are trying to convince Addyson to stay here. She’s too young to get in the middle of this fight.

But if she’s anything like I think she is, she won’t listen. 

The door opens and Finn comes out and grins at Weaver. They’ve become good friends since we got here and it’s nice for Weaver, with Archer gone...

I can’t think about him today. It’s too sad. 

We need to fight today. We need to battle today. We need to win today. I can’t be moping around or distracted. 

I go inside the cottage.

Everyone is quiet. Tense. Addyson looks like she’s been crying. 

“What’s up?” I ask.

“Everleigh says I can’t come today.” 

“You shouldn’t.”

“I’m nearly twelve. I’ll be fine.”

“I watched your brother kill someone yesterday without a second’s hesitation. He killed your brother, his own brother. He didn’t care. If he gets hold of you today, he’ll kill you.”

“He wouldn’t.”

“He would. He locked you up but you got away. He’s be so angry...”

“He won’t hurt me.”

“It’s not just that. Have you ever been in the middle of a fight? A proper fight to the death?”

Addyson shakes her head. 

“It’s scary. There’s shouting and screaming and swearing, and thuds and clashes of swords, and blood. So much blood. Half dead men dragging themselves across the floor towards anyone who might help them-”

“That’s enough!” Della rushes to Addyson’s side. She’s gone white and she’s crying.

“Sorry. But I thought she should know.”

“She should.” Everleigh’s voice is firm. “Addyson, I love you and I need to keep you safe. I don’t know what Millard will do today. He might capture me; he might kill me.”

“No!”

“He might.”

“Not if I can help it.”

Everleigh smiles at me. “You wanted to kill me yourself when you met me.”

I lower my head, embarrassed, but then I laugh. “People change.”

And I have. So quickly. I hated Everleigh before I even met her, and when I saw her I wanted to hurt her so badly. But now we’re on the same side. The same team. 

The morning drags and just as we are wondering if Millard has changed his mind, there’s a clatter of horses and the noise of the herald. 

Everleigh turns white but we shut her firmly inside and rush out. There are three little cottages across and down a fair bit from Ginata and Della’s cottages, but I can see the owners are all outside, listening like us.

There are ten horses with liveried guards atop and the herald, blowing his little bugle. “Announcement from the King. The fool will be hanged today at noon, unless the King’s sister, the Kingmaker, Everleigh, makes herself known. For those who hide her, leniency. For the fool, his life.”

They ride off and repeat the words further away. They will continue doing this all morning. 

Noon.

It doesn’t give us long.

We wait until the last rider is out of sight before going inside.

Everleigh is crying. “I heard. They’ll hang him at noon.”

“They won’t, because we’ll rescue him. We just need to make sure you’re safe too.”

Addyson speaks up. “I’ll stay here, then.”

I give her a big hug. It’s hard to feel left out, but she needs to be left out of this.

The tension is thick again. We are all quiet. Lost in our thoughts, worries, concerns. 

“I’ll stay too,” Della says and I agree with her. She was only ever an extra pair of hands.

Weaver and me will be the main fighters, Everleigh will distract Millard and we have to risk taking her so he doesn’t kill Will. Ginata will give us any aid or information without blowing her cover. We don’t really need Finn, either, but he’s sweet traipsing after Weaver and I won’t offend him and that shows exactly how much I have changed!

Offending people has always been my favourite thing to do. 
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WILL WAKES UP IN THE tower, surprised that he even managed to get to sleep. He is alive which is good but he has a feeling of doom and fear which is not good.

What will Millard do? He wants to draw Everleigh out of hiding to kill or capture her. Surely, he needs Will alive to do this? But he could hurt him, parade him around with his injuries on show, who knows? Not him.

He can only sit and wait. All the foolery is gone from him; he doubts he could make anyone laugh if a knife was at his throat. What will this day bring? His freedom or his death. He’s sure enough that it will be one or the other. 

***
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MILLARD WAKES UP REFRESHED and excited. Today is the day, he is sure, he will kill or capture his little sister and then he will have free reign over the Realm and all who reside within it. This is all he wants and it’s not a lot to ask. Girls have never ruled before and regardless of some stupid prophecy he doesn’t see why they should start now. Everleigh could have lived alongside him as a royal sister, a princess, married to some good and wealthy man, maybe someone from the North of the Realm. Everyone would have been happy, but no, she had to be awkward and greedy; hankering after everything that is rightfully his. He didn’t kill his brother to give away his throne to a girl. It’s just ridiculous. 
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GINATA DREAMS UNHAPPY dreams of hurt and betrayal, love and lust and wakes in a sweat. Today is the day she will redeem herself and atone for a sin she committed without choice, a sin that was foist upon her. She will help Everleigh kill or capture her brother and end the day by placing the crown upon her head. 

***
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JUST BEFORE NOON WOLF and Brett come for Will. “Come on, fool. Let’s see how funny this is.” Wolf revels in doing Millard’s bidding. The more heinous the better. 

Brett takes hold of one of Will’s arms, but doesn’t pull him as hard as Wolf does.

Out in the courtyard they present Will to his future; the hangman’s noose.

Will keeps his face blank, refusing to breakdown or cry. He has to believe he will be rescued or he’ll go mad.  

The wooden frame for the hanging was set up overnight, Will vaguely recalls the hammering he heard from the tower and dismissed as nothing important. Will Everleigh come? He knows she will, and wants her to; he wants to be safe. But he wants her to live and rule more. If rescuing him leads to her being imprisoned in his place, then he would rather die. 

And he might.  

Millard comes to join them, all looking at the wooden frame and the thick rope hanging down, the noose ready for a neck of Millard’s choosing; he’s nodding his approval. “Morning, Will.”

Will manages to bow low. “My King.”

“My fool. I know my sister. She’ll come, and you won’t hang. I’m sure of it. I have no desire to kill you. I find you funnier than your father – and that is a compliment indeed.”

Will bows his head in thanks, and smiles at the farcical nature of needing to thank the man who wants to hang him. 

“We’ll have to set it up to look real, though. The villagers love a good show.”

The courtyard is already half full of men, women and children thrilled to watch a good killing. It’s a long time since there’s been a hanging in the courtyard; the old King wasn’t one to dole out punishments for public delectation and neither is Millard really. If someone deserves to die, then they deserve to die now, not in a day or two when the wooden tower has been erected, and the villagers informed of the show to come.

“I understand.” Will looks directly at Millard but sees nothing in his eyes but a glint of mischief; he’s enjoying this.

“String him up, Wolf.”

Millard steps back and Wolf steps in. Will offers no resistance but Wolf still drags him roughly to the tower, hauls him up onto a small wooden stool, and slips the rope around his neck, pulling it tight enough that Will wonders if he’ll choke to death before the stool is pushed away. He knows that’s not how it works, but the reality of the situation is making his brain fuzzy. 

His neck is bent at an uncomfortable angle, so that he’s staring at his feet. If he lifts his head he can see the crowd, and the first time he does so, a bare foot boy throws an apple at his head and the crowd burst into laughter. He keeps his head down, determined not to look up again until this is all over, but he lifts his head again when he sees his father’s feet. 

He doesn’t even know how he knows his father just by his feet, but he does. 

“Son, what is wrong with this King?”

“He’s definitely mad. But I’m alright. I know Everleigh won’t see me die.”

“She saw her brother, her father, Halfreda and that boy she loved die.”

“And Lanorie.”

“Well, then.”

“She’d have saved them all if she could.”

Will’s father doesn’t answer just kisses the top of his head. “I would save you if I could, son, and that’s as much use to you. I’ll go now, I’m going to drink the day away. Hopefully at night fall it’ll be you that finds me passed out drunk down at the inn and throws me in my bed. I love you. Always have. Always will. But I cannot stay and watch this.”

“I understand. Have one for me, too.”

Will’s father laughs. “I will, Will.”

His shoes shuffle away and Will watches his tears drop onto the dusty floor where his father’s shoes had been. He hopes he will be the one to find him drunk and unconscious. 
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GINATA IS WATCHING Millard and Will from near the castle wall. She’s not ready to face either of them yet. She took breakfast alone in her room, which she hasn’t done before and now she’s watching for any sign of Will’s rescuers. She wishes she was with them, instead of on the other side. She’s not even sure if she should go to Will’s side or if Millard will see it as a betrayal. She makes her way over to her King.

“Morning Ginata. How great is this?”

“It’s certainly a clever idea.”

“Do you think it will work?”

“I think if Everleigh hears about it, she’ll come. What will you do?”

“Take her prisoner.”

“Kill her? Kill him?”

“I won’t kill Will. I wish I didn’t have to use him like this. It’s the handmaiden’s fault, she shouldn’t have tricked me. But I don’t know about my sister...what would you do?”

“I think letting Will go free is a good idea. He’s a good fool. I cannot judge what to do with your sister, my King, but I will say that she is beloved of the people. And it never hurts for the man with the ultimate power to be seen as kind, to be forgiving.”

“What’s the point of power if I don’t use it?”

“You do use it, you used it yesterday, but Everleigh is different to her handmaiden. Everleigh is the Kingmaker.”

“Was the Kingmaker. Some say she should be Queen.”

“Do they?”

“Don’t you agree?”

“I have said before that it was what Halfreda wanted, but I also believe we have the power to change things. We don’t have to do what a prophecy says.”

“You don’t think it’s inevitable? That she will be Queen regardless of what I want?”

“I don’t know, my King. I wish I had answers for you. My powers aren’t what they were, I’m nowhere near the level of Halfreda...”

“I am sure you will get better in time.” He touches her cheek briefly. “Right, is there any sign of my lovely sister? Wolf!”

Wolf rushes over to them, shooting a dark look at Ginata and shaking his head. “I can’t see her yet. I think we should get you up on the platform, start talking, see if we can flush her out.”

“Good idea. Do one last sweep around the perimeter of the castle with Brett and then we’ll start.” Wolf bows and backs away, looking around for Brett.

“My King, may I speak to Will, to reassure him?”

“If you like.”

Ginata leaves the King’s side and walks over to Will. He looks pretty pathetic, standing there with the noose around his neck, his clothes wet from the ale and food people have been throwing at him. 

“Will.” Ginata’s voice is soft and he lifts his head a little. It hurts to hold it up, his legs are buckling and he is desperately trying to stay upright, not to hang himself by accident. 

“Any sign of anyone?”

“Not yet, but you know they’ll come.”

They are both silent and sad and wishing for the end of the day to come, whatever it brings. 
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I CANNOT THINK OF ONE thing to say to cheer either of us and so I give up. What we need now is the cavalry. 

I kiss the top of Will’s head; he smells of ale. 

I head back over to Millard, the sick feeling in my stomach intensifying. What sort of man is he? And why is he sneaking in to my dreams?

“Wolf’s been ages. I’m going to start without him. Tell him to join me if you see him.” 

I nod and a shiver of excitement goes through me. Wolf’s not back; have they got to him already? I cannot stand being out of the loop like this. 

The crowd is rowdy, but not violent, and I am desperate to see Everleigh, to start this thing and finish it. I have no idea if our plan will work, but we have to try. When Everleigh is Queen, I can forget about Millard.

For now, I cannot. He is standing next to Will on the platform of the wooden tower, calling out to the crowd. “My people, my good people. Welcome, welcome.”

The crowd give a roar of approval; how quickly they forget. Three days ago, they would have had this King’s head if they could. The disgust for him had been palpable, the barely contained fury, real. Three days later he’s their best King for giving them a spectacle to watch. One small group have pulled up stools and are eating bread and meat. 

Come on Everleigh. Come on Ceryn – she’ll give Millard a run for his money. Come on Weaver. I cannot stand this waiting and I know exactly how Will must be feeling: sick, sick, sick. 

“I am saddened to be here today. But my fool isn’t a loyal fool and so...” Millard gestures at the noose; he cannot tell the crowd the truth; they would mob him, but now they happily boo and hiss at Will.

Millard is left stalling for time as he waits to see if his sister shows. I, of course, know that she will. Unless something has gone drastically wrong, but I don’t feel that. 

Truthfully, I don’t feel anything. I am of no use. 

I hear the first call of Kingmaker before Millard does and I turn my head. The crowd is parting, like they did in the coronation, and there she is.  

The Kingmaker who will be Queen. 

Della has dressed her in one of her own dresses but altered it and it suits her perfectly. The colour is soft pink, and it makes her look beautiful but vulnerable too, which is good. Her lovely long hair is loose, and the soft curls also add to her vulnerability. She looks young and ethereal. 

Just behind her I see Weaver and Ceryn. Ceryn grins and nods at me before walking to my side, letting Everleigh continue onwards.  

“All good?” I ask her.

“Yes. We’ve got Wolf. Easily. I walked towards him, pretending to have hurt my ankle and Weaver came behind him. Cracked him over the head with an axe handle – he’ll live.”

“More’s the pity.”

They smile and turn as Everleigh speaks to her brother.  

“Millard.” 

I note that she doesn’t call him King, nor does she bow to him. She stands directly in front of him, though he is on the platform and she is on the floor. I see Will lift his head, despite the pain, to get a look at her and the smile on his face is filled with love and relief. 

The crowd is murmuring, unsure of what’s going on. 

Ceryn and Weaver have their hands on their bows and an arrow ready each. No one in the crowd even notices; all eyes are on Everleigh and the King.

“Ah, sister.”

Millard surprises me then and pulls the noose off Will’s neck. He must be so sure that Wolf or Brett or one of his guards will grab Everleigh that he’s happy to free his bargaining chip, and yet there’s no sign of any of them. Will bows to Millard and then jumps down off the platform, rubbing at his neck. He comes to me and I squeeze his hand. We cannot talk or relax or rest. We aren’t all safe yet.

Ceryn lowers her bow. “I don’t trust him.” 

Weaver nods. “Stay alert.”

“Sister, I have freed your friend but I want you in return.”

The crowd’s murmurs are turning more hostile. The love the Realm has for Everleigh, a tragic figure all her life because of her role as Kingmaker, is still evident and it cheers me. 

“Brother. You have something that I want.”

“I’ve already freed your friend.”

“Not Will, though I thank you for keeping him safe.”

“What then, sister?” Millard is starting to look nervous. He’s not focussing solely on Everleigh; his eyes are darting around the crowd and I can tell that he’s unhappy with what he sees. We have hurt Wolf, so does that mean the other men haven’t had any orders? I can see some of them on the outskirts of the crowd, but none are close, none are near enough to be of any use, I don’t think. 

“What’s he playing at...” Ceryn mutters the words but they’re not really a question.

Everleigh takes a step towards her brother. “My crown. I want my crown.”

He laughs then, a strange sound and the crowd join in. They don’t understand this power play and are waiting to see what will happen. 

“You will never be Queen.”

Everleigh ignores him and looks up at the sky – blue and clear, some wispy white clouds. I can see her lips moving and I feel the air turn thick; she’s summoning a storm. She’s going to bamboozle him with her powers. 

“You two get in position and when he’s distracted, grab him.”

Weaver shakes his head. “If we do, his men will attack us. We need to wait and see what happens...” 

I nod, unhappy but accepting that both him and Ceryn know how to fight better than I ever will. 

“Sister, what are you doing?”

“Brother. I am doing something you can’t.”

Millard doesn’t answer her, just humphs, watching the sky.

“I am controlling the Realm, not just the people within it.”

With those words, she flings her arms into the air and the rain lashes down on her upturned face. I grin at the drama; she’s getting the hang of this.

Millard shrugs. “So, it’s raining.”

Everleigh lifts her face to the rain again and says something out loud, the weather stealing the sounds as she speaks them. 

Lightning bolts split the sky, causing the crowd to call out and many of them to back away. Everleigh is still muttering as thunder cracks overhead. 

I am so proud of her at this moment that I forget about any connection Millard has tried to forge with me and I am almost jumping and clapping my hands for her. Will is the same. “He doesn’t know what to do!” 

Everleigh calls more lightning and almost as though her hand is controlling the charge, and maybe it is, she points at the wooden platform that Millard stands on and the lightning strikes – she aims to the left of him, to the wooden tower, and the fire sparks up immediately. 

She moves closer, whispering and gesturing as the flames take hold, despite the rain, impossible but true. The fire erupts and Millard shrieks and jumps down, batting at an errant flame on his arm. 

“Witch.”

“Queen.”

“Seize her!”
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AT MILLARD’S WORDS his men rush forward at Everleigh, but the roar of the fire or the change in the weather or the fact that these people love their Kingmaker turns the crowd even more hostile. As Millard’s men charge, the horde turns and suddenly the village men are fighting the King’s men and fists are flying, swords are reached for and Everleigh ducks under arms and around battling bodies to jump on the platform, the fire blazing behind her. 

Seeing that Everleigh is safe, for now, Ceryn and Weaver raise their swords and join the fray, helping the villagers to protect their Kingmaker and future Queen, keeping the King’s men away from the flaming platform.

“Come on brother. Come on King!” Everleigh screams at him and he turns to look at her. “If you want to keep your crown so badly, come and fight me for it.”

Millard pauses, looking from his sister, to his singed skin to the men fighting around them. “I’ve got the crown. You cannot win this, not through fighting or bad weather or anything else. Brett!”

Brett turns to look at the King and gets punched clean in the side of the nose. He turns to his assailant and punches him back before running to Millard’s side, wiping his bloody nose on his sleeve. 

Millard looks at Everleigh. Will has joined her. “String him up and take her to the tower. I’ll deal with her once Ginata’s fixed my arm.”

Millard walks away as though fighting Everleigh and battling for his crown, is beneath him. 

Will takes Everleigh’s hand and they leap through the smoke. They cannot wait for Brett or anyone else to catch them. Once again, their plan has gone awry, and damn Millard still wears the crown. 

Millard calls to Ginata and she hesitates; she wants to follow Everleigh, be part of the squad that saves their Queen but Millard calls for her again and duty trumps desire. “Ginata, please, help me get out of here.”

It’s typical that he doesn’t stay to take part in a fight that he started, but wants to duck out of the way to safety, letting his men take the fall, and sending someone else to take Everleigh prisoner.  

The throng of fighters are screaming, yelling, shouting, the observers making a run for it and part of Ginata is glad to be out of it, she just wishes their plan had worked. 

As she follows Millard she can see that he’s injured. “I’m burnt.”

She can see the singed edge of his clothes where the skin has bubbled. 

“She tried to set me on fire. She tried to kill me.”

“I’ll fix you.”

“She will die. When I get my hands on her she will die. Where the hell is Wolf?”
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EVERLEIGH AND WILL run, the rain impeding their vision, the fighting expanded beyond just the courtyard, the sound of thumps and punches masked by the rain but the yelling and crying out loud enough to be heard, the throng of battling bodies getting in their way.

They know Brett is on their heels, maybe even more of the King’s men. They can’t stop. They weave through the courtyard and then jump over a wall. Will risks a quick look backwards. “He’s not there.” 

They tuck their backs against the wall, catching their breath, composing themselves for a minute. 

“He’s done it again. Damn him Will.”

“It’s fine. We’ll try again, and again, and again until we get that crown on your head.”

“Is it worth it? What if I just surrender? No more death, no more battling. Just let him win.”

Will takes Everleigh’s face in his hands. “Everleigh. You have to be Queen. Your brother killed his own brother to get the throne. If you weren’t fighting to win the crown, if he was left to his own devices, what do you think he’d do?”

“Kill anyone who disagreed with him. Kill anyone he took a disliking to. But it’s so hard. I can’t do it...”

“You can and you will. The prophecy says you will reign. Who knows why? Maybe this fight with your brother is just the beginning, maybe in the future we will need a powerful Queen more than we do now, who knows...but you cannot let him win.”

“But I don’t know what to do.”

“We’ll go now, we’ll reconvene, make a plan.”

“Our plans don’t work. I’ve tried killing him in his sleep and asking him to fight. I just want that damn crown. What am I missing?”

“Something, but now’s not the time to worry. Come on.” 

They stand up to run to the safety of the cottage and Brett cracks Will over the head, and he drops. Brett looks at Everleigh who is paralysed with fear, remembering their previous meetings. 

He mouths the word, sorry, then throws a black hood over her face, before bundling her, kicking and screaming, over his shoulder. 

He checks that no one is looking and runs into the woods, leaving Will on the floor, alive, but unconscious.
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GINATA TAKES MILLARD’S hand as she leads him through to her rooms. Burns are nasty and the sooner she gets to work on him, the more chance there is of a scar, if any, being smaller and less angry looking. 

“Why is she doing this, Ginata? Why is she so eager to get the crown?”

“She thinks it’s hers.” Ginata’s voice is dull, all of a sudden, she cannot stand this battle for power, this dance between the two of them. This feeling of being on the other side, the outsider. 

“What do you think I should do?”

“Maybe stop chasing her. Stop attacking her. Stop threatening her. Maybe she’ll leave you alone...”

Millard shakes his head. “She tried to kill me today. Burn me to death. Imagine how much that would have hurt?”

“I can only imagine, my King.” She gathers the things she needs to attend to his wound. The burn is nasty, some of the material of his clothes burnt into his skin where the fire has melded the two together. 

“I will have to kill her. I know she’s beloved and the people love their Kingmaker and she thinks she should be Queen, but really, people have no idea what it’s like to be me, to be King, to be in charge. I took huge risks to get this throne. I killed my brother, that wasn’t easy. I loved him, but I needed the power more. I killed Halfreda, she’d looked after me since I was tiny. Such sacrifices...”

Ginata has her back to Millard sorting out her lotions, and while he prattles on she tunes out. Everleigh needs to be Queen, but their plan has been thwarted again. This raving King thinks he’s hard done by but what can she do? She is torn between wanting to knock him out and kiss him until he’s quiet.

She hears a massive thunk and whips around to see Millard slumped in the chair and Ceryn holding a stone bowl, the one she uses for grinding herbs and seeds, above his head, a massive grin on her face. 

“Everleigh and Will got away. One of the King’s men’s chasing them but they had a good head start. Weaver’s fighting off the King’s men and I followed you up. Help me tie him up. Hell, no, I’ll tie you both up, for now, just in case.”

“What have you done?” 

“Whacked him. He’s not dead. Though...”

“No, don’t kill him. Everleigh needs to see him.”

“She’ll be glad if I kill him.”

Ginata shakes her head. “No. Everleigh has to make that decision, not you, or me.”

Millard murmurs something unintelligible and turns his head slightly. Before he can come to, Ceryn hits him again, not as hard as the first time, but he collapses back down. “Quick, Ginata, have you got rope?” 

“Yes.” She roots through her drawers and finds a thick coil of rope. “What do we do now?”

“I’ll tie you both up, fetch Everleigh and we’ll do an exchange. His crown for his freedom.”

“Ceryn. That might work.”

“I know and it was great to whack him too!”

Ceryn moves Millard onto the floor and Ginata sits with her back to him. “Do I really need to stay with him?”

“If something goes wrong; we still need you on the inside.”

“But we’ve got him now. I don’t think anyone would look for him here. Get Everleigh quickly.”

Ceryn ties them up, but leaves Ginata’s wrists slightly loose, not loose enough to cause suspicion if someone finds her, but enough that she’s not in pain. 

“I’ll be back as soon as I can.”
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I AM HUMMING AS I WALK; oh, it was satisfying whacking that dirt bag over the head. Twice. I wish I could kill him but I know it’s up to Everleigh to decide. 

Out in the courtyard the fighting has come to an end. There are split lips and broken noses, and a few dead guards. Weaver is doubled over, back against a wall, blood dripping onto the floor. 

“Will you live?”

He grins as he looks up at me. “Of course.” He spits a gob of blood onto the floor, his nose and his lip are bleeding and there is blood on his sword. “I didn’t kill anyone, but I put a few out of service.”

I grin at him. A few injured guards are nothing to what I’ve done. “I’ve got Millard.”

“What? Where?”

“I whacked him over the head, like you did with Wolf, but I’ve tied him up, with Ginata, in case.” I shrug; he’ll know what I mean.  

“Fantastic. Where?”

“He’s in Ginata’s rooms, I followed them, he’s injured and she was going to fix him. I whacked him with a stone bowl thing. Twice.”

“Is he dead.”

“No. I’m going to go and find Everleigh, come with me.” I shake my head. “No, go to Ginata’s rooms and watch them till I get back. Just in case.”

“Brilliant idea. Where is it?”

I give him the best directions I can remember and head through the mass of groaning, bloodied bodies, thinking that if Will and Everleigh had any sense – which they do – they’ll head for the cottages. 

Despite the bloodshed and the plan going wrong I am happy. Della and Addyson are safe. I’ve not seen Finn, but I can imagine he ran back to the cottages when the fighting started, and I don’t blame him. He’s not a fighter. 

We are all safe and well and considering how things played out, that’s not too bad. I wish we’d got Wolf tied up like I tied up Millard, but there was nothing around to do it with. We threw him down a ditch, after I kicked him, and hopefully he’ll stay there for a bit. I don’t think he’d look for Millard in Ginata’s rooms anyway. At least not straight away. 

I still need to be quick though. 

I jump over the wall, heading back to the cottages and land on something. Hell, it’s someone – it’s Will. He’s got a bloody wound on his head but I can see he’s alive from his colour. “Will!” I shake him. There’s no sign of Everleigh and Will is hurt. That means something went wrong. 

“Will!” I shake him harder. “Will! Where’s Everleigh?”

He moans and groans but doesn’t wake up. “Will! Where’s Everleigh?”

He can’t answer my questions, so I roll him closer to the wall. I’m no healer but I don’t think he’s in any immediate danger and I have to find Everleigh.

I can’t; she could be anywhere. I scream out her name in case she’s close by, but there’s no reply. I scream it again. Where the hell is she and who took her? One of Millard’s men, I know that much. Damn Millard. I contemplate going back to the castle, kicking the life out of him, but I don’t think it will help. If someone has taken her then it’s him they’ll bring her back to. 

Maybe she’s already in the King’s rooms. Only I don’t know where they are. The castle is huge and I barely found my way out of Ginata’s rooms to the courtyard. 

I close my eyes for a second, try to think of the best thing to do. Then I start running to the cottages. 

When I burst in Finn, Della and Addyson all jump out of their seats. “I need help.”

“What’s happened?”

“I can’t find Everleigh. She was with Will, but Will’s hurt.”

“Where is she?” Addyson bursts out crying and I want to join her. 

“I don’t know. I don’t know.”

“Has Millard got her? Is she dead?”

“No. I’ve got Millard.”

“What? How?”

“I followed him and Ginata and cracked him over the head.”

“Has Wolf got her?”

“I don’t think so. We cracked him over the head and threw him down a ditch.”

“But he could have got up?”

“He could have...let’s just go. I thought if someone took her they might have taken her to Millard’s rooms. But I don’t know where they are.”

Addyson takes my hand and the four of us rush back to the castle. I tell them everything I know on the way. The way Millard let Will go free. The way Everleigh made it rain and set the wooden hanging tower on fire. How Weaver knocked Wolf out. How I knocked Millard out. And hit him twice. How Will is hurt. There’s too much to say, and we have to be quick.

Will is where I left him and still breathing and so we abandon him again, and head to Ginata’s rooms first. There are a few stragglers still sitting around the courtyard, groaning and nursing their wounds, but anyone who could get away has gone and there are only two bodies, both Millard’s men.

Addyson leads the way because I can barely remember. We go through Ginata’s rooms and into her work room and I can see that Millard is still unconscious. If we could just find Everleigh we would have everything we want. 

Ginata holds her hands up. “Untie me and I’ll get a sleeping draught for Millard. He won’t wake for hours. Where’s Everleigh?”

“She’s gone?”

“What? Where?” 

“We don’t know. We found Will, but he’s been knocked out. There was no sign of Everleigh.”

“We’ve lost her?”

“Unfortunately.” 

“Now what?”

We are all silent. I feel sick that we’ve lost Everleigh. She could be dead already.

“We could put him in the tower...” Addyson suggests, her voice quiet. “It’s what he did to me.”

“That would be good, but we don’t have a key.” I ruffle her hair and she smiles up at me.

“We need him somewhere we can leave him without worrying. While we look for Everleigh.”

“What about the cottage?” This suggestion from Della. “No one would look there.” 

Ginata looks worried. “True, but if he wakes up then he’ll know I’m not on his side.”

“Is that so terrible?” I ask.
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GINATA DOESN’T ANSWER and Ceryn gives her a strange look. “This is everything we wanted. Millard out of action and Everleigh on the throne.”

“Yes, but Everleigh’s not here.”

“Whoever took her, took her for Millard...” Weaver thinks the same way as Ceryn. “So, they’ll bring her back to Millard.”

“So where do we go, what do we do with him?” Della asks.

“We go to his rooms.” Ceryn and Weaver grin.

“We’ll be safe there. No one can sneak up on us.”

“And then when whoever has her, brings her, we’ll attack them and crown her.”

“That’s a bloody good idea.”

“Brilliant.”

“And if Wolf comes, he’ll never expect us to be there and we can attack him again. Tie him up this time.”

“No one will expect us to be there.”

“Do we know who took her? Who chased them?”

“It was Brett,” Ginata says. “The one with the bandaged hands.”

“He’ll have worse than that when we find him. Right, let’s move Millard, before anyone comes looking for him.”

Ceryn uses her dagger to cut some of the ropes off him so he’s easier to carry and for a second everyone just stares at him. This is the King of the Realm; knocked out, tied up and drugged. What they have all been a part of is an act of treason and without Everleigh there to take over his reign it seems far worse of a crime. 

Addyson kneels in front of him, her older brother. She touches his face and then touches his crown. Then she takes it off his head. “For Everleigh.” 

The silence is thick, it’s too upsetting, too sickening, that Everleigh is missing, could be hurt, could be dead. That they finally have the crown, but not the head to wear it. 

“Right, let’s go.” 

Finn and Weaver carry Millard easily from Ginata’s work room to his own room and Ceryn ties him back up. She pulls the ropes extra hard and gives him a kick on the shin before turning away. “What if I start looking for Everleigh and you boys fetch Will to Ginata. Addyson – you go and wait in Ginata’s rooms with Della.”

“Why go looking for her? We think they’ll bring her here, whoever has her.”

“What if we’re wrong?”

Weaver nods his agreement. “I’ll come back and guard Millard?”

“Let’s hide him first, in case anyone comes in. Put him in this closet.”

They shove him in a closet, where there’s less chance of anyone coming across him by accident.  

Ceryn nods and the plan made, they all walk away from their crownless King.

Back in her own room Ginata paces while Della and Addyson sit on the window seat, crown on the table near them. She can hear them chatting to each other but can’t hear what they are saying. She envies their closeness; she has no one that she’s close to since Halfreda died. 

She’s stuck in this limbo between helping Everleigh but being separated from her, serving Millard and having such conflicting feelings about him.

Leaving him just now, trussed up like a chicken and helpless felt worse than wrong; it felt like a betrayal. But helping Millard and not Everleigh is another type of betrayal. She takes a slug of ale from the cup on the table, her mind made up.

Her hand is searching among her potion bottles before she knows what she’s doing and she ignores her inner voices as they argue.

“I’ll watch for them in the corridor,” she announces her intention to Della and Addyson but they barely glance her way.  

She has no idea how much time she has as she finds herself running along the corridor to Millard’s rooms, but she knows it’s not long. She bursts inside and shuts the door behind her, resting against it, heart hammering, stomach twisting. 

She throws open the closet door; Millard looks like a victim; his handsome head empty without his crown, his thick hair ruffled with the indentation of the heavy gold. His rich clothes make him look pathetic because he’s tied up and vulnerable. 

She looks at the bottle in her hand and takes a deep breath. What is she doing? 

Making things fair, giving him a chance. 

Serving her King.

Betraying her Queen.

She walks slowly to his side. If Weaver comes back now it’s all over; Everleigh and all the others won’t want anything to do with her. She will be killed as a traitor when Millard is killed or, at best, locked up; her betrayal of Everleigh and her cause complete. 

Or, before she crosses that line, she could go back to her rooms and wait for Will, patch him up and keep herself and her feelings separate; become an observer of all that’s going on rather than a participant. 

What to do?

She pulls the dagger from her boot and slices at the ropes that bind him. She holds his head back as though he’s an infant who cannot help himself and she pours the tonic that will wake him up into his mouth.

Deed done she rests her hand on his cheek for a second, before turning away from him and rushing back to the corridor to wait for Will. Only seconds after she gets her breath back, Finn and Weaver come around the corner carrying him.  

“All good?” Weaver asks and Ginata nods. 

“Help me to get him laying down.” She wants to keep Weaver from Millard’s rooms for as long as she can. Give her King a chance to come around and make an escape. 

“I think he’ll live,” Weaver says. 

“Thanks. Do you think Della and Addyson should go back to the cottage? Maybe you could take them?”

Weaver frowns. “I should guard the King.”

“He’s tied up and hidden. I just fear for their safety, walking back alone. Even with Finn.”

Finn laughs and Ginata touches his sleeve. “No offence.”

“None taken. I know I’m no great warrior.”

They smile, a moment of lightness welcome to them all.

“I don’t want to leave you though, Ginata.”

“I’ll be fine. None of the King’s men would do me any harm, and most of them are off somewhere licking their wounds. It was quite a fight out there today.”

“You’re right. Yes, it’ll be safer for Addyson away from the castle. The King’s men won’t bother you if they see you, but they might try to hurt or imprison her again.” 

“I’ll sort Will out. He seems fine. There’s a lump on his head but no fresh blood. He just needs a tonic and some rest.”

After hugs and promises to be careful, Weaver, Finn, Addyson and Della leave Ginata and Will and while Will snoozes, oblivious to all that’s going on, Ginata sits with her head in her hands. 

Right or wrong she’s done what she’s done, and now it’s time to live with the consequences, whatever they may be. 

***
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CERYN IS SCREAMING out Everleigh’s name as she rides through the woods, past the river, up to the top of the forest, looking down over the castle and the villages beyond. 

It’s not fair that they’ve got Millard prisoner; that Addyson took the crown off his head and they have nowhere to put it. “Everleigh!” Her voice is hoarse from shouting but she keeps shouting and searching and shouting and searching. It’s what Archer would have done if he were alive and she has to honour that. Besides, she had a choice to go home and leave Everleigh to fight her own battle for the throne, but she didn’t want to. She has to be here helping and until she finds Everleigh she will keep shouting and searching.  

***
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WEAVER HEADS UP THE little group, Finn and Della either side of Addyson. It’s right to get her away from the castle, and with Millard tied up and unconscious and hidden, there is less urgency than there might have been, but he still wants to be quick. There’s still tension in the air and a feeling of unrest around the castle. 

The courtyard is still quiet, though a few little maids are quietly going about their business. Life always goes back to normal, but Weaver is ready, hand on his sword, in case. 

They leave the castle behind them, happy to move away from the memories of the day; Everleigh being taken and Will attacked, all the fighting, the horror of it, the hollow victory of taking Millard’s crown and having nowhere to place it.

They walk along, quietly, each one lost in their own thoughts, memories and troubles. 

What happens next is a question none of them can answer. 
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BRETT WHISPERS HE IS sorry and then throws a hood over my head and carries me away from the castle, from Will, from any sort of rescue. 

Sorry, for what? I cannot help but think of what he wanted to do to me before and I am trying not to be sick in this hood. If I do, I am likely to choke and die and I won’t go out like that.

I want to fight so badly but my body is limp and I am not so stupid as to not recognise that I am helpless. 

Imagination is no friend to anyone in trouble; I am imagining Brett taking me to the tower; or attacking me in the woods again, like he did before, but succeeding; I picture him killing me and proudly taking my body to my brother to show him how clever he is and how deserving of praise. Will he hit me, hurt me, touch me, kill me? 

I am sweating and shivering and more scared than I have ever been in my life. Even when I imagined Halfreda slitting my throat I wasn’t this scared; I had planned for that my whole life long, I had pictured it and prepared for it as best I could and I knew with the whole Realm watching I wasn’t going to scream and cry and dissolve into tears; I had decided to die like a brave Kingmaker, head held high, throat exposed...

But this, this is different. I don’t know what’s coming. Brett ready to attack or my brother crowing with victory or more of the King’s men wanting to aid and assist Millard in anything he chooses, no matter how nefarious. 

I am not sure what will be worse; facing Brett or my brother.

At least my brother doesn’t have any designs on my body, doesn’t fancy himself as the right man to awaken my inner desire and convince me to abandon my innocence. 

Millard will kill me. I don’t think he’ll lock me up, maybe before but not now, and maybe death would be preferable to what Brett might do. 

So, some sort of horrible ending awaits me when I get to wherever we are going and a little bit of me hopes that Brett will just keep walking. Keep walking and I can close my eyes and pretend I’m somewhere else, doing something else, laughing or joking, that maybe it’s a week and a half ago and my father lives, Halfreda lives and Archer lives.

Tears flow down my face at the thought of all that I have lost and a little helpless, weak bit of me thinks death would be welcome. At least I could stop fighting, stop battling, stop. 

Forget about how lonely my life has become, how helpless and hopeless. How much I miss my father, Halfreda. Archer. 

I hope that maybe whenever we get where we are going, he will leave the hood over my head and I will never really know what my fate is. 

Brett is slowing down and the snakes in my tummy unfurl and squirm freely, the bile rises in my throat and I swallow it down, the bitter, acrid taste making me wince. 

He sets me down and whispers, Walk, to me, and putting his hands either side of my hips, in a far too intimate gesture, he guides me forward. 

My feet are refusing to work properly, the fear and the upset making me stumble and stagger. What if I just lay down and refuse to go further? Will that start an attack sooner or give me a short reprieve while he decides what to do with me? 

He pushes my head down and I feel the atmosphere around me change; I think we are in the caves at the farthest edge of the river; the air is dank, oppressive and our treads are echoing.  

The end of our journey is coming. I can feel it. We are walking more quickly, with purpose. Brett is taking me to where I am going to end up. At his feet or my brother’s, I cannot stand the not knowing, the lack of sight making every other sense heightened.

I can smell Brett; he smells like he needs a good wash; he smells nervous, if that makes any sense. I can hear my breathing, shallow and too fast, panic overcoming me and threatening to send me into a meltdown. 

I can sense other people in the cave, hear breathing that’s not mine or Brett’s, and my knees buckle, no longer able to hold me up. As I drop to the floor I feel the dirt and stones under my palms, and I know this is it; I am about to die. Or be violated. Or both. 

I feel Brett tugging at the ties that gather the hood around my neck and I flinch from his fingers, drawing my whole body inwards like I might disappear from his sight completely – from the sight of whoever else is here with us. 

There’s a whoosh over my ears as he pulls the hood off and I push my hair off my face, wiping away the tears and sweat and squinting as my eyes adjust to the gloom. 

I was right, Brett has brought me to one of the caves; I can remember playing here with Addyson and my brothers before they both went mad. 

And I am right that there are other people in the cave but I am not sure if the trauma of being taken has addled my brain somehow. 

Brett is grinning at me, standing placidly by the side of two men I recognise.

The first is Halfreda’s teacher. 

My eyes come to rest on his smile, and his lovely eyes and then I look to the right of him. And I feel like I’m going to faint, no I am going to faint, because standing next to him, bruised and a little battered looking, standing not quite as strongly and upright as he used to, but with his bright red shock of hair exactly as I dreamed about it and his smile and his face and his eyes and himself so, so perfect, and alive...is Archer.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




BORN TO RULE


Everleigh 
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ARCHER. 

How can something impossible be possible? Archer is dead. I saw it with my own eyes. I saw his body fall, I saw his blood flood the ground and when I put my ear to his chest, the beat of his life was gone.  

I went to the island with Ginata and pushed his dead body into the water. 

And yet here he is, his bright red hair as vibrant as before, his blue eyes glowing, his smile as I remember. 

He’s standing with Halfreda’s teacher. 

And Brett. 

The three of them are smiling at me and again I feel the lightness in my head, the woozy feeling, making my knees buckle, and I know that I’m going to faint when the three smiling men are obscured by thick, fuzzy black spots that swim across the impossible scene in front of me.

Maybe I have already fainted and this is a dream. 

That must be it, because Halfreda’s teacher left before Macsen’s coronation, Brett hated Archer and knocked him out and would never want to help him, and Archer is dead. 

A dream. 

It doesn’t hurt when I hit the floor, it’s a relief to let go, to lose control. 
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“I WORRIED IT MIGHT kill her. The shock.” The teacher looks down at her, concern on his face.

“Really? Why did we do it like this then? I should have hidden somewhere else. Let you explain everything first.”

“You’re right. But I was excited. I wanted to see her reaction.”

“Well, she fainted, a great reaction. Now what?”

“She’ll get over it pretty quickly and she’ll be fine. And she’s alive. Cover her with your cloak.”

Archer kneels next to Everleigh, placing his cloak over her and smoothing the hair off her forehead. He smiles over at Brett as he stands up. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome, Archer. I’ve been trying to make amends since that day in the woods. I feel like I’ve done it now.”

“You have.” Archer gives him a hug, still amazed that the two of them can even be in the same space without fighting. 

“He would have killed her if someone else caught her. Wolf, or any of his men.”

“I know. I’m glad I managed to get her away.”

“You should get back before you’re missed.”

“You’re right. Go on, hit me.”

At Brett’s say so Archer pulls back his fist and punches him, hard in the face, once, twice and a third time. He helps pull him to his feet, wincing at the pull in his side. “Sorry Brett.”

“It’s fine. It’s what we decided.” His speech is slurry through his fat lip, and the blood in his mouth. He shakes hands with the teacher and with Archer, and, letting the blood drip over his clothes, gives them a nod before ducking out of the cave.

“Brave man,” the teacher says, watching Brett walk away. “Do you think it will work?”

“I think so. The punches were real.”

“People only see what they want to. I don’t think Millard will suspect him.”

“I hope not. I wouldn’t want to see him dead. Not now.”

“Me neither. He did a good thing.”

The two men are silent, looking down at Everleigh. “I should never have let you talk me into doing it like this.” Archer kneels next to her again, shifting himself until he’s comfy. “What can I do?”

“She’ll come around. Just give her time.”

“I’ve got time.” He takes hold of her hand and holds it tight.

***
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WILL GROANS AND LIFTS his head up. He has no idea where he is or why he’s in such pain, but it can’t be good. 

“Hey, lay back down.” Ginata gently pushes him back until he’s lying flat again. “You took a pretty big whack to the head.”

“Did I?”

“You don’t remember?” 

He rubs at his head. “No...I...”

“What’s your name?”

“Will.”

“And my name?”

“Ginata.”

“Where are you?”

He raises his head enough to cast his eyes around. “Your work room. In the castle.”

“So, no permanent damage done. I think.”

“Good...so what am I missing? Who hit me?”

“Brett, I think. One of the King’s men. Millard was going to hang you. He let you go, but you were escaping with Everleigh when you were knocked out. I think. I wasn’t there.”

“Where were you?”

“I was with the King. Bringing him back here. His arm was burnt.”

“So where is he now?”

Ginata takes a deep breath, steadies her voice. “He’s tied up in his rooms. Hidden. We took his crown.”

“You took his crown? We won? Where’s Everleigh?”

“Taken. By Brett. We think. After he hurt you. We don’t really know. It’s such a mess.” She sits down on the stool and puts her head in her hands. “Ceryn followed me here. Do you remember her?”

“Yes. Archer’s friend. The girl with the mark.”

“Yes. She followed me up here and hit Millard over the head, twice. We tied him up and then moved him to his rooms. We figured that whoever hurt you and took Everleigh would take her to the King.”

“Have they?”

“We don’t know. Ceryn has gone looking for Everleigh in case we were wrong. Weaver’s taken Addyson, Della and Finn back to the cottages. I’m looking after you.”

“So, who’s watching the King? What about Wolf?”

“Wolf was attacked by Weaver. We think he’s still unconscious – at least he’s not been in here looking for Millard. No one is watching the King, but he’s tied up. Weaver will come straight back.”

“So, what do we do?”

“Well, you need to rest and I need to...” 

“What? What do you need to do?”

“Nothing. I’ve done enough.”
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WEAVER FOLLOWS FINN, Della and Addyson into the cottage. “I think you’ll be fine here. I’ll go back to the castle, watch the King, until either Ceryn finds Everleigh or whoever took her brings her back. As soon as we know something, we’ll come and get you. Addyson, you’ll be able to go home.”

“Thank you. I want to thank all of you. It’s been a horrible few days. I’ll be glad to go home.”

“I’ll miss you, little lamb.” Della takes hold of Addyson’s hand and holds it to her cheek. 

“Will you visit me?”

“Try keeping me away.”

Weaver nods to Finn to follow him out. “I won’t be any help if anyone comes looking for the princess.”

“I don’t think they will. No one knows Everleigh was here. If she has been captured she won’t give up Addyson’s whereabouts. Just be vigilant. Try to keep them calm. I’ll see you soon.”

Weaver claps Finn on the shoulder and then heads back to the castle. The King is tied up, but Weaver will feel better when he’s being guarded as well.

***
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CERYN IS SICK OF SCREAMING out the same word over and over again. 

Everleigh. 

It’s pointless. She won’t be roaming the woods around the river; whoever has her will have hidden her or locked her up...

Shaking her head, Ceryn wonders if it’s too obvious. Would Millard have had her locked in the tower? It’s worth looking and if she’s not there, she’ll go back to the King’s rooms, stay with Weaver and wait until Everleigh is brought back to the castle. 

She rides faster than ever and tethers Pitch in the stable. The tower is unmanned and even as she pushes open the door; she knows that if Everleigh were in here, it would be locked up and heavily guarded. 

She has to check though, and once she has, she heads inside to help Weaver. She only takes one wrong turn on her way to the King’s rooms but finds her bearings pretty quickly. 

She pushes open the door, expecting to find Weaver standing outside the closet, standing guard, and Millard in an unconscious heap on the floor inside, neatly tied up, waiting for Everleigh to dole out the appropriate justice.

But the room is empty. 

No Weaver. 

She throws open the closet door.

No King.

Cursing, she storms out and heads for Ginata’s room. 
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WHAT HAVE I DONE? WHAT have I done? What have I done?

The question reverberates through my brain, my skull, my soul.

Will is sitting beside me in my receiving room, gingerly touching the tender spot on his head, oblivious to the facts that I have withheld from him.

Millard, the King of the Realm, who took the throne by murdering his brother, is not tied up. 

Because I freed him.

He killed his brother, who had killed their father. He killed Halfreda, who was the wise woman in this castle before me, he killed Everleigh’s first love – Archer and he killed her handmaiden, Lanorie.  

Since his coronation, since I moved to the castle to take Halfreda’s place, I have feared for my own life on more than one occasion.

I know that this King, this young man, is a menace. He is dangerous, impulsive, terrifying really, and yet...

How can you explain something that you do not understand?

I am not a foolish woman. I pride myself on being clever and intuitive, level headed and good hearted. 

But I can also tell you that even through my fear, I could accept that Millard was handsome, alluring, even.

I am a woman unused to the attentions of men. I am innocent of so much and yet when he kissed me – twice – my head turned and my heart thawed.

But now I feel sick that I have betrayed Everleigh.

The Kingmaker who lived, the Kingmaker who should rule. I have sworn to put her on the throne, sworn to help her and thwart her brother and yet I have aided him.

But when I saw him tied up, vulnerable and hurting, attacked and unable to defend himself, I wanted to help; I had to help. My heart told me to help him and I did. 

I cannot explain it or justify it. 

But I did it. 

I take a drink from the flagon of ale on the table and ask Will if he wants any. He shakes his head and I move to his side. “Are you alright?”

“Lanorie’s dead.” 

I nod my head. The murderous King did it. And yet I still have a soft spot for him in my heart.

I disgust myself. 

“She is. I’m sorry.”

Will has loved her for a long time, the fool and the handmaiden, Everleigh’s handmaiden, like a silly tale or a song. And what would my song be? The King and the wise woman? Not so wise, really. 

“My head hurts, I can’t...”

“Rest. There is nothing we can do until we find Everleigh. We may have Millard’s crown but we have nowhere to put it.”

“It’s my fault we lost Everleigh.”

“No, Will. It’s Brett’s fault. He took her.”

“I don’t remember anything...”

“Maybe that’s for the best.”

I leave Will resting, hurting, worrying and I walk through to the other room. Millard’s crown is sitting on the table where Addyson put it. 

I touch it and wonder again at what I have done and what I have become. 

When I dole out lotions and potions I always give my advice to go along with it. I give it freely and I think I’m pretty clever, pretty good at telling others what to do.

What should I do? 

I have betrayed a friend. I have helped a murderer. I have fallen in...what? Love? No, I do not love him – I know how horrible he can be, how evil his actions are. Lust? I find him attractive but I cannot say that I am overcome with wantonness at the sight of him.

I cannot explain or understand and so what do I do now? 

If I continue to help Everleigh, despite my betrayal, do I tell her what I have done? Would she forgive me? She is forgiving. She is kind and just and so wonderfully perfect. And I am dark and cruel. We finally had what we wanted. Millard was helpless, his crown stripped from him, his throne ready for the taking and I let him go.

I will help Everleigh but I do not want to tell her what I did, who I am, what I have become. 

A traitor.

On both sides. 

Millard thinks I serve him but I aid Everleigh.

Everleigh thinks I serve her but I aid Millard.

Maybe the only person I truly serve is myself? 
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ARCHER HASN’T MOVED from Everleigh’s side. He is determined that when she stirs, when she opens her eyes, he will be the first thing she sees. And then he will be able to explain to her, hopefully without her fainting again, what happened to him and how he is here. 

He winces in pain, remembering the coronation, his fight with Millard. Waking up hours later, wrapped up in old blankets, next to a fire, a disgusting concoction being dripped slowly into his mouth. The pain in his side, his heart, his head. 

“I will never be able to thank you enough for what you did for me,” he says to the teacher. 

The teacher smiles and walks to his side, touching his head softly. “Everleigh needs you. You need her. It wasn’t your time to die.”

“How do you know that?”

“Because you are alive.”

“Funny. You think I’d be used to you talking in riddles by now.”

“Sorry. I have no answer for you. I don’t know why I gave you the body shield. I don’t know why I came back. I don’t know why I thought I could save you.”

“But you did.”

“I did. And you are glad?”

“Of course. No one wants to die.”

“Some do.” 

“Who?”

“An old man, ill and confined to bed, his brain sharp but his body broken may be glad to end it all.”

“Fine. Some do.” Archer closes his eyes. The teacher – who still hasn’t revealed his real name despite Archer asking him constantly – is clever and wise but also exhausting. 

“Sorry if I irritate you.”

“You do. But only because I’m in pain and worried about Everleigh.”

“She’ll be fine and so will you. Your body is almost healed on the outside which means it is healing on the inside.”

They are both silent, watching Everleigh, her breathing steady and her colour slowly coming back. 

***
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CERYN TAKES THREE WRONG turns in her haste to find Ginata’s rooms and is cursing under her breath by the time she pushes open the door. Ginata looks up, pulling her fingers away from Millard’s crown. “Any sign of her?”

Ceryn shakes her head. “No. And Millard’s gone. And Weaver.”

“Weaver took Addyson back to the cottages. With Della and Finn. We thought she’d be safer there.”

“And the King?”

Ginata shrugs, deceit making her movements painful and slow, her face a practised mask of innocence. “I don’t know.”

“You haven’t seen him? Wolf?”

“Nobody’s been in here. It’s just me and Will.”

“How is he?”

“Come and see.”

They walk through to Ginata’s work room, where Ceryn smashed a bowl over the King’s head, knocking him unconscious. 

Will groans as he sits up. “Hello. Well done on capturing Millard.”

“He’s gone.”

“Where?”

Ceryn lets out a shout of frustration. “No one knows. Millard’s gone. Everleigh’s gone. Weaver left the King. I left Weaver. I should have killed Millard while I had the chance. Damn him.” She kicks at the table and swears when she hurts herself. 

“Damn me.” Will sits up, moaning in pain. “I should have looked after her better. I should have protected her.”

“You tried. Brett knocked you out.”

“That’s no excuse. I should have run faster with her, gone a different way, hidden somewhere.”

“Will. We know how much you love her. You’d never see her hurt. It wasn’t your fault. Really.”  

Ginata takes a deep breath. “Whoever has Everleigh will bring her back here. They cannot mean to harm her. Millard would want her alive. We’ll just go back to his rooms and wait.”

“But he’s gone. What if he’s gone to her? To whoever has her. She’s not safe.”

“I don’t know what to say. I don’t know what to do.”

“We need to go to the cottages,” Will says, standing up and swaying slightly. “We all need to be together and then we can make a plan.”

“Our plans don’t work.” Ceryn’s voice is as angry as her face. “We had him. We have his crown. I could scream.”

“We have no idea where either of them is. Let’s do what Will said. Go down to the cottages and at least the rest of us will all be in one place.”

Ceryn nods her agreement, though her face is still set in fury.

They support Will, each of them taking an arm and they head to the cottages, keeping an eye out for Millard, Wolf or any other trouble. 

They don’t meet trouble but they do meet Weaver in the woods. 

“Millard’s gone.” Ceryn spits out the words as an accusation. “Why did you leave him? We had him.”

Weaver rubs a hand over his face. “Gone?”

“Yes. Now we don’t have him or Everleigh.”

“How did he get away?”

“His ropes were cut; someone must have carried him away. Oh, I don’t even know. But now what? We had him. He killed Archer and we had him.”

Weaver takes his friend in his arms, holding her tight, crying with her. “I’m sorry. I took Addyson to the cottages. We thought she’d be safer there.”

“I can’t believe we’ve lost them both.”

“We’re worried in case whoever rescued him has taken him to whoever took Everleigh.”

Weaver nods. “Let’s go back to the cottages. Reconvene. Think.” 

They trudge to the cottages, each consumed with their own thoughts, and none of them good. 
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IF I DIDN’T LOVE WEAVER so much I’d kick him. Why did he leave Millard alone? We are so slow getting back to the cottages that I want to cry. To scream. To punch something. Or someone. 

I am so angry I can feel my insides squirming like a trapped rabbit. We are too slow. Too stupid. All of us trooping through the woods. Will is like an old man, wincing and groaning, filled with misery that he didn’t look after Everleigh better. Weaver is angry too, I can tell, but it’s kind of his fault for leaving Millard. 

We had him. Damn it. I clocked him twice over the head. I tied him up so tight. And Ginata had drugged him. Whoever freed him would have had to carry him. They wouldn’t have gone too far, and he could be hidden somewhere in the castle but I’d get lost. I’m going around in circles. I hate being helpless like this. 

And Ginata, well I don’t know her well enough to say, but she’s as miserable as a dead frog. 

I hate this day. 

I hate that Millard has escaped. I wanted so badly to get revenge for Archer’s death. 

Why didn’t I kill him? 

No more weakness. No more second guessing myself. If I see him or Wolf or anyone else I don’t like the look of, they can watch out. I’ll kill them first and ask questions later. 

We reach the cottages and Weaver pushes through the door. Della, Finn and Addyson jump up. Waiting for our news. Our terrible news. 

“Millard’s gone,” I tell them. Relishing the bad news, actually. Wanting them to feel the way I feel. “Millard’s gone. Everleigh’s gone. We have the crown, but no one to wear it.”

I throw myself down on the chair, scowling at them all, daring them to say a word to try to calm me or placate me. Della stands with her hands over her mouth, masking her horror. We had the man who killed Archer, Halfreda, locked Addyson up, killed Lanorie, would kill Everleigh in a second, tied up and helpless and now he’s gone. I know how she feels.

Addyson walks to my side, perches on the arm of the chair and takes my hand. 

Damn her. She’s the only one who even has a chance at softening me now.

“Where’s he gone? How did he get away?”

“We don’t know. We don’t know anything. I know he’s your brother but I wish I’d killed him when I had the chance.” 

“I wish you had too. Do you think he’s gone to Everleigh? To whoever has her?”

“If he has...” I shake my head. I won’t say what we all know, no matter how cross I am. If Millard has Everleigh then Everleigh is as good as dead. 

“Let’s all go to the castle. To Millard’s rooms. In case she’s brought there.”

“We all need to stay together.” Ginata looks around at us all. At least she’s talking now. Doesn’t look so...sad. 

“What if the King’s men come to Millard’s rooms. They’d outnumber us.”

“What if we go to your rooms, Addyson? We need to be at the castle. And we need to be together.”

“Let’s just go somewhere. We can make a plan as we go along. They never work anyway.” I cannot bear this sitting around doing nothing. Waiting. Wondering. I need to be moving, fighting, making stuff happen. 

I’m at a loss here, though.

What do we do?

We have lost the King. We have no idea who rescued him or how or where they took him.

We have lost Everleigh. We don’t know where she is or if she’s safe. We think Brett took her but we don’t know anything for sure. The castle seems the only logical place to go. It’s the centre of this whole mess.

I walk with Addyson because I don’t want to talk to Weaver. It made sense to move Addyson, I know she had to be kept safe but if he had stayed with Millard, then we’d still have him. Weaver would have easily fought off whoever took Millard. Easily. 

Addyson takes my hand. She needs comforting. “Do you think my sister’s dead?”

I shake my head. Then shrug. “I don’t know.”

I wish I knew. I wish I could comfort this girl who’s so much like me. 

“I hope not. I hope she’s alive and kicking. Fighting whoever took her. Battling...”

It hits me then that wherever Everleigh is, she’s alone and scared and helpless. How will she kick, fight, battle? We need to find her. We need to help her. I just wish I knew how. I stop still, causing the rest of us to stumble. “We have to find Everleigh. It’s no use hiding away at the castle. She’s not there and neither is Millard. She’s been taken somewhere.”

“She might be there, hidden...”

“Right, so me and Finn and Ginata will go and search the woods, the river, the villages. You lot go to the castle and look there.”

“She won’t be in the villages. No one in the villages would hide her or harm her.” Will knows more than any of us how well loved and well known the Kingmaker is, strange how he fell in love with Lanorie instead of Everleigh.

“So where? Where would you take someone to hide them away from the castle? But close.”

“There’s a few places...” Finn says. “Between the castle and the village, there’s a few places. The old barns, the caves by the river, the top of the forest where they hunt – the shacks up there.”

“Right. We’ll search around and about. You guys search the castle. Every room, every place you could hide someone. Just be careful. Watch for Millard or Wolf.”

“I’d rather search outside. She’s more likely to be outside and I’m the one who lost her.” Will looks at me, trying to appeal to my better nature. It’s no use; I don’t have one. 

I shake my head. I like having a plan, but Will is in no state to hunt outside for Everleigh. He still looks woozy from the blow to his head. And I don’t want him slowing me down. “Will you’re not well enough. Right Ginata?”

She nods her agreement. “She’s right Will. You took quite a smack. You could easily pass out, hurt yourself, even worse. I know you feel helpless but you’re not to blame. Please Will.”

He nods though I can tell he’s not happy. 

I squeeze Addyson’s hand. “Weaver will keep you safe.”

We have to find our missing Kingmaker and we have to get that crown on her head before Millard turns up again.  
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MILLARD GROANS AND reaches for a drink. He feels half dead and groggy. He cannot look for anyone to help him but he knows he needs to get help before whoever knocked him out finds him again. He is hiding in his bedroom, hoping no one will search there for him.

He slides down onto the floor, back against the door, hand clutched to his head, fingers wet with his own blood, crown missing. Choking back a sob, he closes his eyes. What has happened to him and who will help him? 

“Hello?” He jumps at the sound of a voice, fear flooding through him, he scrambles to his feet, ready to run. “Hello?” The voice again. Millard raises a hand, opens the door, and falls into the arms of one of the pages, causing him to drop the jug of ale he’s carrying. 

“My King.”

“Help me boy. I have been attacked. I’m not safe. Can you help me get out of here? Get me a horse?”

The page nods and stepping over the mess, takes Millard’s arm. “What happened, my King?”

“I don’t know.” Millard can hear how scared he sounds and while he hates it, he cannot stop the tremble in his voice. Someone attacked him, here in his own castle. Someone knocked him out, tied him up, took his crown and left him for dead. In his own castle. “Where are my men? My guards?”

“After the big fight broke up, everyone scarpered, it’s dead quiet here.”

“Useless...” Without Wolf or his men, it’s definitely no longer safe for him. It must have been his sister. He saw Brett chase after her and the fool but he has no idea if he managed to catch them. 

She must be responsible for this. No one else would want to hurt him. 

No one else would dare.

“Have you seen Wolf, boy?”

The page shakes his head. “I’ll look for him, my King. Once I’ve got you sorted.”

“Thank you.”

Millard shakes his head. Imagine a King being attacked and driven out of his own castle. He will find Wolf, he will find his sister and then he will take his crown back. 

***
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ADDYSON, WEAVER, WILL and Della walk into the front of the castle as Millard walks out the back. The castle is too quiet; the King’s men still licking their wounds after the brawl earlier today, when the crowd rose up to protect their Kingmaker. 

They search Millard’s rooms, Everleigh’s room and Ginata’s rooms before settling in Addyson’s room. She hasn’t got a grand suite of rooms, being only eleven, no one thought she needed them. 

“What now?” Addyson sits on her window seat. 

“Apart from the tower is there anywhere else to house prisoners? Dungeons...or a safe place or something. Somewhere the King could hide if he were being attacked?”

Addyson shakes her head. “Only the tower for prisoners. Nowhere to hide.” 

“Neither of them can be here. He wouldn’t be hiding in the barn or the great hall. He must have fled.” 

“Why would he flee? Why wouldn’t he stay and fight? Cause trouble? My brother wouldn’t give up so easily.”

Will shrugs. “Whoever rescued him thought it was better to go elsewhere? Maybe it was Wolf and he still feels rough after being attacked.”

“We can guess all day long but it won’t help,” Della says, sitting next to Addyson. “We don’t know where either of them are. But for now, he’s not here, which means you are safe.”

“And you’re still a royal princess. I think we should go to the great hall. Put you somewhere public, where no one would hurt you. It might be the safest place for you.” Weaver looks out of the window. “There’s hardly anyone around, but there’s always people in the great hall, right?”

“Yes. Commoners come to see the King, watch him eat, beg his pardon, the important families have places at his table, visitors from all ends of the Realm.”

“That’s a great idea. Without the King’s say so, no one would hurt Addyson.” Will smiles. “I’ll take to the floor, do my fooling; maybe no one will guess that anything’s amiss. Let’s go.”

“I’ll be with you all, anyway. We’ll sit her on the dais, let everyone see that she’s safe and well.”

“You can order some food from the kitchen.” Della smiles at her. “I’ll be right by your side.”

“I’m scared.”

“Don’t be. Putting you in plain sight is the best way to keep you safe until we find Everleigh.”

Della fusses with Addyson, putting her in one of her finest gowns, brushing out her hair, putting jewels in her curls. Weaver stands guard outside and Will paces the corridor. 

When Addyson comes out they smile. “Great,” Weaver says.

Will curls a strand of her hair around his finger. “You look so pretty. And you are the royal princess; the only royal here now. Let’s start taking back this castle, ready for your sister.”

Addyson nods and straightens up, trying to look taller, more in control. Will cartwheels ahead of them, Weaver walks to the side of her, sword aloft and Della walks behind her, like a proper lady in waiting.  

They don’t meet anybody on the way, but the two guards outside the great hall block the way.

Weaver barks at them, “Stand aside for her royal highness Princess Addyson.” 

The two guards look at each other and back at Weaver and Will, at Addyson and Della and then shrug, stepping aside for Addyson to enter the hall. 

“See, without Millard telling them what to do, they haven’t got the sense to figure it out for themselves.”

There aren’t many people here, a few courtiers, some castle regulars and several visitors left over from the coronation. Those who are here though stand when she enters, bowing low and waving or calling out greetings.

Addyson blushes and walks slowly, carefully and steadily to the dais. She takes the seat next to Millard’s throne, her father’s throne and sits with her head high, her eyes meeting all of those who gaze at her. 

“The Princess!” A man shouts out the toast and voices take up the call. No one has seen Addyson since the coronation when she was taken and locked in the tower. “Best wishes Princess.” “Good to see you!” 

Addyson lets their cheers and words pour over her and grins. She gestures for Della and Weaver to join her. Della agrees, but Weaver stations himself at the front of the dais, watching everyone, assessing the threat. 

Will starts telling jokes, and messing around; no one watching would guess how heavy his heart is. 

A little maid rushes to Addyson’s side and she asks for food to be brought through to the great hall for her and everyone else. The little maid does as she is bid. 

Della smiles. “You are a princess through and through.”

“I’m not. I’m cursed. No one usually cheers or claps for me.”

“But they haven’t seen you in days. They were obviously worried.”

“Maybe.”

“I wonder where they thought you were. I wonder how much people know.”

“Who knows? I don’t like being out in the open like this, though.”

“Weaver will protect you. And I will.”

“You?”

“I would never let anyone hurt you, princess. I feel like...” Della shakes her head. 

“What?”

“I feel like I could be your mother. I know I’m not and I would never try to-”

“I feel the same. I never knew my mother and no one has ever looked after me unless they worked at the castle, except my sister. I feel like you care about me. And not because you have to.”

“I do. You may be cursed, but that means nothing to me. I love you like you’re my own.”

Addyson hugs Della, tears coursing down her face. She pulls back when the food arrives and smiles at Della and Weaver. Maybe everything will be good. Maybe this will all work out. 
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I OPEN MY EYES AND close them straight away. What am I seeing? 

Archer. 

I open them again and he’s still there. I reach out a hand and I touch him. He’s real. I can feel his skin with my touch. He’s warm. Alive. 

“Archer?” I grab hold of him, drawing him as close as I can, holding him, squeezing him, crying and laughing, confused but uncaring. Archer is alive.

“How?”

His hands are in my hair, his tears mixing with mine. 

Was it only three days ago, I watched him die?

The teacher steps forward, Halfreda’s teacher. “Everleigh. I think I can explain this better than Archer.”

I nod my head, and hold on to Archer’s hand, sneaking glances at him, catching him sneaking glances at me. 

The teacher paces the cave while he talks and I watch him, trying to concentrate, though the warmth of Archer’s body next to mine is making it almost impossible.  

“Before I left, after your father was found dead, I spoke to Archer. I feared for your safety and his. I gave him a gift, something I was given by a man from the North of the Realm. I’ve never seen anything like it; it may be magical, or just clever workmanship, but it’s a body shield to be worn under clothes. Normally armour is worn over clothes, but this is designed to be hidden, deceitful even. It gives a fighter an unfair advantage in a duel or a tourney and so it’s not something I would have asked Archer to wear in either of those situations. But the coronation was neither and I felt the danger.”

I am trying to follow what he’s saying, even though my head is hurting. 

“I was selfish in leaving the castle, but I had to. I...” He shakes his head. “Anyway. I left Archer with this gift and I urged him to wear it.”

“And I did,” Archer says. 

“I was well away from the castle when I had the strongest need to return. I came back and I arrived at the tail end of the coronation. I saw Millard attack Archer and I watched everybody leave. Sure, he was dead.”  

I close my eyes remembering the pain. My brother killing our other brother, Macsen, Wolf attacking me, Halfreda dead, Archer dead. So many bad things it’s hard to say which was worse. 

“I waited until the crowd dispersed. It didn’t take long with the spectacle over. I couldn’t feel the beat of life inside him, but I hoped it was because he was wearing the shield. I put your cloak over another body – there were several laying around unfortunately. Violence really does inspire violence.”

“So, you moved him. How?”

I don’t want to be rude or personal, but Archer is pretty tall and the teacher is a dwarf. 

“I admit it was difficult. I wrapped my cloak around his feet, tight as I could manage and I dragged him. It took a long time, but luck was on my side. Those who saw me must have found the sight of a dwarf dragging a dead body along strange enough to ignore me. There are rumours about dwarves; that we like to eat our young, and other such nonsense. No one questioned me or tried to stop me. By the time I got Archer to the woods I was almost dead myself.”

Archer, even though he’s the subject of the story and knows some of the details, is as transfixed as me. I cannot believe I am seeing them both. I cannot get my head around Archer being alive, being next to me. 

“I stripped off his top and found the shield underneath. Without it I could feel the beat of life within him. Faint, but present. I made a fire, tended to his wounds – the wounds I had caused by dragging him and the wounds your brother inflicted. I searched the woods and found these caves. I made potions with what I could gather, I healed him with my abilities. I administered every cure I could think of, hoping that one or more would work.”

“And they did.” Archer’s voice is like a balm to me. It takes me back to when I first met him, strangers but planning a future together. He knew he would serve a Queen. I knew I would live. I can close my eyes, breathe in the – pretty unpleasant at the moment, actually – smell of him and I am transported. The Realm is a happy place; the people I love are alive and safe. 

The teacher continues and I open my eyes, back to the present. “After a few days, the beat in his chest became stronger, the colour came back to him, he opened his eyes. He’s still far from well.”

“I thought he was dead. I’ll take him however he is.”

Both men smile at me, and I smile back. They mean so much to me in different ways.

The teacher represents freedom from my sure death as the Kingmaker. He told Halfreda of the prophecy and she told me. He also told me that it was my choice to live which made me the Kingmaker who would rule and he brought the actual prophecy to me so I could see it with my own eyes.

And Archer. The first boy, man, I have loved. Kissed. 

I spent my whole life until I was almost seventeen waiting to die, knowing it was coming and accepting it. I never thought I would find love, or even the chance of it. I don’t know if I’ll be with Archer forever but the fact that I could be, that I have the choice, that we have the choice, that he’s not dead, is filling my head and my heart with the most happiness I have felt since my father was killed. 

“And Brett?” He’s not here now but he was. And he saved me. 

I don’t understand why and I have to ask. The last time I saw Brett I fired an arrow into his hand while he and his friends were fighting Archer. The time before that he...I cannot stand to think of it, what he would have done, might have done, alone in the forest with me if Archer hadn’t shot his arrow at him.

Archer saved me and I saved him. We have a bond. He believed I could rule. But Brett? He wished nothing but ill for me. 

“That’s a funny story.” The teacher’s voice is deep and soft and I could listen to him all day. 

“Funny how?”

“Well apparently, after he got hit the second time, his mother and three sisters sat him down and interrogated him until he told them the truth of his actions and the decisions that led to his injuries. According to him, they were furious, they made him feel terrible. They told him what it is to be a woman in the Realm, to feel the injustice of men having their way all the time, about having no choice. The fear they feel walking alone at night, being judged for their clothes or their actions and they made him feel just awful. They asked him to imagine how he would feel if someone had done that to them, to any of his female relatives. He felt chastened and sorry more than he would have imagined. Ever since he’d been trying to find a way to make amends. He’s the one who knocked Archer out during Millard’s coronation. He overheard Ginata tell him of her vision, when she saw Archer die, and Brett tried to put him out of harm’s way.”

“And we never knew.”

“No. He came across us by accident.” Archer’s voice is deep with regret. “I wish I could have protected you, instead of him.”

I shush him and hold his hand tighter. I won’t have him feeling guilty for almost being killed.  

“Archer tried to jump up when Brett came in here, as if he could have fought him in his condition, but straight away Brett had his hands up, placatory. He told us what I just told you and what your brother has been up to and we came up with a plan. If and when he could see a way to step in and rescue you, he would. And he’d bring you here.”

I can understand that people change. I can believe it. I would never have thought I’d want to kill my brother. Never in a million years. But if I could get my hands on him now, with Addyson safe and Lanorie dead, I’d murder him easily. 

“So where is he now? He can’t go back without me if my brother thinks he has me. He’ll kill him.”

“Well, we thought he would be better placed in your brother’s company.”

“But he’ll kill him. He killed Lanorie.”

“No!” 

Both men look upset and I nod. “He’d kill me if he got hold of me.”

“He won’t know Brett helped you. I punched him, gave him a black eye, a bloody nose and a fat lip.”

“Did you really?”

Archer nods, looking embarrassed. “I had to, we needed Millard to believe he hadn’t helped you in any way.” 

“Good idea. It might work...” I go quiet, thinking of the change that’s come over my brother. The change that came over both of them.

All my life my brothers have been by my side, or me by theirs, more like it. I was their annoying little shadow, insisting I was allowed to ride and hunt and learn to fire an arrow. If I was as muddy as they were, as smelly as they were, if I cursed while kicking my foot into dog mess, then I’d had a good day. 

How could Macsen have killed our father? What went through his mind when he gave him the death draught? I cannot even imagine. I cannot understand wanting to hurt him. I’d been cross with my father many times. I idolised him growing up; he was the King of the Realm and I was his favourite. His daughter. But after Addyson was born, I couldn’t understand the way he treated her, the way he shunned her. I spent more time by her side then than my brother’s. I had to look after her, love her, stick up for her and shelter her from my father’s anger, his disgust. What that’s done to her, I’ll never know. 

Poor Addyson. 

As though he’s heard my thoughts the teacher asks after her. “How’s Addyson? Brett seemed to think she’d been rescued. By you?”

“Yes. Well, no, not quite. It’s a long story. Lanorie took Addyson’s place in the tower and then I tried to kill my brother, but he told me if he was found dead the guards would kill Addyson. Of course, I knew it wasn’t Addyson locked up but Lanorie. I couldn’t let him kill her either. I left him alive and we tried to get her out but failed.”

“That was dangerous, Everleigh, trying to kill your brother.” The teacher’s voice is stern and makes me feel bad. “I had to try.” I attempt to sound strong willed but sound a bit petulant I know. 

“Anyway, we had some help then, to get Lanorie out. But then she was caught again.” 

“Who helped you?”

I look at Archer. He’ll be upset to think his friends thought he was dead but pleased to know they helped us. I think. I do not know him as well as I would like to. Not yet. 

“We had two very capable helpers.”

“That’s good. We’ve been so worried about you.” 

“It was your friends, Archer, they came looking for you when you didn’t go home. Weaver and Ceryn.”

“Weaver and Ceryn? Really? Are they alright? Do they think I’m...”

He trails off as tears fill his eyes. I wipe them away with my fingers. “They’ll be so happy you’re alive.” Especially Ceryn, I can’t help but think. Ceryn has told me she is in love with Archer. Will this still stand? Probably more so now he’s back from the dead. I know that’s how I’m feeling.

Like I won’t ever let him out of my sight in case I lose him again. 
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ONCE THE VERY PUBLIC dining is over, Della and Addyson go to her room and Will slips off to his. Weaver agrees to leave them alone, if they bolt the room from the inside. Before they do, Della orders provisions, which Cook brings herself. “Darling girl!”

She showers them with food and drink and exclamations of all sorts before going quiet. “Can I ask you something, your highness?”

Addyson nods. 

Cook takes a big breath as though steadying herself. “Lanorie?”

Della holds onto Addyson’s hand, reaching out her other hand to Cook and answering on Addyson’s behalf. “The King murdered her. I’m so sorry. I take it you were close?”

“Well I hadn’t seen her for a bit, since she’d been in the tower. I was hoping she was alright. She was like a daughter to me.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Me too.”

She leaves the room, grief evident in the set of her body as she walks away. 

Della bolts the door, and puts another log on the fire. 

“Listen little one, there are too many bad thoughts and bad deeds going on and you are only young. Let’s think of only lovely things tonight.”

Della hands Addyson a tiny cake and brushes her hair for a long time before plaiting it gently, talking of her life and Finn’s, filling the room with her soft, melodious voice. 
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WEAVER DOESN’T WANT to leave Addyson alone but doesn’t want to babysit a little girl either. He needs to be of use, and with Millard missing in action he’s not sure she’s in that much danger. 

Either Millard has been taken to whoever has Everleigh or whoever has Everleigh doesn’t know Millard has gone from the castle and they’ll bring her back to him.

He’s well-armed and able to fight and so heads to Millard’s rooms.  

He can wait. 
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WILL NEEDS TO BE ON his own. Since waking up in Ginata’s work room he’s not had a minute alone. He curls up on his bed and cries. Lanorie is dead – he can remember Millard taking her now, and Everleigh is missing because he didn’t look after her. 

No one would understand the guilt he’s feeling. He has always looked after Everleigh, been her best friend, her silly fool in the making. Needing to make her laugh, make her happy. He loves her. She’s a sister to him and after all she’s been through since she learned that she would live, he lost her. 

He was in charge of the most precious thing, his Kingmaker, his Queen, and he let her get away. He cannot remember running or being hit, he can remember the noose around his neck when Millard threatened to hang him to draw Everleigh out of hiding, but nothing more. 

How could he have let someone take her? Why didn’t he keep her safe? And if she’s alive, if they find her, will she ever forgive him?
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CERYN SHAKES HER HEAD. Finn is not Weaver. When she’s with Weaver, and when Archer was alive, they just knew what the other was thinking. They worked together, and bounced off each other. Basically, with Finn, she is telling him what to do, where to go, where to look, to be quiet, to be careful. She would be quicker and more efficient searching on her own. 

Ginata is even more useless than Finn, and that’s really saying something.

Impatience taking over she sends them back to the castle. The look of relief on both their faces is palpable and Ceryn grins as she rides away from them. 
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GINATA CLIMBS SILENTLY onto the back of Finn’s horse, holding loosely on to his waist. She has the sickest feeling in her stomach and no way of knowing how to fix it. 

Finn rides quickly back to the castle, he will be glad to have some ale and a rest in front of the fire. 

***
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ARCHER IS STILL VISIBLY upset. “I know how you felt now, when we pretended to send your body off the island. You didn’t want your sister to think you were dead. My friends must be...” He trails off and Everleigh finishes for him. “Heart broken, traumatised, unable to get through the day.”

Archer can’t help but grin. “Hopefully. I mean I don’t like to think of them being sad, but I’d like to know my death meant something.”

“You goose, you’re alive.”

“Yes, but they thought I was dead.”

She wonders whether she should tell him about Ceryn, but thinks better of it. If she still loves him then she can tell him. Everleigh just hopes it doesn’t make him rethink his feelings for her. She stares at him then, his shock of red hair, calm blue eyes, so handsome. She can only hope that he doesn’t want Ceryn, or anyone else. 

“Tell me about them. I mean I know them a little bit. Ceryn is spiky but nice and Weaver seems lovely. And they helped me set Lanorie free.”

Archer shifts and groans in pain. 

“You need more pain relief,” the teacher says, reaching for something off the floor. A vial of green liquid. “Drink this.” 

Archer does as he is told without question and then turns back to Everleigh.  

“Well, they are my two best friends in the whole world. Ceryn is spiky. She’s got good reason though.”

“I’ve seen her mark.”

“You have?”

“Yes, she showed us all.”

“Who’s us all?”

“Me, Will, Addyson, Ginata and her old neighbours, Della and Finn.”

“Wow. She never takes that mask off.” 

“Well, she does now. Indoors anyway.”

“That’s good to hear. I think she needs to know that people will accept her.”

Archer is silent for a minute and then grins. “So, anyway. Ceryn is spiky and you know why. Weaver is lovely. The nicest person you’ll ever meet. He’ll do anything for anyone and usually does.”

“How do you know them?”

“I met them in the village near where I live. I live in a nice house – or I did – thanks to Halfreda. She knew a family who needed a squire to train up to be a knight and it was all I ever wanted to do. I worked in the stables and got to look after the horses, that was my main duty when I wasn’t training to fight. I took out my favourite horse one day – Ink – she’s mine now, and I met Weaver down at the river. He’d tripped and hurt himself. I helped him to get back home, and we laughed and talked the whole way. It was nice to talk with someone my age. We started meeting every week to fish down at the river. He would catch a hundred fish in an hour, or so it seemed. I would laugh and ask him why he didn’t throw them back in. But he told me that he took two fish home for him and his family and the rest he gives out to the villagers.”

“That’s nice.”

“Ah, he is nice. I liked his idea and started helping him too. We would hunt as well and give out our spare meat or game. It was good. We came across Ceryn one afternoon while we were hunting. I shot a rabbit at the same time that she did and she was furious. Came at the two of us like a wild woman, mask covering her face, eyes shining with anger. We laughed at her and she got so mad, started ranting and raving at us, swearing like a soldier. I don’t even remember how we started talking, laughing, getting along. She was scary.”

I remember the first time we met. The way she screamed at me. Came at me on the path by Ginata’s little cottage. I’ve never been so scared of another person, especially not a girl. I didn’t feel the protection of being a princess that day. “She is pretty scary. She screamed at me too the first time she met me.”

“Screamed at you? Why would she scream at you?”

“She thought I got you killed.” 

“Right. Sorry. She is a frightening old thing when she’s mad.”

“She is. But we’re fine now. Addyson loves her.”

“Really?”

“Yes. Addyson is the cursed princess, Ceryn’s got the devil’s mark.”

“That’s not what it is.”

“I know that. I know. But that’s what people call it.”

“Yes, people are stupid.”

“True. But they’ve bonded over it. They really seem to like each other.”

“Well she doesn’t like many people.”

“But you’re friends?”

“Yes. Ceryn lived alone... I don’t know how much she’s told you, but if she’s showed you her mark... well, the man who looked after her when her parents threw her out died and so she lives in his house. Weaver only lives five minutes from her and I’m about ten minutes in the other direction. We spent all our time together. We would help in the village, if the King’s men were being idiots, or if someone needed help. It was good. I can’t wait to see them.”

“I think they’ll feel the same. They’ll be as happy as I am that you’re alive. We should go to Ginata’s cottage. Someone will be there. You can eat properly, sleep in a comfy bed.”

The teacher grins. “That sounds wonderful. I’m not made for sleeping outdoors. I’m not used to it.”

“What about Millard? Won’t he wonder where you are? If Brett goes back to the castle without you?”

“We’ll have to be careful. One of his men took Lanorie and then he killed her.”

“I’m not up to fighting.” Archer stands up and lifts his top, showing Everleigh his wounds and bruises. She shakes her head; how he is not dead, she’ll never know.

“He’s lucky to be alive. If I wasn’t so good...”

Archer rolls his eyes. “At least that wasn’t a riddle. That was blatant big headedness.”

The teacher bows and laughs. “I am not a big-headed man, but I know my capabilities. Aside from Halfreda, no one else in this Realm could have saved you. And that’s the truth.”
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Ginata 
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AS SOON AS FINN PULLS the horse to a stop, I jump off without a word and run inside the castle to my rooms. I cannot stand the way I feel; like I need to escape from myself, which is impossible. 

I hate myself for what I have done and yet I want to comfort myself and excuse my actions, because after all, I am me. 

This must be what it is like to go mad; opposing viewpoints both coming from my own head. It makes no sense and I hate it.

I pace the room, my lovely receiving room, filled with beautiful things, arranged by the King. This was a kind thing he did. He made my rooms lovely, he was generous to me, he spoiled me. 

And he kills people for fun.

I know this.

And so, I am back to arguing with myself. 

I walk through to my work room. I am lowered to this; taking one of my own potions, like some village idiot who cannot get through the week without the aid of some crutch or other.

I feel poisonous. 

I find a flagon of ale on the table and a cleanish goblet. I drink the whole thing down and then pour another one. 

I cannot decide which potion I need the most. A cure for stupidity or the opposite of a love potion. I feel addled and it’s not like me. 

I have been alone a long time and that can be enough to send some people mad, but never me. I thrived on the peace. I had my little rituals, my daily habits and they were all good for me. 

I have common sense and intuition – though granted that’s not working now. I usually have a clever mind, a sharp mind. 

I have seen good looking men, but I have never kissed one before the King. I wasn’t one for a foolish dalliance or a quick fling. I was sure that as I grew older I would meet a man who met all my requirements. 

A hard-working man. A kind man. A funny man. A good-looking man. A fit man. A family man. A man who wanted me to be equal to him in things that mattered – where we lived, how many children we had, how we spent our money. I have always wanted a life partner, never a King. 

And never a match that made me feel unclean, unkind and so unlike myself.

I find several potions that might help and take them through to my bedroom. I will choose a tonic and sleep my worries away, even though it is not yet dark. Maybe I will wake up and find that this horror was a dream and that I haven’t turned into a selfish woman after all. 

I sink onto the bed, clutching the vials to my chest. It’s such a lovely room. So pretty and so comfortable

And it’s a payment from the devil. 

He is the devil. He is an evil man, a selfish man, a man who relishes in the hurt he can do to others. He kills if he wants to, he has the power and he abuses it, in the most disgusting, despicable way.

None of this is alluring to me.  

And yet when his lips touched mine, instead of images of blood and guts filling my head, I saw stars and swirls. And instead of flinching from his touch I wanted to move towards him. And when I saw him vulnerable and hurt I had to help him.

I couldn’t not. 
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WILL CLIMBS OFF HIS bed and straightens his clothes, washes his face with some water from the flagon on the table and slips out of his room. There is no guard watching him anymore and so he can look for Everleigh without worrying about being spied on. 

He heads for the stables and takes a pick axe; he’s not a fighter, he doesn’t class himself as tough or particularly strong, but he needs to be able to threaten anyone who might threaten him. 

He must find Everleigh; he must apologise and he must make his Kingmaker safe again. If he wasn’t so slow and stupid, he would have got her to safety when they ran away. He cannot feel the pain of his injury over the pain in his heart. Lanorie dead and Everleigh missing; the two people he cares most about in the world. He can never get one of them back and so he has to try for the other one. He cannot continue being passive and foolish. If Millard comes back and realises that Will is on Everleigh’s side and not loyal to his King anymore then that’s fine. Will is ready to stand by his Queen, proclaim his fealty and damn the consequences.  

***
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CERYN TETHERS PITCH to a tree and sinks on to the floor, resting her back against the trunk. It is starting to get dark, and she’s past fed up. 

Everleigh must be somewhere. And logic says she won’t be in the village. All the villagers know her. If someone tried to hide the Kingmaker in any of the villages that make up the Realm, they wouldn’t get away with it, never mind the one closest to the castle. She’s not nameless or faceless; everybody knows her.  

She’s either hidden at the castle, in which case Ceryn knows Weaver will find her, or she’s hidden somewhere else. 

No one would take her on Millard’s behalf and travel far beyond the castle. What would be the point? Millard still wants his sister dead, at worst, locked up, at best, so she must be close. 

Ceryn chews on a blade of grass, spitting gobs of it on to the floor. 

If only she knew the area better. If only Finn hadn’t been so useless, then she might have had a hope. 

She unties Pitch and walks along with her. “Let’s go to the river, lady.”

She always talks to Pitch as though Pitch can not only hear her but understand and answer too. For a long time, she was her only real companion. 

Until she met Weaver and Archer. Funny to think that it was three men that had changed her life. Carter, Weaver and Archer. 

She trudges through the high grass, kicking at it, eyes scanning the area, looking for Everleigh. She sees some children running through the woods, a dog chasing after them, their voices excited and shrill as they play. She sees a woman picking fruit, piling a basket high, and she sees one of the King’s men. She stops still; she recognises him. 

She knows many of the King’s men and doesn’t like any of them. This is one of the younger ones. He has bandages on his hands. 

Bandages on his hands.

He was in the village when the horse was hit by a stone, and he was the one who chased after Everleigh and Will.  

She lets go of Pitch’s reins, knowing her horse will stay close. She walks faster, towards the man. As she gets closer she can see how bloodied and bruised his face is. She’s sure of it; this is the man who hit Will and took Everleigh. She runs at him, full pelt, and crashes into him knocking him to the floor. 

“Where’s Everleigh? I know you took her. Where is she?” She raises her fist and punches him in the face.

The wind knocked out of him and fresh blood pumping from his lip Brett cannot answer.

“Tell me.” She tries to remember what Ginata said about him; one of the King’s men chased after Will and Everleigh. A man with bandaged hands. A man called Brett. 

“Are you Brett?” Ceryn is screaming at him now, hands gripping the front of his shirt. 

Still not answering but nodding his head, Brett tries to push Ceryn off him, to get his breath, to explain, but she will not let him. She’s shaking him now. “Did you take Everleigh? Did you take her? Where is she?”

She reaches for her sword. Kill first and ask questions later. She knows he is the one. 

“Did you take her?” Kill first, ask questions later. 

“Please!”

Kill first, ask questions later. “Tell me!”

“Yes, but-”

He doesn’t get another word out before she runs him through. 

She collapses onto the grass next to him, his blood and her tears mixing. 

“Kill first, ask questions later...” She cries harder, realising that she cannot ask him where Everleigh is now. She lets out a scream of anger, frustration and fury. 

Pitch nudges at Ceryn with her head and Ceryn pats her. “You still love me, don’t you?”

She stands up, spitting on the floor, straightening her clothes and cleaning her sword on the grass. 

Walking along, tears blurring her eyesight, upset with herself, but trying to justify her actions, she sees a group of three people ahead of her. And one of them is...

Archer. 

She wipes at her eyes; she must be more upset than she thought because she can see Archer. Alive.

Ahead of her, with a dwarf.

She uses her palms to dig into her eyes, really rub them, until black spots dance across her vision. But he’s still there.

Archer.

A Dwarf.

And Everleigh.

Everleigh. Safe. Her knees almost buckle with relief. 

They are ahead of her, walking towards her but bearing left; they haven’t spotted her yet. It is him without a shadow of a doubt. She lets go of Pitch’s reins and runs full pelt at him, only stopping a breath before knocking him over because she can tell from his gait that he’s in pain. 

“Archer.” She reaches up and touches his face, fingers spread over his cheek, tears pouring down her face. “You’re alive.”

He nods and carefully embraces her, wincing from the pain, but holding onto her tightly. “Just about.”

“Everleigh! What? How?” Ceryn laughs and hugs Everleigh and then Archer again. She rests her cheek on his chest, listening to the beat of his heart. She breathes in the scent of him. “Whoa, you stink.”

“And you’re still sweet.”

She swats at him and then winces as she realises she might have hurt him. 

“I’m fine, that’s not my bad side.” He laughs at the worry on her face and then lifts his top, showing off his war wounds. 

“Archer. How did you survive?”

“That would be thanks to me.”

The teacher steps forward and raising an eyebrow at Ceryn’s mask, holds out his hand in greeting. Ceryn rubs the dirt, sweat and – now that she looks she can see blood too – off her hands and on to her trousers and then shakes his hand. 

“I’m Ceryn.” Her voice changes under the gaze of a stranger, gruffer, harder.

“Ceryn. This is the teacher. He saved my life.” 

At Archer’s nudge, she manages to smile. “Thank you. He’s my best friend. One of them.”

“You are most welcome.”

“We’re on the way to Ginata’s cottage.”

Ceryn shakes her head. “No need. There’s no one there. We’re all at the castle.”

“Why? Where’s my brother?”

“Well he was tied up where I left him, drugged so that he couldn’t try to escape-”

“What?”

“When you ran away with Will, I followed Ginata to her room and I cracked him over the head. Twice. I tied him up and she gave him something to keep him knocked out. Addyson took the crown off his head.”

Everleigh’s knees buckle. “It’s over?”

“No. When I went back someone had rescued him. We don’t know where he is. Nor Wolf.”

“Where’s Addyson?”

“At the castle.”

“We need to get there fast.”

“She’s safe. She’s with Weaver.”

“I’d stake my life on her being safe if she’s with Weaver. He won’t let anything happen to her.”

Everleigh nods, visibly calmer. “I know. We still need to get there quickly. How’s Will? Ginata? Everyone else?”

“Will is fine. Upset about Lanorie and probably because he lost you, but fine.”

“He didn’t lose me. Brett knocked him out. It wasn’t his fault.”

“Ah, well I’ve sorted that out too.” She smiles – a little shakily, her hand going to her sword automatically, a reflex. 

“What do you mean?”

“Ginata recognised him, Brett, as the one who chased you, probably hurt Will. And I just saw him. I killed him.”

“What?” Everleigh’s eyes fill with tears, devastation written over her face. 

“What? He took you. He hit Will. I killed him.”

“He took me for Archer. He was on our side.”

“Huh?” Confusion makes Ceryn slow. “On our side?”

“Oh, Ceryn. What have you done?” Archer shakes his head, sadness and disbelief in his eyes. 

“I thought he was on Millard’s side. I thought he’d taken you, hurt you, maybe killed you.”

“Well he didn’t. He helped me. He rescued me.”

Ceryn’s hands drop to her side and she cries. “I didn’t know.”

“Why didn’t you just tie him up or disarm him? Why kill him?”

Archer is hugging Everleigh who shoots a look of pure disgust at Ceryn. “I’m just so sick of all this death, destruction, murder, hurt. Ceryn!”

Ceryn shakes her head, feeling defensive now. “How the hell was I supposed to know? He chased you, he took you, he hurt Will. I had to kill him.”

“Of course you didn’t. Since when do you have to kill someone? You could have checked, found out, asked him, maybe?”

“I did, but he... he didn’t answer.”

“I can’t believe you just killed him.”

“I didn’t just kill him. I thought he’d killed you, hurt you, I didn’t know. And after I let your brother get away I swore I wouldn’t do it again. I had your brother, I hit him, I tied him up, the man I thought killed Archer, and everybody else and I let him get away. I swore it wouldn’t happen again. I swore...”

She drops to the floor, crying bitterly, regret an actual taste in her mouth. 

“I know you didn’t know, of course you didn’t. I just feel so sick. So sick. Where is he?”

“Not far away.”

“We need to burn him, like we did with Lanorie. Or the wild animals will eat him. Where exactly is he?”

Ceryn points back to where she killed Brett. “Just walk in that direction. You won’t miss him.”

Archer gives her arm a squeeze, but nothing more, and then walks away with Everleigh. 

The teacher sits down next to Ceryn and puts a hand over hers. She snatches it away. “I don’t need you to feel sorry for me.”
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Ceryn
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“I DON’T.” THE DWARF closes his eyes and I want to poke him or punch him. Why doesn’t he feel sorry for me? I do. Something amazing has happened: Archer is alive, but I cannot even get my head around it because something terrible has happened. I’ve killed someone, someone who didn’t deserve to die. Someone who was on our side. Someone who rescued Everleigh. 

I feel sick. 

I feel sorry for myself. Stupid dwarf. 

I watch Everleigh and Archer walk away, fingers entangled, heads together and I want to throw something at them. I feel so far removed from everything. 

I thought something was wrong with Archer and that’s why we came to the castle. I didn’t want to get involved in a battle between brother and sister, a battle for a crown I care nothing about. 

I want to hunt and sleep and eat. That’s what I do. 

But here I am and even the dwarf doesn’t feel sorry for me. 

“You should feel sorry for me.”

“You are a contrary little thing, aren’t you?”

I scowl at him, sending pure hate at him. Then I close my eyes and lay down on the grass. It’s not his fault. It’s my fault. It’s always my fault. Everything. I always mess things up. 

“To clarify, I don’t feel sorry for you, because nothing you have done invokes pity. I think you are a strong woman, obviously able to protect herself, to kill if necessary. Why would I feel sorry for you? I’m actually pretty impressed by you.”

I open my eyes and lift myself up on my elbows. “Really?”

“Really. But you don’t need to sound surprised or root around for compliments. I can’t imagine that’s something you usually do.”

“I’ve spent so long feeling sure that people hate me or fear me because of my...I’ve got a mark on my face, under this mask. The devil’s mark, though that’s utter tripe. I tell myself I don’t care what people think, what people say. But I do. Especially Archer. He’s my best friend. And Everleigh. I don’t know her very well, but already I want to serve her, protect her.”

“Strange that, isn’t it? She makes me feel the same way. I knew she would be Queen when I met her, because of that very feeling. As for you, I can imagine it’s been a hard road. You seem to cope very well, though. You have made friends, alliances, a way for yourself.”

I pause and mull over his words. He’s right. Despite my mark and what most people think of me because of it, I have made a way for myself. I am a fighter, a battler, someone who helps those who need it most.

“You could have hidden away from the world, blamed your mark and lived a life of solitude. And yet here you are. Brett wasn’t a good man, not that I’m saying he deserved to die, but he had lived a life full of bad choices. He would hurt others indiscriminately, he would revel in the upset of others, he wasn’t a nice chap. He changed his tune towards the end and he did rescue Everleigh, but there’s no way you could have known that. Everleigh, when she is Queen, needs an army willing to die for her to live. She needs people like you. People who will do anything to keep her safe. She might not see it now, but you will be one of her biggest defenders. And not because you’re in love with her, like your friend Archer. Love can blind someone to faults.”

I feel better. 

I could listen to this man all day long. 

“You have battle in your blood, I can see it and feel it. You are loyal to a fault and stronger than you could ever know. One innocent man dead for the safety of the Queen. Is it worth it, is she?”

I close my eyes again. I haven’t ever thought of myself the way this man has described me. Loyal, a fighter, a battler. And yet I do battle. I battle people who love me sometimes. I am so used to rejection, to being turned away. I guess I’m always looking for trouble. Or making it first. But I can be good, do good. 

I sit up and smile at him. “Thank you.”

“See why I don’t feel sorry for you? You have done well and Everleigh and Archer will realise that soon enough. You defended your Queen, which is exactly why you’re here, isn’t it?”

A little bit of peace comes over me and the snakes in my stomach and heart settle down. Maybe I’m not an evil person after all. 

“In a battle, in a war, you cannot take the time to ask questions of the enemy, perceived or actual. To do so would mean certain death for you. You must be strong, resolute, sure of yourself. I think you’ll make a very good Queen’s man. Woman.”

I grin. I don’t mind being called a Queen’s man. It’s what I feel like. 

I stick out my hand and he offers me his and I shake it. After seeing Archer again after believing he was dead but then realising that Brett had been on our side, I thought I would never smile again. Archer is so cross with me, Everleigh is so cross with me.

This man has changed that. “Thank you for saving Archer.”

“You’re welcome. I like looking after people, saving them, with words or potions. I am a healer, I suppose.”

I think about his words, how he saves people with words. Is that what he’s done for me? This teacher. 

“What’s your real name, teacher?”

“Why? Curious girl.”

“I feel stupid calling you teacher, that’s why.”

“Fair enough. My mother named me Kenneth. But I am not free with that information. I like being called teacher. Kenneth just isn’t...mysterious enough.”

He smiles at me, his eyebrow raised, the cheekiest smile on his face and I know that I have made another friend. 

He stands up and reaches out his hand to me. I stand with him. “Let’s find the others, then get to the castle. It will be nightfall soon. We should all be together.”

We follow the smell and sight of smoke and find Everleigh and Archer kneeling next to Brett’s fiery body. I sit down next to Everleigh. “My Queen. Forgive me for ending the life of a man who didn’t deserve it, but please don’t punish me for wanting to keep you safe, or for doing what I thought was right. Please.”

Everleigh reaches out and takes my hand and I can’t help crying. “I was shocked when you told me what you’d done. When Brett took me from Will I was so scared that he was going to kill me. When I realised that he was on our side the relief was tremendous. Then I found that Archer was alive, and it was Brett who brought me to him. I wanted to be able to keep him safe, give him my thanks. I’m just sad that he’s gone. He didn’t need to die...but I do thank you for trying to look after me.”

Archer stands up. “It’s time to go.” He’s trying to draw a line under it all and I get that, but he’s so bossy. 

Reluctantly Everleigh stands up and leaves Brett’s side. 

I’m scowling as we walk back to the castle, kicking at tufts of grass and piles of stones. Archer and Everleigh are holding hands and I’m jealous. I know that’s why I’m so grumpy. All the good things I was feeling after talking to Kenneth have gone. 

Archer is alive and he doesn’t love me. 

When he was dead I could pretend that he might have picked me instead of her. Now he’s alive again – not that he ever really died, because Kenneth saved him – I have to watch them together. Makes me want to puke if I’m honest. I have to accept the fact that he wouldn’t choose me, even if he knew how I felt. 

But when I sneak a look at them both again, a tumble of pure happiness flips through my stomach at the sight of him. Archer is alive. Wait till Weaver sees him. He’ll be so happy. I’m happy too, but sad. 

We were always a little group of three, helping the villagers, showing up the King’s men, downing ale and killing rabbits. One of our three has moved on; he’s growing up, and I don’t like it. 

We won’t be just us three again – that’s gone. Even though Archer is alive and well, we won’t go back to the village and carry on like we were. He won’t go back to the lovely house where he was a squire. He’ll want to stay by Everleigh’s side.  

He’s alive, but dead to me really. The boy I knew, the boy I loved is gone. He belongs to someone else now. He’s outgrown me. 

He moves from Everleigh’s side to mine and throws an arm around my shoulders. A friendly move. Close but not intimate. I shake my head. Am I going to spend the whole time I should be celebrating him being alive worrying that he doesn’t love me? He never did. I haven’t lost anything really. Just my fantasies. That he would find out my feelings and declare his love for me. Foolish fantasies.

It’s time for me to grow up too. 

“I am so glad you’re alive.”

“Stop giving the teacher a hard time then.”

“I didn’t. We’re good friends now. He made me feel better about...”

“I know why you did it. Next time it might be the right person you kill, someone who would have harmed Everleigh. We can’t be cross with you, not really.” 

“Good. I would hate Everleigh to be cross with me. I like her a lot.”

“Good. I would hate it if you two couldn’t get along.”

“Because you’re in love with her?”

“I am. You’re my best friend but she’s...”

“We got along just fine when you were dead, actually.”

“Good. And now that I’m alive?”

“We’ll be just fine.” I stomp away from him and link arms with Everleigh. I won’t hate her because of him. I won’t be one of those girls who blames another girl for her own feelings of inadequacy. I love Archer, Archer doesn’t love me. None of that is Everleigh’s fault. And a Queen will be good for the Realm. A new ruler, a fair ruler, a fresh start. 

“Are you happy he’s alright?” she whispers to me. I nod and ask her, “Are you?”

She nods and smiles. “I didn’t tell him about you...” 

She tails off, but I know what she means, and I feel hot with relief. “Thank you.”

We walk in silence, the marked girl and the Queen, her true love and the teacher and I resolve to be a good subject to Everleigh, a good friend to Archer and keep my mean mindedness to myself. 

It won’t last, but I’ll try. 
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THE GROUP OF FOUR MAKE it to the castle without further incident, and as they approach the front door, Everleigh stops and looks up at her home, her castle. With her brother missing she will take his throne and rule. Ginata will crown her and she will fulfil the prophecy that Halfreda told her about by the island, less than two weeks ago. 

She feels a rush of power and strides ahead of the others. “Where will they be?”

“Probably Ginata’s rooms or Millard’s. I’m not sure,” Ceryn says.

“What about Millard’s guards?”

“I won’t let them hurt you.” Ceryn already has her hand on her sword. 

“Me neither.” Archer has a dagger in his hand, a pained look on his face, his injuries still causing him trouble.

“Thank you. Both of you. I don’t think they’d dare attack me but...”

“Better to be prepared,” the teacher says, following them in. 

“I think we should go to Ginata’s rooms first or Will’s maybe. Just in case Millard came back when we were away.”

They fall silent and follow the stone hallways to Ginata’s rooms – Everleigh’s father’s old rooms. Before he was killed.

Everleigh knocks the door and pushes it open. 

The receiving room is empty. Ceryn gestures for her to stay with the teacher and walks ahead with Archer. They make their way through her series of linked rooms and find Ginata sleeping in her bed, empty vials on the covers next to her, a fire blazing in the hearth. 

When they come back to Everleigh she is holding Millard’s crown. It’s heavy, made of gold, beautiful. “I don’t want to wear his crown. I want one of my own.”

“Whatever you want,” Archer says, anxious to keep her happy. “Ginata’s sleeping, seems pretty flat out.”

“Let’s find my sister then. We’ll go to her room.”

They follow Everleigh once again through the hallways and passageways, no guards to be seen, no sound to be heard. She knocks on Addyson’s door and tries to open it; it’s locked. “Addyson. It’s me.”

Within seconds Addyson’s door is unlocked and they’re hugging and crying. “I thought I’d lost you.” Addyson’s voice is full of relief. 

“I thought I was lost to you.”

“What happened?” Della opens the door fully and Everleigh and the teacher go inside. Finn jumps up and embraces Everleigh. “I’m so glad you’re alright.”

“Thank you. Brett took me to Archer. He’s alive.” 

Finn steps away from Everleigh and raises a hand in greeting to Archer and Ceryn beside him. “I’m Finn.”

“Archer. Look, I’ll stay out here, just to keep an eye.”

“Me too,” Ceryn says. 

Everleigh closes the door and sits holding Addyson’s hand. “Brett took me. But he was taking me to Archer and the teacher.”

The teacher smiles sadly and nods his head. “We were lucky to have one of Millard’s men on our side. Unfortunately, Ceryn found him before we had told her the truth of him. She killed him.”

“Oh, poor Ceryn.” Addyson wipes at her tears. “She must feel awful.”

“I think we all do. I believe some food and sleep are in order.”

“Have you seen anything of Millard or his guards? Wolf?”

Addyson shakes her head. “We went to the great hall for something to eat. There were a few guards, but Weaver made sure we were safe. Will did some tricks and we ate.”

“That was risky.” Everleigh looks at Della who nods but answers her calmly. “We thought she would be safest in company. Out in the open. With witnesses.”

“You’re probably right. That was actually clever.”

“It’s probably the best idea for you too. We should all go to the great hall now. Show the people that you are alive and safe. Proclaim you Queen.”

“I don’t know about that. I think we should go to the hall, but I think that’s all.”

“We can decide once we’re there.”

Everleigh opens the door. “We think we should go to the great hall. Eat, drink and be merry.”

“Really?”

“Addyson has been in there, in plain sight, with a lot of people around. It might be safer.”

“Not just that,” Archer says, “but it will show that you’re safe and well and ready to rule. You cannot rule hidden away. With Millard gone you can take his place. You cannot do that hidden in your room.”

“Where’s Weaver and Will?” Everleigh wants everybody together. 

“Weaver went to Millard’s room in case he came back. Will went with him.”

“We’ll fetch them on the way to the great hall,” Archer takes Everleigh’s hand. “I’m not leaving you unattended again.”

“Everleigh. You need to change first. You cannot go into the great hall looking like that.” Della bows as she speaks, an apology for being rude. 

Everleigh smiles. “You’re right. I look terrible. Hardly Queenly.”

Suddenly there is a euphoric feeling throughout the group. Smiles are wider, the air no longer heavy or thick with tension. Millard is gone and Everleigh will be Queen. 

“Let’s all go to Everleigh’s room. Archer and I will stand guard outside and when you’re ready we’ll fetch Weaver and Will. I can’t wait to see Weaver’s face when he sees that you’re alive Archer.” 

“Long live the Queen!” Archer shouts as they head along the corridor. 
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ARCHER’S WORDS RING in my ears as I rush through the corridors with Addyson, Della and Finn. I am holding Addyson’s hand and I may never let it go again. I am back with my sister, back at my home. This day has got so much better than it was. 

I cannot believe that only this morning my brother tried to kill Will. It seems like a life time ago. Time is strange at the moment. So much has happened since Halfreda took me to the island and I made the river rise. It wasn’t that long ago but I feel like a different person. 

A fizz of excitement bubbles through me: Archer is alive; my brother is gone – where I don’t even care. I will be Queen. 

I push open the door to my room and I am overcome with pure happiness. I really am home. Safe. Ready to rule. 

Della sends Finn to find little maids. I need to be clean and dressed properly to go to the great hall. While I wait, I sit with Addyson, holding her close, as though she is a tiny baby again. 

“Are you alright?”

“I am now. I thought you were dead.”

“I thought I would be. I thought Brett was taking me to Millard.”

“I’m glad he didn’t. Poor Ceryn – she’s so sorry she killed Brett. She didn’t know.”

“I know. It’s just horrible, though. Poor Brett. You like Ceryn a lot don’t you.”

“Yes. She’s nice to me. And she gets me. Because of her face.”

“I know. She did what she thought was right. I’m just so sick of how horrible everything is now. I want peace.”

“You can have peace when you are Queen. You can have everything you want.”

“Like cake for breakfast?”

“And a bath of wine.”

“Too sticky. A puppy?”

“Ten puppies and cake for breakfast.”

“New clothes.”

“New shoes.”

“New everything.”

“New anything.”

We laugh and the sound brings tears to my eyes. Poor Addyson. She has been through too much; she’s only eleven. “A wonderful birthday party for you.”

“A coronation for you first.”

“Ah, that’s a nice thought.”

“I’m glad Millard’s gone. And Macsen. I miss father though. Do you think he loved me at all?”

I pull her close to me, so she cannot see the heartbreak written all over my face. “Of course he did.” My voice sounds fierce, angry. I am angry at my father. He was a wonderful father to me and a terrible father to Addyson. I hug her closer as I remember the times when I was younger when I was glad the King liked me the best, glad that I was the favourite princess. I feel sick at the thought. Poor Addyson. The person who loved her the most was glad she was ignored by their father. 

“I’m so sorry, I’m sorry,” I mumble and hug her, my tears of self-hatred stinging my eyes. I vow to be good to her always. To make life better for her than it was. “Would you like a bath of wine?”

She splutters through her tears and we laugh together. “I’m hungry and I’m tired.”

“I’m sure. I feel the same way. It’s been a long day and a busy few weeks. Life will settle down now. We’ll plan my coronation together and then we’ll plan your birthday party. Twelve is very grown up.”

“It is, isn’t it? Much better than boring old eleven.” Her smile is beaming now, thinking about her party. I envy my sister’s ability to look on the bright side, to have so few worries. I need to guard her, so that she enjoys this innocence for a bit longer. She has lost too much. 

Finally, the little maids have filled the bath. Finn steps outside with a smile and a bow. He’s so nice. 

I let Addyson bath first and I wash her long hair, brushing it out – relishing looking after her. 

Once she’s drying by the fire, I sink into the hot water. It is bliss. I watch Della brush Addyson’s hair. She’s so good for my sister. A lovely woman. 

I swirl the water and the petals, the fragrance wafting towards me. I concentrate, staring at one of the petals, and I will it to lift out of the water. It does. I let it drop, grinning. I try it again with another one and this time I spin it around in the air before letting it drop back into the water. 

I do it one more time, but I send it across the room, concentrating hugely, and letting it flutter down into Addyson’s hand. 

She squeals and turns to me, her eyes dancing, a smile playing on her lips. I remember how young she is, still a baby. 

I look at all the petals in the water and one by one I will them up in to the air, until they are dancing all around us, like a storm of petals, a waterfall of flowers. 

Addyson is enchanted and I love it. If my powers are good for nothing else, if I cannot control them enough for serious business, I will always be able to make my sister smile. And that can’t be a bad thing.

I let them settle, and Addyson catches as many as she can, smelling them and throwing them back into the air. The floor is a carpet of pink, and I lay back in the water, the heat sinking in to my bones as I close my eyes. Exhausted now, I could sleep for a week. 

When I made the river rise and realised that I could rule, I had no idea how hard the road to the throne would be. How could I know? I have led a simple, cosseted life. As a princess and a Kingmaker life was easy. The threat of sacrifice was always hanging over my head, but I was used to it. I knew what would happen and when. I knew what was expected of me. 

Things are different now. A princess is different to a Kingmaker is different to a Queen. A Queen rules. She is in charge. And we have never had one in the Realm before. Not one that didn’t have a King sitting beside her. 

Will I be a good Queen? I hope so. I’d like to think I’ll be kind and good and fair and sweet and lovely. And then I remember the squirm of pleasure I felt when I realised my father loved me more than he loved Addyson. Maybe I have more to learn than I care to admit. 

Does facing your inadequacy, acknowledging it make you a better person?

I do have a lot to learn. I want to know and understand my magic. I want the teacher to help me, advise me, show me what I can do and what I can’t. I’d like to learn how to defend myself. I was so upset that Ceryn killed Brett, but I’m also in awe of her. She’s not like a girl in a lot of ways. She has many qualities that are mostly attributed to men. She’s tough and strong and fearless. I think a Queen should be like that. Tough, strong, fearless. I can’t always expect others to battle on my behalf and hide while they do so. Maybe she can help me. I know she would, if I asked her.  

And Archer. I have a lot to learn about him too. About love. 

I can still remember how upset I was when my father started searching for love matches for my brothers, for whichever one became King. He didn’t look for a match for me, because I would be dead. I put my hand on my chest and feel the beat of life. I am alive.

It’s the most incredible feeling. Most of us take life for granted. We know death will come, but not for us, not for a long time at least. We cannot think on it or worry about it. I knew it was coming for me. I knew when and I knew how and I had closed myself off from hope.

Now I have life. I have choice. I have hope. I have love.

At least I think I do.

What do I know, really? 

When I see Archer my stomach flips, my hands sweat and my heartbeat is not only faster, but louder. I can hear it.  

When we kissed in the rain it was as though time had stopped and only we were alive. He makes me forget everyone else. And he is alive.

Both of us alive when we shouldn’t be. Both of us cheating death to be together, because we cannot bear to be apart. That sounds pretty good to me.

I sink my entire head under the water and I’m spluttering when I come up. Laughing, crying, and alive. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




7


[image: image]


EVERLEIGH IS READY, dressed in her most beautiful dress – the crown pin from Archer fastened on – head held high, her mother’s crown on her head. Queen in her own mind and heart and in those of her supporters, who follow her through the castle corridors. 

They head straight to Millard’s rooms first, Ceryn and Archer holding their swords ready just in case. Ceryn pushes open the door. Weaver is pacing, the room is empty other than him. 

“No sign of Millard?” 

Weaver grins at the sight of her. “None yet. Did you find Everleigh?”

“Yes, I did and someone else.”

Ceryn pushes Archer through the doorway and then laughs at Weaver’s whoop of delight. “Archer!” he screams his name and then launches himself at him and the two men laugh, hug and cry, slapping each other on the back. Weaver keeps hugging him, then pushing him away so he can look at him before pulling him back for another hug, before pushing him away to get a proper look at him again. “How?”

“Long story,” Archer says, his voice thick with pain. 

“Have I hurt you?” Weaver is contrite, pulling back from Archer. 

“I’m a bit beat up, but I’m alright.”

“I can’t believe you’re alive. Everleigh – can you believe it? Ceryn?”

He cannot stop grinning, looking more foolish than Will when he’s in full fool mode. 

“Where’s Will?”

“Gone to his rooms. I think he needed peace and quiet.”

“We’ll fetch him on the way. We’re going to go to the great hall. Show everyone that Everleigh is safe and well.”

Weaver nods and throws his arm around Archer’s shoulder. “Still can’t believe this. Archer!” 

They stop at Will’s door to collect him, but his room is empty. “Where is he?” Everleigh looks upset, sure something bad has happened. 

No one can answer her. Weaver who saw him last tries to reassure her. “He seemed fine when he left me.”

“We need to find him.”

“Let’s go to the great hall. Maybe he’s there. If not, we’ll look for him. He won’t be far away.”

Unhappy but willing to see if he is in the great hall, Everleigh walks ahead of the little group. At the door, the guards step aside silently, shock on their faces at the sight of her, and she sweeps past them. The call of Kingmaker is taken up by the commoners and castle visitors alike and Everleigh beams at them all. Her subjects.

She walks to the dais and takes Millard’s seat, the one that belonged to her father, and she sits down to applause. Addyson sits on one side of her with Della next to her, and Finn beside his sister. Archer sits on her other side, with the teacher next to him. Ceryn and Weaver choose to stand guard. 

“He’s not here. I need to know where he is,” she whispers to Archer, keeping the smile on her face and her eyes on the people filling the great hall. “I don’t like not knowing where he is. I want us all together again.”

“We’ll look for him as soon as we’re done here. He won’t be far away.”

More people are arriving; they’ve heard the news that the Kingmaker is safe and well. “I need to see Ginata too and plan my coronation. I have to be Queen, officially.”

Archer nods and puts his hand over hers. “I will do whatever you want me to. I’m here to serve you.”

“I like that.”

They grin at each other and Everleigh stands up. In only seconds, there is complete silence. “Thank you for my lovely welcome.” A cheer goes up and she laughs. “My brother, the King, is absent from the castle at this time. I shall take his place. Please, eat, drink and be merry. Very merry.”

She mentions nothing of being Queen or not allowing the King to come back. Now is not the time or place. She gives instructions to the little maids to bring food and drink enough for everybody, and Cook herself brings out the first dish. 

She sets it in front of Everleigh and bows low to her. 

“I’m so sorry about Lanorie,” Everleigh says, but Cook waves her hand, shaking her head. 

“I am glad to serve you, Queen.” She whispers the word, Queen, and bows again before backing away and returning to the kitchen. 

One of the little maids serves Everleigh from all the plates and platters. She eats a little and smiles as she watches over her court. This is how it should be. How it will be.

***
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WILL IS CALLING EVERLEIGH’S name, weaving in and out of the trees near the river, searching for his friend and Queen. He hasn’t seen Ceryn, Finn or Ginata but they will hear him if they are anywhere close. The guilt is a physical weight he can feel inside him, like a block of something heavy sitting in his stomach and lodged in his throat, making it hard to breathe. He has to fix things, he has to find her, or at least try to.  

The throbbing in his head increases as he walks faster, until he has to stop. He bends in half, breathing deeply, black spots dancing in front of his eyes. He shakes his head to clear it, rubs at his eyes and sets off again. He cannot rest until he has done something useful, until Everleigh is safe again. 

If he was a warrior instead of a fool, she wouldn’t have been taken in the first place. He wouldn’t have stopped behind the wall, to catch his breath and make a plan; he would have had more stamina and he would have instinctively known what to do and how to protect his Queen. 

***
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MILLARD RIDES AWAY from the castle on his horse, alone and unsteady, and, unusually for him, afraid. Since he was a little boy he has been ready to rule the Realm, to take over from his father, and in his opinion, do a better job. His father was a good King, but he wasn’t a great King. He didn’t inspire fear or respect. He didn’t have women throwing themselves at him or men trying to prove their valour to him. He didn’t change the Realm for the better or the worse. 

It was as though he hadn’t even ruled in the first place.

Millard knows he will be a great King. Renowned. Feared. Adored. He also always knew he couldn’t leave it to chance.

The legend of the Kingmaker is all well and good but it also left things to fate. He had to be King. There was no way he could have drunk his sister’s blood and risked dying. He had to rule. 

Of course, as it turned out, his brother had the same idea. 

He had known Wolf for a long time and while he was originally his father’s man, Millard saw something in him that he liked, something he recognised, something like himself. They had struck up a quiet friendship, a low key one and when the time was right Millard tasked Wolf with befriending Macsen, watching him, keeping an eye on him, and reporting back to Millard.

And what Millard had learned had been so interesting. Macsen had the same idea – how similar they were – he would live and rule and not leave things to chance. He had ordered a death draught from the village witch and he planned to kill Millard on the day of Everleigh’s sacrifice; pretending to drink her blood but lacing Millard’s cup with the poison and then standing back while his brother died. 

Macsen had also found out that Everleigh would live, before Millard did, and then his plan changed again. Still determined to get the throne, he decided to kill their father and Everleigh. Without the King or the Kingmaker, the old law would come into play and the first-born son would rule. It wasn’t the best way to find a true King but there would be no other choice.

Millard was happy to sit back and go along with all his brother’s plans, until the day of the coronation, when he killed him and found out that Everleigh wasn’t dead, but alive and after the crown herself.

What a pest.

If only people would let him get on with things and stop interfering. 

And now, Everleigh, or someone acting on her behalf, has attacked him and tied him up and someone else has set him free. His head hurts with all the mystery and intrigue and he just needs to find a safe place to rest. 

Through the fog in his head, an idea comes to him. Ginata lives at the castle now and no longer needs her little cottage. He’ll head there and hide until he feels better. Then he’ll gather his troops and take back his throne and his crown and finally rid himself of his aggravating sister once and for all. 

***
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FOOD EATEN, TOO MUCH wine drunk and Everleigh is feeling better than she has in days. Archer sits on one side of her and her sister on the other. Could life get any better? Yes, if she knew where her brother was and could end his life, she would feel better. 

She would also feel better if Will was with them. She calls Weaver forward and asks him to look for him. She’s hoping he’s back in his room, sleeping off the knock to his head. 

Ceryn is still standing, watching the room and all the people in it. “Don’t go yet,” she says to Weaver, as he passes. The two guards at the door have their heads together and keep glancing over at Everleigh; Ceryn doesn’t like it. She catches Archer’s eye and nods for him. He leaves Everleigh’s side, touching her arm as he goes. 

The three of them huddle at the foot of the dais. 

“What’s up?”

“I don’t like those guards.”

“You don’t like anybody.”

“Not funny. They’re whispering together and they keep looking at Everleigh.”

“Trouble?”

“Maybe.”

“The King’s men?”

“Maybe.”

“Stands to reason. Millard might be missing but he won’t have taken every guard with him.” 

“Weapons ready?” Ceryn asks, mentally counting her own arsenal: a dagger in each boot, her sword on one side and a knife on the other. Ready to go. 

Archer and Weaver nod. Archer heads back to Everleigh’s side and takes his seat. 

“What’s wrong?” Everleigh asks him and he shakes his head, a huge smile on his face. Barely moving his mouth, he keeps his voice quiet and calm. “Tell Della and Addyson to slip out of the door behind us and go straight to her room. Lock the door. Send Finn and the teacher away too.”

“Why?” Everleigh has frozen, turned white.

“Smile.”

She does as she’s told, but her hands are sweaty and her heart is hammering in her chest.

“We think there might be trouble from Millard’s men.”

She closes her eyes and Archer touches her cheek. “Come on. You didn’t think this would be easy, did you?”
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Ginata
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WHEN SOMEONE DIES, and you wake up from a perfect sleep and you are blissfully unaware for a second; you’ve forgotten, you’re happy, and then you remember that they are dead, and you want to join them. That’s the feeling that comes over me when I awake from my potion-induced sleep. 

Everything is fine, life is good, I am happy. And then I remember that everything is not fine, life is not good, I am not happy. I am a horrible person and I betrayed someone sweet and lovely, who trusted me implicitly. 

My insides start squirming again and all the peace that I had in slumber is gone. 

I find a jug and take a drink before splashing cold water on my face, straightening out my hair and my clothes.

I have no idea what’s going on in the castle, if Millard is back or if Everleigh’s been found and I need to know, but first I find another tonic and take a quick drink. 

Sitting in front of my fire, I try to centre myself, calm my squirming insides and relax. I do not want Everleigh to see the truth written over my face. Sad as it makes me to admit, I must hide what I’ve done from her, at least for now, until I can make it right. I must hide me.

Does one bad deed really make me so terrible? One bad deed? Or two? Where is the line and who decides?

I think back to my little cottage and all the people who came to see me. 

Women whose husbands hit them and hurt them, who desperately wanted to be loved regardless, who would buy love potion after love potion, hoping they could change their men and wondering what was wrong with them, what was lacking inside them that made them so unlovable, that made someone want to hurt them. Were those women bad for forgiving such crimes? Were those men so bad that they couldn’t be saved, couldn’t change? If they did hurt their wives, did that mean they were bad people, that couldn’t give love or receive it? 

What about people who came to see her ill-wishing their neighbours or friends, coveting what they had or what they did. Were they bad people? People who steal, lie, hurt.

Who gets to decide?

Am I bad because I’ve done a bad thing? What about all the good things I have ever done or will do? Did they outweigh the bad? Could it work like that – I may have murdered three people but I was nice to seven hundred people. No. 

Bad is bad and good is good and I need to stop trying to excuse what I did.

By helping Millard and deceiving Everleigh I have set back her quest for the throne. It’s not what I was supposed to be doing. It’s not right.

I am ready to face the others. Find out what’s happening. Has Everleigh been found? Is she alright? Is Millard back? Does he know that it was me who rescued him, saved his life?

I want him to know it was me. Ridiculous. As I think one thing, I contradict myself and think something completely the opposite. Will I just argue with myself until either Millard or Everleigh is on the throne and then make my choice?

If Everleigh is Queen, then I serve her and always did.

If Millard is King, then I serve him and always did.

What a duplicitous little thing I am. I never even realised it till now. 
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A TRIO OF SINGERS BOW before Everleigh and ask permission to perform. She nods her agreement and they take up their places below the dais. With all eyes on them, Della can slip away with Addyson. “Just go straight to her room, lock the door. Please, keep her safe.”

Della nods, her face is pale with fear but full of determination; she will not let Everleigh or Addyson down. She gestures for Finn and the teacher to follow her and they quickly flee the room. 

Everleigh isn’t sure if there is a real threat or if Ceryn is worrying over nothing, but she has to trust her new friend’s instincts. Even though she was wrong about Brett, she was right too. He had been on Millard’s side and he had attacked both her and Archer in the past and he had knocked Will out and taken Everleigh. It wasn’t really Ceryn’s fault if all those facts led her to kill him. That she didn’t know he had changed his ways. How could she have known?

Keeping her head high and a smile on her face, beating her hand on the table in time to the music, trying to calm her heart, Everleigh looks around. Would Millard’s men attack her? Even without his say so? If they knew he was still alive, then possibly. Probably. 

Once he’s dead. Maybe not. 

Archer is sitting by her, seemingly unconcerned, but she can see that he’s not relaxed. He’s primed, ready to go, to jump up. His knuckles are white and when he reaches for a dagger from his boot, her stomach flips again.

“How many men did your father have?” His voice is quiet, serious, but his face is a mask of happiness. 

“More than five hundred.”

“How many serve Millard?”

“Less than that. Many of my father’s men were old. They retired after his death. His murder.”

“Fighters?”

“Not all. Most are guardsmen. Able to bar a doorway with a sword. Real fighters? Less than fifty.”

“Less than fifty.” 

“A match for you? Less than ten.”

“Less than ten.”

He’s nodding as he assesses the room. He thinks Ceryn is right. The guards who should be stood stock still and guarding, are slipping in and out of the room, whispering, nodding, stealing supposedly furtive glances at Everleigh. 

“You cannot be captured. Take this.” He passes her the dagger. “I don’t need it. If something happens, flee, and if anyone tries to stop you, stab them and then run. Go to your sister. Lock the door.”

Everleigh nods and she’s not sure if it’s the anticipation of trouble or because she has a weapon in her hand but suddenly the air is full of tension; the hairs on her arm and the back of her neck stand up. 

Ceryn has paused and Weaver has his head cocked to the side. Archer pushes himself to his feet and joins them. The three of them confer for a second and then fan out. Ceryn – who to outsiders appears the easiest to defeat – heads to the door and Archer and Weaver walk either side of her, but head off at an angle. 

Her intuition is spot on, three seconds after the three friends split, the door is banged open and a rush of men storm in. The commoners and castle visitors scream and the sound of stools being pushed back is ear splitting. The little maids join in with high pitched shrieks. 

Ceryn heads straight towards the first man and splits him in half with her sword, before ducking to the left and running another guard through. She spins in an arc lifting her sword as she goes; slashing one guard through his stomach and taking the head off another. 

Weaver and Archer barrel in from the sides and with swords aloft and daggers out they start taking out the remaining King’s men alongside Ceryn.

Everleigh cannot move. So far not one of Millard’s men has got through the general throng of people and fighters to get anywhere near her, which is a lucky thing, because she cannot take her eyes off the three of them: her new protectors. They are amazing to watch, slashing and severing, ducking and pirouetting. It’s almost like a dance. A bloody dance. It’s fascinating to behold. 

And frightening. 

And reassuring. 

If these three choose to continue to serve her, she will be safe; she has no doubt. She’d love to see her brother try to go up against any one of them. 

And Ceryn. She is a masked warrior. She is quick and sure footed and fast and sprightly. She can leap while slashing with a sword and stabbing with a dagger at the same time. She is no better with one weapon or another, one hand or another. She is fierce and frightening; a true fighter. 

Everleigh knows she needs to get to safety but her feet are rooted to the floor. Still no one has passed the trio of fighters to reach her, or get close. Now that the castle visitors have cleared out, the commoners have started fighting amongst themselves and the little maids are lining the edges of the room like witnesses under duress. 

And all Everleigh can see is blood and all she can hear are the soft thuds as body after body drops to the floor, dead or dying. 

The last one standing stands no more and Ceryn, Archer and Weaver spread out, ready to spring forward if needed, assessing the damage and the danger.

There are groans from some of the bodies and they quickly finish them off between them, stabbing their daggers straight into the hearts of the ailing. 

Everleigh drops down into her chair, exhausted from watching them, and the sound of the leg scraping the floor breaks the spell. The remaining commoners, sporting different degrees of bruises and blood shuffle out. The little maids dare to move and clear out as quickly as they are able. 

Ceryn, Archer and Weaver hobble towards the dais and sink into the seats in front of it. Not one of them is injured but they are tired. Everleigh runs down to meet them, calling to a little maid on the way to bring ale, and something sweet for them to eat. 

“Why are you still here?” Archer’s voice is filled with anguish. “They would have killed you.”

“I’m sorry. I couldn’t move. I couldn’t stop watching you all. You’re amazing.”

Ceryn is shaking her head, wiping sweat off her brow. “That was close.”

“You were outnumbered at least ten to one but none of you has a scratch on you.”

“Today. But if we had to do that again today or tomorrow? Every time it would get harder.”

“We need reinforcements. We cannot keep you safe with just us three.”

“I think you did pretty well.” 

A little maid places food and drink in front of them and the three of them dig in, suddenly famished. 

“Weaver, what do you think about heading to the villages, gathering some of the young men, boys we know and trust.”

“Try to put an army together?”

“We need one and who can say which of Millard’s men would be true to Everleigh. I wouldn’t want to risk it.”

“Me neither. They are more likely to attack her themselves than save her. I’ll go.” Weaver nods as he talks. “I can think of two dozen off the top of my head that I’d trust.”

“Head off in the morning then. I think we could all do with a rest now.”

“What about Will?”

“I don’t mind looking for Will,” Ceryn says. “I’m sure you two have some catching up to do.”

Archer and Everleigh smile at each other and nod. 

“I’m sure he’s drowning his sorrows somewhere around the castle.” 

“I hope you’re right. We’ll collect Addyson, Della, Finn and the teacher and go to my room. I want us all in one place.”

They all nod; it makes sense. Ceryn heads out of the great hall, striding quickly, seemingly unperturbed after killing dozens of men and Weaver rushes to catch up with her. 

“Are we safe to leave here?” Everleigh asks Archer, standing up next to him, suddenly feeling awkward, alone with him. 

“You will always be safe with me. I promise.”

“I believe you. I’m so glad you’re not dead.”

Archer laughs. “Sorry. It’s just such a funny thing to hear. I probably should be dead. I’m starting to remember things from the coronation. I can remember fighting with your brother.”

“I hate him. I hate him for everything he’s doing. I thought he’d killed you.”

“I thought he had too. When I woke up and saw the teacher peering down at me, I thought I’d died and was seeing the gods.”

“Really?”

“I was terrified. Then I realised who it was, and I just wanted to run back to you. I wanted to kill Millard.”

“I tried to kill him. That night.”

“You said. You shouldn’t have.”

“I had to try.”

“You shouldn’t have. It’s not safe to go near him.”

“I know that now. But I wanted it over. He killed Halfreda and you...well.”

“How close did you get? Were you scared.”

“Petrified. I had the tip of a knife at his throat. He woke up. But, like I said, he told me that if I killed him, his guards would kill Addyson as soon as they found his dead body. I couldn’t risk it.”

“You were so lucky he didn’t kill you.”

“I see that...now – but I was so angry with him, so fed up. I want it all over.”

“We’ll find him and then it will be. And you’re here now. You can rule in his place.”

“It won’t be over till he’s dead.”

“Maybe not. But it will be better than it was.”

“That would be good.”

They leave the great hall, stepping around the bodies and blood as best they can, just as Ginata is coming in. Her hands go to her mouth, horror written over her face. “What happened?” She does a double-take as she registers Archer. “How-” She cannot even speak.

Everleigh smiles. She knows the feeling. “Archer’s alive. He was wearing a shield under his clothes and the teacher came back and saved him. Brett was on our side and took me to them after he hit Will, but Ceryn didn’t know and she killed him.”

Ginata sits down and fortunately lands on a stool, not a body. “That’s a lot to take in.”

Everleigh takes her hand. “Let’s go. It’s horrible in here. We’re going to fetch Addyson, Della, Finn and the teacher and go to my room. Ceryn and Weaver have gone to look for Will so that we can all be together tonight. We’ll be safe then.”

“What happened here?” Ginata gestures at the dead bodies. 

“Millard’s men attacked us.”

“Is he here?”

“No sign of him. And we killed them all. Well, I didn’t. Ceryn, Archer and Weaver did.”

“Thank goodness. Oh, Everleigh I’m so glad you’re alright and you’re here.” They embrace for a long time and Ginata is relieved that nothing seems amiss between them. Whatever her sins are, they aren’t evident to anyone other than herself. 
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I LEAVE THE LOVE BIRDS in the great hall feeling pretty grown up and mature. I do stick two fingers up at them once I’m on the other side of the door, but I make sure Weaver doesn’t catch me. 

I think it’s understandable that I’m a bit jealous. As long as I don’t let it eat me up, like maggots feasting on a dead bird. 

Weaver raises an eyebrow at me. “Are you coping? With those two?”

“Just about.”

He flings an arm around me and I let him. “You’ll find love one day.”

I snort. “As if that’s what I’m looking for. I’m looking for Will.”

“Shall we stick together?”

I shake my head. We’ll get around quicker on our own and I can’t see him being too far away. 

“What if you get in trouble”

“What if you do?”

He’s laughing as he walks away from me and I know I’m grinning like a crazy bat. Life is good again with Archer back; the three of us together again. I relive the fight from earlier, the adrenaline pulsing through me again.  

I think about Brett and my high drops to a crushing low. How many of those dead men were following orders; just doing as they were bid? Being on the wrong side, showing fealty to the wrong person got them killed. I could get killed just as easily for being on the right side.

It’s a sobering thought and I’m more careful as I move around the outside of the castle. People want me dead for supporting Everleigh. 

I hope I’m right about Will and he’s drowning his sorrows. I’m getting more familiar with the castle, both inside and out and make quick work of the kitchen, whipping a cake before Cook sees me, then I head to the stables munching on the still warm cake. I will never have a hungry belly in this place. I go back inside and check Will’s room again. Then back outside I walk through the gardens. 

He might be with his father. “Hey,” I flag down a little maid. “Where are the old fool’s rooms? Will’s father?”

She gives me extremely specific directions, which I need, and I knock on the door. I scrape the dirt out from under my nails as I wait for an answer, flicking the mixture of blood and mud and old food on the floor. I could do with a wash. I knock again and try the door. It opens easily and I suppose it’s Will’s father passed out on the bed, fully dressed and reeking of ale. 

I shut the door softly behind me and wonder where to go next. If his father likes a good drink, maybe Will is the same. Maybe one of the ale houses in the village... I just don’t see him nipping out for an ale and a chat while Everleigh is missing.

Everleigh is missing! What’s making me so bloody dull I don’t know. He’s gone looking for her. Of course he has. He wanted to help me search earlier but I wouldn’t let him. Damn fool’s gone off on his own. 

Find one, lose one, it’s such a ridiculous game. 

I run into the castle and start calling out to Weaver, Archer and Everleigh. I don’t know where Everleigh’s rooms are and I’ll only get lost. 

I round a corner in a hurry and crash into Everleigh, Archer and Ginata. “Enjoy your sleep?” I ask Ginata who still looks strange to me. Shifty. I don’t let her answer, not that it looks like she’s going to. I turn to Everleigh. “Will’s gone looking for you.”

“How do you know?” 

“I told him he couldn’t earlier, because of his head, but I know how guilty he was feeling. And sad about Lanorie. I bet he’s gone off to look for you. I can’t find him anywhere around the castle and I can’t think of another good reason why he’d disappear.”

“But it’s so dark now.”

“Too dark to look for him,” Archer’s voice is gentle. It’s not what Everleigh wants to hear, but it’s true. If we go off in the dark now looking for Will, there’s no doubt something will go wrong. Find one, lose one. 

“But my brother. If he finds him.”

“Will won’t go looking for trouble and Millard won’t be looking for anyone. I hit him pretty hard. Twice. And Ginata drugged him. Wherever he is he’ll be looking for sleep not fights.”

“And Will’s not stupid. If he can’t find you he’ll head back here. He won’t want to sleep in the woods.”

“We’ll go to your room and check his rooms every hour or so, see if he’s back.”

This seems to work for Everleigh and I follow them along to collect Addyson, Kenneth, Della and Finn. 

Kenneth. Still makes me laugh. Not so mysterious and worldly as what he likes to be called. 

Everleigh slows till she’s in step with me. “What if my brother finds Will? Or Wolf? It’s so dark...”

I nod. I know where she’s going with this.

“Could you please go for one ride out on Pitch, just in case he’s hurt or something?”

Damn this Queen-to-be appealing to my well known good nature. 

“Archer, I’ll go on one quick ride out, scout around, see if I can find him. An hour tops.”

He shakes his head, but I put my hand up. “Everleigh won’t rest until I do.”

Low I know, but it’ll work. He frowns but nods his agreement. 

“I’ll look for Weaver too.”

As if speaking his name magicked him here, Weaver comes around the corner, frowning. “I can’t find him, but I reckon he’s gone to look for you, Everleigh. He doesn’t know we found you. He’s feeling guilty as hell.”

I grin and ruffle his hair. I love Weaver. “What?”

“Just thought the same thing as you, that’s all. I’m going to go out on Pitch, do a quick ride around before it gets even darker. I’ll be an hour tops.”

“That’s not a good idea...” He trails off because he can tell from my face that I’m not having any of it. These boys have been trying to tell me what to do for years. When will they learn? 

I kiss Everleigh, Archer and Weaver on their cheeks and wave as I head off to the stables. 
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WILL’S FEET ARE DRAGGING along the ground now. He hasn’t eaten for hours, slept properly for days. Only last night – was it only last night? – he was in the tower, imagining he was living through his last moments. Millard spared his life but then took Everleigh. If he sees him, Millard will kill him, he’s sure. 

He might be a fool but he didn’t think he was foolish. It is getting too dark to see properly, his head feels as though it is splitting in half, his legs are almost too heavy to lift. He’ll head back to the castle and they could all search again tomorrow. 

It takes him a second or two to figure out the direction he should be heading in, and then he trudges along. He follows the path past the river and though he’s slow he’s getting steadier. 

“Hey!” Ceryn pulls Pitch to a stop next to him and jumps off. “Will. We’ve been worried sick about you. We’ve got Everleigh. She’s fine. She’s safe.”

Will’s knees buckle and Ceryn catches him, pulling him close, his head dropping onto her shoulder. He’s crying and she rubs his back. “It’s alright, it’s alright. She’s fine. Just fine.”

“How did you find her?”

“It was Brett who took her. He’s the one who hit you. But he was actually taking her to Archer.”

“What? Archer’s dead.”

“He’s not. It’s a long story, it’s late and dark. Come on, let’s go. Once we’re all together again we’ll fill you in. Can you jump up?”

Will shakes his head, all the energy and fight gone from him. Ceryn shoves him up onto Pitch; it’s like all the bones in his body have turned to liquid; he cannot stand. She jumps up behind him and jams him in front of her between her legs and Pitch’s head, not convinced that he won’t fall off. “Hold on.”

It only takes minutes to get to the castle, and Ceryn rides around to the stables, Will’s head slumped back on her shoulder. It’s the most uncomfortable ride she’s ever taken. But it’s done now. 

Will slides onto the floor and she lifts him up, supporting him with her arm. “Come on, Will. Not far. Once you’ve seen Everleigh you can sleep for a week if you need to. Just buck up till we’re inside.” 

Will stands as best he can, fatigue and pain from his head injury making him not far from useless. 

He walks but Ceryn keeps hold of him, and they shuffle along. 

“Night, Pitch.”

The courtyard is empty, the night air thick with rain. “Not far.” 

Around the corner from the stables, just in sight of the castle door, Ceryn hears a rush of feet coming towards them. Always alert, she spins around and Wolf jumps towards her, fist up and catches her right on the cheek. She slams to the floor and he hits her again, turning her onto her front and pulling her arms behind her back before she can get her hands on a weapon. He’s come prepared and ties her wrists with rope, before kicking her. “That’s for what you and your friend did to me. Where’s the King?”

Ceryn laughs, but files away the information that Wolf isn’t the one who untied Millard. “Your King is missing. Injured and on the run. How’d you like that, huh?”

Will tries to punch him, but misses and Wolf easily subdues him with two punches – one to the face and one to the gut. He ties him up and drags them one at a time into the tower.  

Just inside the door he sits them against the wall, wrists tied behind their backs.

“Just for the night,” he says, his voice thick with anger, tower door key in his hand. “Tomorrow I’ll kill you. And then I’ll bring the King back to his throne and present him with your heads.” 

Ceryn spits on the floor. “Kill me tonight if you want. Why wait?”

Wolf grins and comes close to her. “I’d like you to suffer. Just a bit.”

“Coward.”

Fury on his face he comes closer again, right up in her face. She pulls her head to the side, and head butts him right in the middle of his ugly face. He howls and falls backwards. Awkwardly but quickly, using the wall for balance, she gets to her feet. She screams at Will to get up and miraculously he does. His lip is bleeding and the pain seems to have woken him up. 

She stamps on Wolf’s hands and the key drops to the floor. She kicks it out of the door. “Get outside Will.”

He listens and she follows him. Wolf scrambles to his feet and she runs at him, knocking him off balance before he even straightens up. She runs out and shuts the tower door, screaming for help. “Help! Anyone. Help!” Her voice reaches a hysterical pitch as her and Will push back against the door with all their weight to stop Wolf getting out. Cook ducks her head out of the kitchen. “Quick!” Ceryn screams at her and she comes, running as quick as she can for an unfit old lady. “Get the key, lock the door.”

Wolf is pushing against the door and they’re struggling to keep it shut. “Quick.” Cook fumbles with the key but just manages to lock it. The howl of fury from inside makes all three of them shudder.

Ceryn drops to the floor as does Will, both groaning. “What just happened?” Cook looks ready to faint. 

“Can you help us? We’re tied up.” 

Slowly they both manage to stand and Cook unties them. “Who’s in there?”

“Wolf.”

“Millard’s man?”

Ceryn nods and Cook gives another visible shudder. “I can’t stand him. Well done! Come and get some cake. You deserve it.”

“Good idea. We’ll take some up to Everleigh and the others.”

“A midnight feast.”

They gather cakes, bread, meat and ale and Cook helps them to carry it all. 

“What a day,” Will says as they walk and Ceryn laughs and clips him over the head. 

“Hey!”

He pushes into her and she pushes back. They walk in exhausted silence to Everleigh’s room, Cook leading the way, muttering that the castle has gone to the dogs and she’s never seen anything like what’s been going on since the old King died and she’s far too old for all this nonsense. 
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WE ARE SITTING IN MY room waiting for Ceryn to come back. 

Archer sits with me on the window seat. Weaver and Finn are talking in low voices. Della is brushing Addyson’s hair in front of the fire; she’s like a mother to her, always fussing over her. I like it. Ginata and the teacher are discussing Archer’s recovery and how the teacher kept him alive. 

I am quiet. I’m holding Archer’s hand, but my arm has gone numb and I can’t even feel his touch anymore. This little group of friends and family are my supporters, my most loyal subjects. People who I like and who like me.

Being the Kingmaker and a royal princess was a strange and isolated upbringing. My life was filled with people; little maids serving me, bringing me anything I wanted at any time of the day. I had lessons with different teachers for each subject. I nagged to be allowed to join in with Macsen and Millard. We’d ride horses, practice archery. My path crossed with hundreds of people every day. There were jousts and feasts and players and singers, visitors from one end of the Realm and the other. Life was busy and full but I was completely lonely. My only friends were Lanorie and Will. One a servant and one a fool in the making.

There has never been a person who chose to be with me and spend time with me because they liked me, apart from Will, and he did everything he could to make our time together good. And it was. We laughed and played about and were silly and daft. But I wasn’t normal. 

I wasn’t a commoner in the village, a little urchin running around with the other children. I couldn’t play in the river on a hot day or chase puppies through the woods. I couldn’t pick fruit or hunt rabbits or kiss boys. 

I spent a lot of time imagining my death. My entry in to the Kingmaker book. My little life, my short story. How can any Kingmaker make her mark on the world when her only job is to die and choose a new King? 

I didn’t have ideas, or thoughts, or choices. 

But now I do.

The whole Realm has opened up to me and everything has changed. I can plan things; I can make things happen. I pull my hand away from Archer’s and it startles him; he was probably as deep in thought as I was. “Alright?” I love the concern on his face. He cares about me and worries about me. 

“Fine. Worried about Will. But fine.”

I stand up needing to move when there’s a knock at the door and it’s pushed open. Archer and Weaver have their hands on their weapons before the door fully opens and we see Ceryn and Will.

She’s in a right mess – blood gushing from a cut above her eyebrow and Will’s lip is bleeding. He runs towards me and I have to catch him; his legs give way and we sink to the floor in a huddle. He is crying and so am I. When I complain about a boring childhood with no friends, I am not speaking ill of Will. This boy would have died to save my life the night he took my place in my bed and my brother Macsen stabbed him. I thank the gods every day that Macsen was a terrible swordsman and I will thank the gods every day that Millard spared him this morning from the noose. He is my favourite person, above even Archer. He’s like my family, like a brother. I love him and I know him, like I know myself. He’s part of my heart. I am so happy that he’s alive and that we’re together again I never want to let go of him. The sight of him and the smell of him and the sound of his voice are so familiar to me, so calming. 

“I am so sorry,” he says to me and I shush him.

If we all want to apologise for the things that have been said and done since I made the river rise none of us would ever get anything else done. I smile at Cook as she places a heap of goodies on the table, before kissing me and bustling away.

“We’ve got Wolf,” Ceryn says, her eyes dancing with delight. She pulls off her mask. It must be so hot and sweaty for her having to wear it all the time. 

“What do you mean?” I know what she means, really, but I can’t believe our luck might be changing.  

“I found Will walking up to the castle and we rode back together on Pitch. On the way from the stables Wolf attacked us. He punched me and tied me up, then did the same to Will. 

I glance at Will and he looks embarrassed. I put my hand on his arm. I know how he feels; I compare myself to Ceryn and find myself wanting. She’s so plucky and feisty. I’ve never known a girl like her. She’s not like normal girls and that sounds like a criticism but it’s not; she’s better. Nothing phases her, nothing frightens her, but I know it must make Will feel useless in comparison.  

“I head butted him and then we locked him in the tower.”

“You make it sound so easy.” Will shakes his head. “We both had our hands tied up behind our backs. Ceryn not only manages to head butt him, but knocks him to the floor, gets the key off him and escapes, barring him in there until Cook comes to help us lock him in.”

She can even win a fight against Wolf with no hands. This girl is a legend. “Archer, I think Ceryn should be the head of my army. Not you.”

He tries to look offended but then both him and Weaver shrug, laughing. They cannot deny the warrior inside this girl. The natural born soldier. She will be my greatest ally and protector if she chooses to continue here at the castle once I am Queen. I hope she will. “Will you stay here, Ceryn? You and Weaver?”

She bows low and I can see tears soften her eyes. “I would be honoured.”

Weaver nods. “That makes two of us.”

I don’t ask Archer; I know he’ll stay here. There is something growing between us. I’m a bit nervous of it really, now I don’t have my father here to give me advice. 

I look over at the teacher, head to head with Ginata, talking softly. I hope he stays. He’s clever and kind and wise, more than even Halfreda was, and that’s saying a lot.

I need good people around me. I need all the help I can get. I know I’ve done stupid things, like trying to kill Millard in his bed and I know with a whole Realm to run I’ll need advisors that I listen to. I want to do well. I want to be a good Queen. 

These people will be the most important ones in my court. Ceryn, Archer and Weaver to protect me, the people who live and work at the castle and the people who live in the Realm. That’s a big job. I want every person in the Realm, from the smallest village to the biggest to feel safe and happy, to be listened to. Criminals will have to be punished and justice will have to be served. I don’t even know where to begin with that. 

My sister Addyson needs to be safe and happy. She’s the only family I have left. I’d like Della to live at the castle with us, be her guardian. I don’t know if that’s too much to ask, but it’s what I want. I won’t make her do it though. I won’t make an order as Queen. I don’t want to be that kind of Queen. If she can’t stay, then I hope she’ll visit often. Addyson has bloomed under Della’s attentions. She’s happier than ever. 

Ginata, I’d like her to continue as wise woman of the castle. She’s done a wonderful job putting up with my brother and I know it won’t have been easy. I can sense a sadness in her and I worry about her. Millard is a mean old thing and I worry that looking after him and being away from us has upset her more than she would ever let on. I like her. She’s a hundred years younger than Halfreda, though how old I don’t know. She’s young and fresh and pretty. And I think the castle will benefit from her energy; so many of my father’s men were as old as Halfreda – not that youth is better than age or experience but some of them were so old and unable to do anything they were pretty much ready for the Ashes. 

Once Ginata perks up it’ll be good, I think. With Millard gone she’s bound to start feeling a bit better, a bit more like her old self. I hope so. I like her a lot. 

And Will. I certainly don’t want Will to be my fool. A fool is someone who wants to make people laugh and while he’s good at that, it’s not what’s in his heart, I don’t think. Will is a fool because his father was a fool and yet he’s the least foolish person I know. He is too wise and clever to be a fool and I would appreciate his help and advice as I make my way as Queen. And I know he’ll give it. 

I feel overwhelmed by it all, all the things I have to do, the decisions I have to make and yet if I can continue doing as well as I have, choosing these people as my helpers, then maybe I’ll do well. 

I ask one of the little maids for extra pallets and extra bedding. We are all in dire need of sleep. It’s been the longest day. 
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THE FOLLOWING MORNING as the sun floods the room with light, everyone wakes up in a good mood and Everleigh is rested and ready to make plans. 

Addyson, Della and Ginata sit on her bed, legs tucked under them, sipping on ale. Ceryn is standing near the window seat. Finn is sitting up on the bed that he had slept on and Archer and Weaver are stood near the door. The teacher has gone out for some fresh morning air. Will is by Everleigh’s side, reluctant to leave it.

“Weaver, if you are still happy to go to the villages and recruit more men, I think that needs to be a priority. I don’t know how many men Millard has left, but there will always be someone ready to attack.”

Weaver nods his assent. “I’ll leave straightaway.” He gestures at Ceryn and Archer. “We’ve been talking and I know where I’m going and who I’ll be asking. I should be gone three days, if I don’t run into trouble.”

“Be careful.”

“I will be.” He bows to Everleigh and then hugs Ceryn and Archer. 

Everleigh turns to the bed. “Della, I’d love you to stay at the castle full time, but I understand you have a life of your own at the cottage, with your brother.” Everleigh glances at Finn who barely smiles and then looks away. 

Della smiles at Addyson. “I’d need to think about that. I love your sister, Everleigh, and I want to look after her, but I do have my little life at home. And Finn of course.”

“I can look after myself.” Finn’s voice is gruff and he looks grumpy. He’s been quiet since Everleigh was found and brought back to the castle. 

“There’s no need to decide right now. But if you could stay until we know where my brother is and that he’s no longer a threat to Addyson, I’d feel better. I’d like her to have some company until she’s free to roam the castle and the grounds again.”

“I would be honoured to.”

“Thank you. Finn, you’re free to do as you please. You’d be welcome to make a home for yourself at the castle, especially if Della decides to stay. But...” Everleigh trails off. She likes Finn and she’s spent a bit of time with him in the past few days, but he seems surly today. 

“Ginata.” Everleigh moves to her side and takes her hand, Will her little shadow right beside her. “I cannot thank you enough for all that you have done, staying in the castle, pretending to be on my brother’s side. I know it can’t have been easy. You must have been so scared.”

Ginata nods, but stays silent, looking down. Everleigh hugs her. 

“I’d like you to crown me. If you’re happy to.”

“Of course.” 

“Without Millard here I’m the rightful heir to the throne. The only opposition will come from him or his men and we have no idea where he is. Thanks to Ceryn, Wolf is locked away – he’s the biggest ally Millard’s got. He might be quite useless without him.  How long do we need, Ginata, to arrange everything?”

“We could do it on Saturday or Sunday.”

“If we wait until Sunday,” Archer says, “Weaver will definitely be back with reinforcements. Your coronation will be the perfect opportunity for Millard to cause trouble. Better to have everything in place.”

“Four days is good. We can send the heralds out to the villages and get word further afield to all corners of the Realm. There are plenty of visitors here but we should still announce it.”

“I want it to be special” 

“It will be.”

“Ceryn, Archer. Are you happy to keep fighting for me? Protecting me?” 

They both nod. Archer takes her hand and Will moves out of the way, lurking next to Ceryn who grins at him and shoves him on the shoulder. He shoves her back and they laugh. 

“I’ve always known I would serve a Queen and I am glad that it’s you.”

“I’m glad I’ve got you.”

Ceryn pokes Will, then sticks her finger down her throat, pretending to be sick. They laugh like naughty children but when Everleigh glares at them they stop. 

“I never thought I would serve a Queen, nor anyone else. But I’m proud that you want me. I don’t like to be sentimental, but I believe you will be a great Queen and I’ll be glad to come along for the ride.”

“Thank you, Ceryn. I’m glad we’re alright.”

“We are.”

The secret about Ceryn’s feelings for Archer sits between them, unspoken and sure to be eventually forgotten about. 

“And me?” Will goes back to Everleigh’s side. 

“You don’t have to stick so close to me, we’re both safe now.”

“I know. But I nearly got you killed.”

“Will you weren’t born to be a fighter, for me or anyone else, and that’s fine.”

“I know. I was born to be a fool.”

“Not for me. My fool will be someone who wants to make me laugh, not my best friend, not someone who would die for me, not you. You will be my closest ally and my truest advisor. If you’re happy to be?”

Will nods and springs into a somersault. “Yes please.”

“I’m going to ask the teacher if he’ll stay for a while too. I don’t want my father’s stuffy old advisors, but I do need someone on my side who has more wisdom and experience than me. I’m hoping he’ll be happy to help.

“I’m sure he will be.”

“I hope so. I want to learn a bit about my magic too. See if I can control and harness my powers a bit better.”

“Good idea.” 

“Right, boys, out you go. We girls need to get ready for the day.”

Once Archer, Will and Finn have left the room, Everleigh asks one of the little maids outside to fetch hot water. She turns to Ceryn. “I love you, but you need a bath.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




Ginata
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IT’S STRANGE THAT ALL I wanted was to be with Everleigh and the others; to be on the right side, in the thick of it, part of the group.

Now that I am, I feel ever so removed. Like an intruder.

When Everleigh hugs me I want to cry, but I don’t. When I see Della push Addyson’s hair back off her forehead I want to cry, but I don’t. When I see the easy friendship growing between Everleigh and Ceryn I want to cry, but I don’t. 

I have sacrificed my place in this little group for the confused and contradictory feelings I have for my King and I want to cry, but I don’t. 

I try to remember that none of them know what I have done. And I haven’t hurt anybody. And if I hadn’t freed Millard someone else probably would have, but I know I am trying to excuse something inexcusable. I have that much wisdom, at least. 

“What do you think, Ginata?” Della’s question brings me out of my reverie and I smile at her. “Sorry, I was in a daze.”

“You always are lately,” Ceryn says and I realise how astute she is, this masked girl. She has spent her whole life being suspicious of people; so used to being treated poorly that she watches people more closely than most. Probably looking for ulterior motives or weaknesses she can exploit. I cannot let her see my heart.

I look at Della, not letting Ceryn see the uncertainty that I’m sure clouds my eyes. 

“The coronation. What colour should Everleigh wear?”

“You look lovely in any colour,” I tell her and it’s true. Our Kingmaker and almost Queen is beautiful. Having people surrounding her that she loves, has made her lovelier still. The strain is leaving her face, and she’s looking happier and calmer by the minute. 

“What about me, Everleigh?” Addyson jumps in to the conversation and I tune out again. I cannot worry about dresses when I’m worrying about the stain on my soul. 

In fact, I cannot stay here, safe as it may be for them, it is stifling me. And even if I were to run into Millard he would never hurt me. 

“I need to go to my rooms.” At my announcement, the four women look at me like I am losing my mind, maybe I am. 

“Ginata, you can’t. We don’t know where my brother is. He’ll be murderous.”

“More than usual.” Ceryn laughs at her own words; though we all know they aren’t funny. He is murderous. And horrible. And nasty. And cruel. And twisted. And kind, sometimes. And generous, sometimes. And funny, sometimes. 

“I’ll be fine, Everleigh. I need a tonic, my head hurts. I need to check the exact rules for the coronation, there’s a book somewhere amongst Halfreda’s things. I need to sleep in a bed that is comfortable. None of Millard’s men know that I have switched sides. They will assume my allegiance is still with him. Besides if something goes wrong, if he comes back to cause trouble, it might be good for me to be able to go to him without suspicion.” 

Everleigh, I can tell, takes my words at face value. Nothing I have said is untrue or particularly strange. Della and Addyson are still talking about dresses.

Only Ceryn watches me closely, a strange look on her face. She’s taking the measure of me, I know. 

If she could tell me what she really thought of me would I like what she had to say? 

Luckily, we are here with the Queen and that keeps us both polite. I vow never to be alone with Ceryn. I don’t like the way she looks at me, the questions in her eyes. 

She cannot know anything, I tell myself, and though I know it’s true it doesn’t stop the snakes from twisting away inside me. 

I will never feel peace here, talking about dresses.

I will lay low. I will help Everleigh if I can. I will crown her as the Queen of the Realm and then I will leave.

That is the best I can do.

I don’t belong here with these people any more. I made my choice, and as wrong as it was, I can’t turn back. It’s like Millard’s inside my head, bewitching and ensnaring me. I think about him all the time. I wonder what he would say to me, how he would answer me, how he’d look at me, whether he’d kiss me. I cannot concentrate on anything else.

He is gone and so is my heart and my sound mind.

I will not look for him, I will not aid him any further, but I cannot pretend that my future is at this castle, serving a Queen. 

It cannot be, when my heart beats only for a King.

I bow to Everleigh and smile at the others, before ducking out. 

The relief is enormous; I can breathe again. I am smiling as I head to my rooms. I pour ale from the flagon and sink into a comfortable seat. I close my eyes and relax for the first time since I saw Everleigh again. 
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CERYN PROTESTS SLIGHTLY, but Everleigh insists that her hair is washed, her nails are cut, her clothes are changed. “I don’t care if you want to dress like a boy, but you must dress like a clean boy.”

“I don’t want to dress like a boy.”

Everleigh, Addyson and Della raise sceptical eyebrows at her. “Fine – I do, but only because it’s more practical. I’m sorry, but in my normal life, when I’m not trying to steal your mad brother’s crown, I ride, I hunt, I fight. I can’t do any of those things easily in a big frouffy dress.”

“Frouffy?”

“Yes. Petticoats and corsets, and layers and layers of frill, silk, velvet. You must be so hot all the time.”

“Maybe, but all I do is sit and sew, so it doesn’t matter.”

They all smile, but at least now Ceryn’s boyish clothes are clean and don’t smell. 

They are ready to head to the great hall. 

Ceryn keeps a hand on her sword as they make their way through the hallways. With many of Millard’s men dead and most of the others having run away, the castle is still quiet. 

“We really need Weaver to hurry back with an army for you.”

“It’s so quiet.”

“Too quiet. If there are any of Millard’s men left and they’re planning something, we’re down to two men now. Not sure how much use Archer and me will be on our own. He’s still not back on top form.”

He fought pretty well yesterday, but Everleigh knows it pained him. 

They pass the teacher on the way to breakfast. “Good morning. How was your fresh air?”

“Fresh. But I am ready to eat. I’d like to know your intentions for me then, Everleigh. Do you need me; would you like me to stay?”

“Yes, please. I’d love you to stay. I am lacking in experienced advisors. I don’t want to mess this up. Will you stay and help? Not forever but for a while?”

“I’d be delighted to. But I would appreciate more comfortable quarters than I enjoyed last night. I am old, you know.”

“Absolutely. I feel like the castle is a safer place today than it was yesterday. But I won’t put you at risk. I’ll put you, Will, Archer and Finn in together and us girls will stay together.

“Where’s Ginata? I wanted to ask her about some of the berries I found growing in the garden. How she uses them.”

“She’s gone to her rooms. She doesn’t seem herself.”

“I’ll find her later. For now, let’s eat.” The teacher bows low to Everleigh and follows her into the great hall. They all take their seats at the dais, even Archer and Ceryn. They want to stand guard but Everleigh convinces them to eat first. 

She calls a little maid over. “Where’s Molly? I want to talk to her.”

Molly had risked her life to help Everleigh on two occasions; once when she drugged Millard’s guards and tried to kill him and again when they tried to rescue Lanorie from the tower. Everleigh wants to thank her.

“Missing. We’ve not seen her for a few days.”

Everleigh thanks the little maid and sends her off to the kitchen. “Did you hear that?”

Archer shakes his head. “Sorry, what was it?”

“The little maid that helped us, Molly, is missing. No one’s seen her for a few days. I bet Millard’s done something. Oh, Archer, will this ever end?”

“Yes, I promise.” He touches her cheek with his fingertips. “You will be Queen and the next time any one of us sees your brother, he will die.”

“Is it worth it all? The death, the pain?”

“Absolutely. You were born to rule, born to be Queen. You have to believe it. You will be a good Queen, a kind Queen, a fair Queen.”

“And you will be by my side?” 

“For as long as you let me.”

Once they have all eaten Will tells Everleigh that he wants to visit his father, check up on him. Della and Addyson decide to go to Everleigh’s room and sew bunting for the coronation. Finn says he’s going to see his friends in the village, and seems even grumpier than he was the day before. Della shrugs when Everleigh gives her a questioning look and Everleigh puts him out of her mind. Archer and Ceryn head off together to take stock of the castle’s weaponry, suss out what guards are left and familiarise themselves with the castle layout, to better plan against attacks. 

Everleigh falls into step beside the teacher. “I’d like some help, please?”

“Of course.”

“I know I have this magic in me, but I don’t understand it or know what to do with it. Do I control it or does it control me? What’s it good for?”

“Ah, magic. Magic is a funny old thing. Let’s go inside, where we know we’ll be safe.”

They head to Everleigh’s room, lock the door, and take seats away from Addyson and Della, who are deep in conversation. 

“Magic is elusive. We don’t know where it comes from or why it manifests itself in some people and not others. You have magic because you’re born to rule, but you also had the magic of the Kingmaker in your blood, just because of who you were born to. I have some magic and yet I am not royal. Halfreda was the same. And Ginata. I cultivate my magic and sharpen my skills. I can use spells. You won’t need spells; you are the magic. I can train the magic in the air, rein it in and use it, but it comes from outside of me. It’s as though the magic knows I can understand it and comes to me willingly. Magic likes to be used, wants to be useful. You have magic that you never knew existed until now. What can you do?”

“I can talk to the animals, without words. I can steer a stone or an arrow off course. I can make it rain, or make lightning.”

“So, you can control the entire Realm. If you can speak to animals without words, you have the power of the mind. If you make objects move you have the power of all things. If you can control the weather as well, you have more magic than I have ever seen. How do you feel when you use it?”

“Powerful but concerned. I don’t feel like I’m in control. Like what if the rain brings the lightning and the lightning makes a fire, like it did yesterday when I made the hanging tower go up in flames, what if the flames grow and attack a person?”

“Can you make a flame without lightning?”

“Yes. I forgot, yes. I made a fire to burn Lanorie and Brett’s bodies, so the animals wouldn’t eat them.”

“Show me.”

They walk to the grate and Everleigh stares at the kindling. In seconds a flame sparks and grows.

“How do you do it? Do you think about fire or silently ask for a fire to start?”

“I just think about fire. I imagine the flame in my mind and then it appears.”

“Can you put it out?”

She tries and the flame splutters to a stop and then goes out, a thin wisp of smoke all that remains. 

“Again?”

Everleigh starts the fire again. 

“Now can you grow it and shrink it back down? Ask it to spread and then control it?”

“I’ll try.” Everleigh stares at the flames and they grow, and then she shrinks them back down to a small spark. “What’s the point though?”

“There’s no point, really. Magic is just a part of you, something to cultivate or ignore if you’d rather. I imagine it could be helpful to you. If you were attacked, for example, you could send a chair flying at someone or shoot a ball of flames at them. You don’t have to use your magic at all, Everleigh. It’s just something you have, like dark hair or blue eyes. You mustn’t fear it, or feel guilty if you don’t remember to use it. It’s a skill, so the more you use it the more manageable it will be, the more refined. If you choose to do nothing more than make it cold when you’re feeling too hot, that’s your prerogative, but the magic you have could be helpful to you, useful. Not just to attack people but to help people.”

“I feel like I have a strange disease or something.”

“It’s not a disease, certainly. It’s a blessing. But it’s yours. You do not have to use it, like it or understand it. It can be something you put aside. You will be Queen, Everleigh. You will do as you please and no one can stop you.”

“That sounds nice.”

“What do you please?”

“I would like a happy, healthy Realm, where people are good and kind and have all that they need.”

“That sounds nice. What about bad people? How will you punish them?”

“I have no idea. I have so much to think about, don’t I?”

“So much. But you have a good team in place and I, as well as they, will do anything I can to make it easier for you.”

“Thank you.”

He takes Everleigh’s hand and kisses it. They sit in front of the flames, until they gutter out completely. 
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Ceryn
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THE CASTLE IS HUGE and well stocked with weapons. It should be easy to protect once we have an army in place. I watch Archer rooting through a trunk of swords. He’s like an excited kid and I still can’t believe he’s alive. 

“Having fun?”

“There’s so much stuff here. Have you seen this armour?” He moves over to the armour, clunking a metal arm up and down.

“Do you think we’re up to the job?”

He pauses, probably wondering why I’m questioning myself. I’m usually so full of bravado. 

“The Realm is a pretty big place to protect.”

“We can do it.” And his voice is resolute, strong. “Ceryn, I told you and Weaver about my dream, that I would serve a Queen. I know you thought I was mad, but I just knew. It’ll be great. We can do what we do in the villages on a larger scale. Serve and protect a Queen, serve and protect all of her subjects. How great will that be?”

I try to feel his enthusiasm but I’m worried. None of us have had proper training in how to fight, to be disciplined, to battle. Not properly. If there was a planned attack, a war, we would be useless.

“Come on, Ceryn. This isn’t like you. This is like Weaver, worrying like an old woman. You are braver and stronger than both of us. You’ve had to be. We’ll learn as we go, and get better, no doubt, but we can do it. Definitely.”

I shrug.

“Besides we need to. What hope would Everleigh have without us?”

“None.”

“Exactly. She needs us. And I need you and Weaver.”

“Really? Even though you’re in love?”

“I am. But I love you two, too. You’ve been my best friends for years. I couldn’t do it without you.”

“I suppose.”

“You don’t mind me...you don’t mind me being in love with Everleigh-”

I interrupt him with a clip around the ear. “Don’t flatter yourself.”

He grins and we set about making an inventory of the weapons store. 

It’s a good sign that I can joke with him about it. It’s a good sign that I’m in his company without watching his every move, my mind wandering to places where good girl’s minds don’t wander. It’s good. I watched him in the great hall with Everleigh this morning and the sight of them together felt familiar rather than upsetting. It didn’t jar me. They go together. They belong. I can see it. 

Instead of feeling jealous and upset when I see them together, I’m just glad that Archer is alive and I’m part of his life again. 

I leave him happily rummaging, to get some ale from the kitchen, me and Cook are old friends now, and I run into Will in the courtyard. 

“Alright?” I ask him as he passes.

He shrugs and I turn around to walk with him. “What’s up? Lost all your joy now you’re not a fool anymore?”

He laughs. “Maybe.”

“Seriously. I’m a good listener as well as a good fighter.”

“I’m just being stupid. Feeling guilty about Everleigh, missing Lanorie.”

“Will, don’t build Lanorie up to be something she wasn’t.”

“What do you mean?”

“Did she know you were in love with her?”

“I don’t think so.”

“And did she love you?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Well then, you mustn’t build up this big love story in your head. And you mustn’t feel bad. Let her go. And Everleigh’s fine and dandy, so you can let your guilt go too. Everleigh loves you and you have a place in her court. Life’s good, my friend. And getting better.”

Funny how I was feeling like I needed to be reassured when I was talking to Archer but now I’m trying to console Will. 

He launches himself at me, wraps me in a bear hug and squeezes me, causing me to shriek. He kisses my cheek and as his lips hit my skin, my eyes close – involuntarily – and I breathe in the smell of him. I open my eyes, feeling disorientated and he’s looking at me, a funny look on his face. We head off in opposite directions, but when I look back to watch him go, he’s looking at me.  
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THE GROUP MEET UP FOR their next meal, though Finn’s not back from seeing his friends and Ginata is still absent. While they eat and drink, Ceryn and Archer are alert, but relaxed. The hall is full of people wanting to see the Kingmaker, and Everleigh is sure that the castle and the villages around it and beyond – the whole of the Realm – are wondering what’s going on and where their King is. The unrest isn’t good. 

“Only a few more days.” It’s as though Archer’s read her mind. He leans towards her. “We’ll keep you safe.”

Everleigh believes him. But it’s a massive task that she has ahead of her and it’s daunting. “I’m scared.”

“I know. I think we all are.”

“I’m a child. I’m too young to be Queen; too inexperienced. I don’t know what to do.”

“You are young. And you’ve never been Queen before, so yes, you’re inexperienced, but you are powerful – remember when you made the river rise, and you made the deer run away, and you started the fire. You can do all of those things with your mind. And you’re a good, kind, fair person. I think you’ll be a brilliant Queen. And the Realm will be at peace.”

“I feel sick.”

“Don’t. You don’t have to do anything but take it one day at a time. Deal with issues, take advice, help your people. It’ll be easy once you start.”

“You really think?”

“I’ve got faith in you.”

“Thank you. Let’s hope you’re right.”

“I usually am.”

The door slams open, causing them to jump apart and the people near the door start screaming as someone with a hood over his head, runs through the room screaming: “In the name of the King.”

He throws something on the table in front of Everleigh and then runs out as quickly as he ran in. 

Everleigh screams and pushes her chair back, moving away from the table. Addyson is crying. Archer and Ceryn have gone after the man, swords aloft. 

“It’s a head, a severed head!” Everleigh screams, turning to Will. Will takes her in his arms, letting her cry on his shoulder, shock and disgust evident on his face. He motions for a little maid. “Fetch a stable boy to take it away.”

“Carry on, everybody. No harm done,” the teacher calls out to the crowd, who have settled back on their stools; just another story to tell of the Realm gone mad.

One of the pages comes with a sack and takes the head away. 

“I can’t stay here now,” Everleigh says. 

“Wait for Ceryn and Archer; it might not be safe.”

“It’s not safe, is it Will? Nowhere will be safe until my brother is dead. In the name of the King? A severed head in the name of the King. What does that even mean? Where did they get it?”

“Probably the Ashes. They’re just trying to scare you, that’s all.”

“Who? Millard’s men, men from the castle? Men from the village? These men will be my men, but they want to bring me a head?”

“It’s just some crazy person. Just someone thinking it’s funny to upset you.”

“It’s not funny.”

“I know.”

They are silent while they wait for Ceryn and Archer to come back, and in minutes they arrive, empty handed.

“Gone. It could have been anyone.”

“Cowardly and evil.”

“Let’s go.”

They troop to Everleigh’s room, feeling miserable. 

“Should we be looking for my brother? If that really was in his name, is he out there somewhere, telling people what to do? Causing trouble?”

“I’d love to kill him,” Ceryn says, sitting by Everleigh, “but we’re already one man short with Weaver gone, if Archer or me go looking for Millard, we’re just leaving you vulnerable. I say we just get through the next three days. It’s probably just some random idiot, or a kid playing a prank-”

“A prank? Throwing a head at me is a prank?”

“Not to you or me...but to some dumb kids with nothing better to do? Maybe. I don’t know, but I think splitting up now would be wrong.”

“I agree with Ceryn. If Weaver was here maybe one of us could go looking for Millard. But we have the upper hand here. We’re at the castle, we have his crown. There might be a few of his loyal supporters wanting to spoil things for you, but what can they do really?”

“Wolf is locked up, Millard is missing. Most of his men were killed yesterday and if they want to come and fight properly we’ll kill the rest of them. Running around with severed heads isn’t anything we should worry about. Horrible. But not a concern for us.”

“But it was designed to upset me.”

“I know, and it’s horrible, but...” Archer trails off. What can any of them say?

“I want you to teach me to fight. You and Ceryn.”

Will jumps up, protesting and Archer shakes his head. Ceryn, though, is nodding. “Absolutely.”

“Ceryn!”

“What? Shouldn’t a Queen be able to defend herself? Not be a little damsel in distress, always looking to others for help.”

The boys are silent, disapproval written all over their faces.

“I’m not planning on heading into the village looking for a brawl in one of the inns, but I should be able to defend myself. Don’t you think?”

The teacher steps forward. “Everleigh has her magic, but anything we can do to help her, we should. A Queen is a leader of people, not a meek little girl. A Queen should be a warrior; to show her subjects that a woman can rule. Can be as strong as a man. A Queen should inspire confidence in her people and fear in her enemies.”

Everleigh snorts. “Easy.”
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Everleigh 
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I WANT TO CRY OR LAUGH hysterically when the teacher says things like that to me. A Queen should be a warrior...I can’t even wash my own hair. A Queen should inspire fear in her enemies. Um, not really. I can shoot an arrow at a target and hit it, don’t get me wrong, but a warrior?

How am I ever going to pull this off? At least Millard – well Macsen too – was majestic. Tall, broad, handsome, fearsome. Able to fight, able to command. 

No one is going to bow to me, fight for me, die for me. They will laugh at me. 

I love watching Ceryn fight. She is fierce. That’s what I want to be, but I’m being ridiculous. Who would be scared of me? 

That’s why I asked her to teach me to fight. I asked Archer, too, I didn’t want to leave him out. Loads of boys can fight, but I’ve never seen a girl like Ceryn – she would inspire fear in her enemies. I still remember the look of fury on her face the first time she saw me, when she blamed me for Archer’s death. 

If anyone can help me, it will be her, but I doubt I’ll ever be the type of Queen the teacher was describing. 

I believed I would be dead by now; my whole life I was readying myself to die. I wanted to be brave enough to die without begging for my life, without screaming in fear or fainting like a baby. Beyond that, there was nothing.

I haven’t had time to get used to the fact that I will live, never mind that I will rule.

I’ve got such a long way to go. I find myself giggling and everyone looks at me like I’m odd and then I remember why we are all so sober and I want to cry again.

The severed head.

I get why they did it but I don’t want to be the type of Queen that inspires such atrocities. I want to inspire the type of things I grew up with before I realised my brothers were both maniacs: love and peace and happiness.

Is that too much to ask? Am I showing my age and inexperience again?  

Probably. 

Does it matter, if no one else knows what I am thinking anyway? Maybe being Queen or a warrior or anything else is just about what people believe me to be. If I act like a warrior, then I am a warrior. 

Still, I’ll be a more believable warrior if Ceryn will help me. 

We decide, as a group, not to leave the room again today but to be served our food here. There is plenty of space. The boys can sleep in Macsen’s rooms tonight, but until then we’ll all stick together. 

“Ceryn, I’d feel better if Ginata was here too. I know she’s in a strange mood but we don’t know what might happen next.”

Ceryn nods. “I’ll go and get her. She is in a strange mood, isn’t she? I wonder what’s wrong with her...”

I have no idea and I don’t want to guess. “Who knows? I don’t think any of us are feeling ourselves at the moment.”

Ceryn shrugs and speaks to Archer before she leaves. 

Archer comes over to me. “I think it is a good idea for you to be able to handle yourself. No one wants a useless, whimpering Queen.”

“Do you think I’m useless and whimpering.”

He starts to protest and then realises I’m teasing him. His smile when it comes is broad and open and his whole face changes. He’s a handsome young man but when he smiles he looks even better. He takes my hand and I feel my stomach squirming; he’s close to me and he smells so good. I feel myself blushing and I cannot look him in the eye. Where is my father to chaperone me when I need him? 

I don’t think Queens should feel like they want to be by someone’s side forever more. I don’t even know him very well. But I also feel like I know everything about him.

I don’t know about his childhood, where he lived and with who. I don’t know any of his friend’s names – except the two that are here with him – I don’t know what he hopes to do with his life. I don’t know what he felt like when he thought he was dying. I don’t know what he felt like when he realised he would live. I don’t know what he thinks about me, about us. 

I want to be chaperoned and yet I want the room to empty so that it’s just the two of us, talking, laughing, holding hands, always. Kissing.

We kissed in the rain and I wanted to kiss him forever. We haven’t kissed since I found out that he was alive. 

We are always in company. Almost Queens cannot kiss in company and yet a Queen cannot be alone with a young man.

What’s a girl to do? 

When I am Queen, I can kiss him. Then I can command him to kiss me. I smile at the thought and he touches a finger to my mouth. I want to bite him but stop myself by stepping away. “What’s so funny?” he asks.

“Nothing. Just you being alive, being with me.”

“When I was dying, or thought I was dying, you were the face I kept seeing. I didn’t want to leave you. As long as you are happy having me around, I won’t leave your side.”

“Will we be alright? Will I sit on the throne, with you next to me?”

“I think so. I hope so.”

How can any of us be sure of anything. Not long ago I was sure I would die, sure my blood would crown one of my brothers and kill the other one. Everything changed and continues to do so. No one can be sure of anything, even minds can change, hearts can change.

Look at my brothers. How could they do what they did, become who they did?  

Where is he? What’s he doing? Is he sending men to attack me, in the name of the King? Is he injured or safe?

Thinking about him reminds me of Wolf. “What do we do about Wolf? He’s still in the tower.”

Ceryn locked him in the tower last night and we’ve not given him a thought all day. He’ll be a very angry and hungry Wolf.

“Leave him there. He won’t die of starvation, but it’ll weaken him. I wouldn’t put anything past him.”

“Isn’t that cruel?”

“Yes. He deserves it.” Addyson has sloped over to my side without me noticing. 

“Addyson, don’t say that. Don’t become hard like that.”

“He does deserve it. He’s a bad man.”

He is, and he does deserve to be treated cruelly. He will exploit any weakness and escape if he can, and we don’t want that. But I hate that Addyson is viewing the world in such a way already. She’s only eleven. What hope will she have if that’s what she thinks now? My poor cursed princess. 

“We’ll leave him there again tonight, but we’ll have to take him something tomorrow.”
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CERYN IS CAREFUL AS she moves through the castle corridors to Ginata’s rooms. She can take care of herself certainly, but if she’s outnumbered she might not come out on top.

She knocks the door and then turns the handle and pushes it open. Ginata has three rooms that connect and this first one is empty. Millard’s crown is still on the table. She picks it up; she’ll give it to Everleigh. The second room is empty and so is the last. 

Ceryn sighs. It’s not safe for any of them to be anywhere other than all together but Ginata didn’t want to stay with them, and now she’s not even in her rooms. 

She stomps back to Everleigh’s room, handing her the crown. Everleigh touches the jewels, tears misting her eyes. She places it on the table.

Ceryn throws herself onto a chair. “She’s gone.”

“Gone where?”

“Who knows? Who cares? I’m not going to look for her.”

“Ceryn...”

“What? She didn’t want to stay here and now she disappeared altogether.”

“Maybe she’s just popped to the kitchen or something?”

“Maybe, but I’m not going to search for her.”

“Archer?” Everleigh looks helpless. 

“I wouldn’t worry, Everleigh. Of all of us, Ginata is probably the safest. Millard doesn’t know that she’s on our side. If one of his men does see her, it’s not likely that they’ll hurt her.”

“Where is she though? Why would she be wandering around?”

“She’s not worried, obviously. Maybe she just wants to act normally in case Millard comes back. And if he does, we could do with her still appearing to be on his side.”

“I suppose. I just worry. And she knows that.”

“Exactly. So she should be here with the rest of us.” Ceryn is angry and happy to show it. “There’s something off with her and I don’t know what it is.”

“It’s just a horrible time. Everyone’s upset. None of us knows what’s going to happen next. And Ginata has to crown me. That’s a big responsibility for her. I feel for her, having to spend all that time with my brother. He’s not very nice.”

“I know all of that, but...” Ceryn shrugs. “I just think she should be here, that’s all.”

***
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GINATA HAS LEFT HER rooms, and the castle, and is walking the familiar path back to her cottage. She needs to be alone and the castle walls feel like they are closing in on her. 

All she can think about is how she has betrayed Everleigh and all she wanted to do is leave. So she did. 

Going home will help her, even though none of her things are there any more. Her little cottage was home for many happy years. Being there will help her to ground herself, find herself again.  

She’ll light a fire, and let her mind find peace and when she feels better she’ll head back to the castle.

She needs to come to terms with her actions and her feelings and she needs to be away from the castle to do it. 

Since Macsen came to her door looking for a death draught and brought her into this whole mess, she’s been swept along into the drama, like an innocent mouse who falls in the river and gets dragged away in the flow. 

None of it has been her choice; not helping Macsen, or making the death draught with Halfreda, or crowning Millard. Not watching Halfreda die, taking her place in the castle, in the dead King’s rooms, pretending to be on Millard’s side. 

If her life is to be her own to live and her own to make choices about then what will her choice be? 
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Ginata
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MY HEART LIFTS WHEN I see my little cottage and I know I’ve done the right thing. I’m not sure what I’ll say to Everleigh if she realises I’ve left the castle but then I remind myself that I’m not doing anything wrong.

It’s the guilt, I know. It’s making me jumpy, making me defensive. Making me feel like I’m doing everything wrong, even when I’m not. Every choice being questioned. That’s why I had to leave the castle. It’s suffocating.  

I’m allowed to leave the castle. I’m not a prisoner. And I know I’m safe; all of Millard’s men believe me to be on his side. 

Besides I need this.  

A little bit of time out. Time away from the drama at the castle. I couldn’t have stayed there a minute longer without losing my mind. I don’t feel like myself and I don’t like it. 

I take a deep breath, taking in the scent of the flowers that grow along the path and I go inside.

Millard.

I close my eyes and open them again to make sure that I haven’t conjured him out of my imagination. But he’s there and he looks awful. 

I rush to his side, and slip my arms around him, sitting him up. He’s freezing cold, shivering, his pallor whiter than white, tinged with blue. The blood on his head, from where Ceryn attacked him, has turned a rusty brown colour, and he looks very far removed from the King that he is. Was. 

I reach into my cloak pocket and bring out some discs; I need to get a fire going quickly. He needs to warm up, he needs to eat. 

“Ginata?” His voice is thin, scratchy sounding. 

“Millard. I’m here. Everything’s fine.”

I open the windows; though he needs to be warm, the smell in here is cloying. The fire heats up quickly and I shift him closer, moving the chair so he’s got something to lean on. I brought a tonic for myself but I sit close to him, holding the bottle up to his dry, cracked lips. “Here.” I keep my voice low and encouraging. “Drink.” 

He drinks slowly, some of it dribbling down his chin. I use my finger to bring it up to his mouth and I feel the heat coming back to his skin. He licks my finger and I help him to drink the whole bottle down. He should feel better soon. “I’m going to go to the river, quickly, to get some water to clean you up.”

“No. Don’t leave me. Please.”

I cannot argue with him. I sit back next to him, our legs touching, our arms touching. He reaches for my hand and I let him. The warmth is coming back to his body, the colour back to his face. “Who hurt me, Ginny?”

Ginny. I love the intimacy of that little nickname. “Shh. It doesn’t matter.”

“It does. I want to kill them.” His voice is still low, still scratchy, but tinged with fury and I remember the unpredictability of him. The way his moods swing so drastically. You cannot keep up with this man. He won’t let you. 

“You cannot kill anyone. You need to get warm, eat, sleep, rest, recover.”

“I am the King of the Realm. I cannot do any of those things. If I do my sister-”

He pauses at the look on my face. “She’s done it already? She usurped me? Took my crown?”

“She is at the castle, yes. She is safe.”

“I thought Brett took her for me?”

“He did, but... he’s dead now. Everleigh was rescued.”

“By who? Who do I need to kill next?”

He starts coughing, the upset choking him. “Quiet, Millard. You have to rest.”

“I cannot rest. She will kill me if she finds me. Will you tell her where I am. Am I to die?”

I shake my head. “I will not tell her, but I have to crown her.”

“No. I forbid it. You are loyal to me.”

“I am, Millard. Who do you think untied you?”

“You?”

“Of course. I couldn’t bear to see you lying there helpless, vulnerable, but I cannot defy your sister either. I’m stuck.”

“Stay here, then. Don’t go back to the castle. Stay with me.”

“Millard...” All my arguments fall away from me as I look at him, his eyes pleading with me, his bravado all gone, replaced with a sweet vulnerability. This murderer is so complicated. He’s so awful, but now, he looks like someone I want to stay with. 

“Millard. I cannot stay with you. I don’t want to betray your sister.”

“So, you were loyal to her all along? You lied to me?”

I shake my head, not wanting to talk, to admit anything. “I am loyal to you. I saved your life. But your sister thinks I am loyal to her and I don’t want her to know the truth...”

And there it is. The truth that I didn’t want to admit. I am under the spell of this man here. I know his faults and I won’t even try to excuse them. But he isn’t evil to me, he won’t hurt me, I know it. 

“Stay here then. Then she will know nothing until I am strong again. Until I am safe. And then I won’t kill her, I promise you that. I’ll lock her up, I’ll keep her off the throne but I won’t hurt her. And that will be your doing. You make me want to be a better person.”

I shake my head. “Millard. You cannot win against her.”

“Of course I can. She’s just a girl.”

“She’s just a girl who caught Wolf, who killed your guards. Who knocked you off your throne.”

He shakes his head. “No. They’re all just setbacks. We’ll rescue Wolf, we’ll get new guards. I will sit on my throne again.”

“Millard...” I cannot argue with him; he does not want to hear it. 

He changes tactic then and he’s crying, softly but surely. “I know I’m not easy to love. But I did want to be a good King. A good man.”

“You can be a good man. Everleigh would be forgiving to you. If you went to her, if I went to her, I could convince her to keep you alive.”

“Locked up with Wolf?”

“Millard, I don’t know what to say. I think it’s over.”

“It will never be over. Not until I am King on my throne again. Say you will help me. Say you will.”

I shake my head. I am confused again. I just want to feel at peace. 

I am not loyal to Everleigh. I can admit it, now. If I was I would never have untied Millard. But I don’t have the strength to stay by his side. I don’t want to be judged poorly. I don’t want everyone knowing who I am and what I did.

Maybe I should just run away. Some of the villages furthest from the castle would be glad of a wise woman, a healer, a helper. I could start again, start over. Forget this royal brother and sister and my part in their battle. 

Millard leans towards me, turns my head to face him and rests his forehead on mine. “Please.” The plea is just a whisper and I feel my will bend to him and his.
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GINATA FINDS A FRESHLY caught rabbit in one of Finn’s traps and skins it and cooks it for Millard. She makes sure he is warm and comfortable and then leaves him. She will go back to the castle, free Wolf and return to him tomorrow with clean clothes and a weapon. Then she will stay with him, until he is ready to take back his crown. 

That’s the plan as she leaves him, and she wants to believe she is as loyal to him as she is disloyal to Everleigh and yet she knows it’s not true. Her allegiances seem to change hourly. 

What she should do is confess all to Everleigh, bring her to Millard and let that be the end of it all. When she untied him, and let him go she wanted him to have a chance, a fair fight, but now he’s sitting in her cottage, well fed, warmed by the fire she made. But if she tells Everleigh, she will never be able to trust her again. Everleigh will capture Millard and she will throw Ginata in the tower with him. She will have to. A confession doesn’t change the deed that is done.

Ginata has betrayed Everleigh and if Everleigh finds out she will have to punish her. 

Ginata shakes her head as she walks, talking out loud, discussing her problem with herself. Dismissing each solution until she comes to one she likes.  

The truth is she cannot be on Millard’s side or Everleigh’s. She has to look after herself. 

She will free Wolf, as promised. She will take clothes and weapons to Millard, as promised. And then she will leave him to it. She will go back to the castle, straight after, gather the things she cannot bear to leave behind and then she will flee.

The teacher will be able to crown Everleigh if Everleigh wins the war with her brother, and if she fails Millard is King already. They will not need her. She will not have to admit what she has done. She will be far away.

They may wonder, the truth may come out, but she will be far away and won’t hear of it. 

One more day, she says to herself as she walks through the front door of the castle: one more day. 

She goes to Everleigh’s room and knocks the door. She tries the handle but the door is locked. “It’s Ginata,” she calls. 

Ceryn opens the door, fury on her face and spits out the words to Ginata. “Where have you been? Everleigh’s worried sick.”

“What? Sorry. I just...I...”

Ginata crosses the room to Everleigh and bows to her. “Forgive me? I was in my rooms-”

“No you weren’t! I went to fetch you.”

“And then I went to the kitchen, and then the gardens. Sorry, Everleigh, I didn’t mean to scare you. Being cooped up was driving me crazy.”

Ceryn scowls at Ginata and then storms over to Archer’s side. “Liar,” she says. 

“Ceryn! It’s not a problem. I was just worried that’s all. There was an incident in the great hall.”

“What happened?”

“Someone in a hood stormed in and threw a severed head at Everleigh. But that’s fine, we looked after her,” Ceryn says. 

Ginata puts her hands over her mouth. “That’s awful. Who was it?”

Everleigh sits down and Ginata sits next to her. “We don’t know. They had a hood on.”

“But they did shout, in the name of the King, when they did it. If I knew where he was, I’d kill him.”

“Alright, Ceryn. Stay calm.” 

“I’m sorry, Everleigh.” Ginata touches her arm. “I’ll stay here now.”

Everleigh holds her hand up, stopping Ceryn from butting in with a sarcastic comment. Ceryn shakes her head but remains quiet. 

“We just want to make sure we’re all together. That we’re all safe. Until we know where my brother is and what his plans are.” 

Ginata nods, repeating silently in her head, one more day. She cannot see any other choice. 

There’s another knock at the door. “It’s Finn.”

Ceryn lets him in. “Right, we’re all here, we’re all safe. What next?”

“Two more days until my coronation. Once Weaver gets here with my army, I think we’ll have to find my brother. Wolf’s locked up but I cannot rest while Millard’s out there somewhere.”

“Agreed,” Archer says, standing behind Everleigh, placing his hands on her shoulders. “It doesn’t make sense to have him on the loose. We cannot do anything until Weaver gets back, and really, aside from that nonsense earlier, is there a real threat?”

“That nonsense was horrible,” Della says. “It certainly upset me and Addyson.”

“I know that. But Everleigh didn’t come to any harm. They didn’t make a move to hurt her, just scare her.”

“We can handle that. I think you’re right though. Get through the next two days, stick together and get Everleigh crowned. Then we’ll have reinforcements. We’ll be able to keep you and the castle safe and send people out to find Millard.”

With nothing more to say or do, Della and Addyson break off to continue sewing bunting for the coronation. Will stays by Everleigh’s side and Ginata and the teacher join them. “Ginata, I’m glad you’re alright.”

She nods at him, a smile plastered over her face. “Just fine.”

Ginata tunes out as the others chat. She can feel the teacher’s eyes on her as well as Ceryn’s but she keeps her eyes trained on Everleigh and Will. 

Everleigh calls Archer over. “What do we do about Wolf?”

“Kill him?”

“We probably should. I’d rather leave him locked up for ever, though.”

Ceryn joins them. “But then you have to feed him. Just kill him. Get it over with. He’s your brother’s closest ally. Without him, Millard will struggle. He can fight but he needs a henchman.”

“I know you don’t like it, Everleigh, but I think she’s right.”

“What do you all think?” She looks to Will, Ginata and the teacher. “Do I want to kill him?”

“Ceryn and Archer killed Millard’s men, who attacked us in the great hall. And they’d have probably killed whoever was in the hood if they’d caught him.” Will shrugs. “Kill or be killed.”

“Is that what we’ve come to?”

“Sadly. I think so.”

“You?” Everleigh looks at the teacher, her eyes pleading with him to see things her way.

“You feel as though if you kill him then you are no better than your brother.”

“Exactly!”

“But you are. You don’t kill indiscriminately, or on a whim. But if there is real danger, a real threat to you, or your sister, or your people, you cannot sit idly by. People will look to you for protection.”

“So, I just order his death?” Everleigh pushes back her chair, walks over to the window, looks out at the courtyard. 

Archer follows her over, slips his arm around her waist, pulls her close to him. “Everleigh. I know this isn’t easy for you.”

“It’s not. I don’t want to kill people. I know, more than anyone, how precious life is. I was ready to die but I was given a second chance. Life is sacred.”

“Lock him up, then. If it makes you happy. It’s up to you.”

“People will think I’m weak.”

“They’ll think you’re merciful.”

She turns to face him, resting her head on his shoulder. “This is so much harder than I thought. When Halfreda told me I might live, might rule, I heard the word live. I would live. Ruling is good too, being in charge, being an all-powerful Queen but it never occurred to me what that meant. I’m not hard enough, I can’t be cruel.”

“Not cruel. Just thinking of yourself and the Realm. Keeping everybody safe. You can do that.”

“But at whose expense? I kill Wolf, then who’s next? Who stops me losing control?”

“Me, Will, your sister, the teacher. Any one of us. We’ll help you, advise you, support you. It won’t be easy, but it will be worth it.”

“And my brother? He still wants to kill me.”

“So, we’ll find him and lock him up too. Everleigh you will have an army of people to look after you, a bunch of people happy to advise you, the whole Realm behind you.”

“But it will be me who has to live with the choices I make, Archer. I will have to decide whether people live or die, and I will have to sleep at night after doing so.”
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Ceryn
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WE ARE ALL BACK TOGETHER and I should be happy but I’m not. Everleigh’s upset about Wolf. I know where she’s coming from. I’ve killed so many people I’ve lost count. It’s clear to me: if someone means me or my friends or a child or anyone less capable than they are, harm then I’ll happily get in the way. I’d rather just knock someone out, but if they fight back or keep getting up, I’ll kill them.

I still remember the fear I felt when three grown men attacked me; I was only a little girl and I cannot stand to see the helpless as victims. I’d rather get myself killed trying to help than look the other way. 

Everleigh has never been in a situation like that or a position like this. She doesn’t like having the power over life and death. I think she’s mad. I’d love that power. Wolf – kill him, no question. Millard – kill him, no question. Any of Millard’s men – kill them. 

I will never forget how sick I felt when I killed Brett and found out that he was innocent, but I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if I showed mercy and it was misjudged. 

Wolf has done nothing to prove he deserves to live. From what I’ve heard he was Everleigh’s other brother’s man first but then turned on him for Millard. He would kill without questioning it if Millard told him to, and I bet he has. Hundreds of times. And I bet he likes it.

If Everleigh shows him mercy, it’ll be a mistake. If she wants to be nice, then she can leave him to starve in the tower.

That’s one reason I’m feeling out of sorts. The other is Ginata.

I don’t know her very well. When we met, she had to tell me and Weaver that Archer was dead. I wanted to punch her, but she was actually sweet, she seemed to really care about us being upset. She seemed to want to help us. She seemed to want to help Everleigh. Now it’s like she’s all wrapped up in herself and her own troubles.

What troubles has she got? She’s safe from Millard now. She hasn’t got to pretend that she serves him anymore. She can be open about her loyalty to Everleigh. She’s got us for company. You think she’d be happy. 

I’m missing something, I know. I just don’t know what. 

But I’m watching her.

And if she’s hiding something I’ll see it.

Archer leaves Everleigh by the window and comes over to me. “I’m going to go to see Wolf. Give him something to eat.”

“Be careful. He’ll try something sly if you let him.”

“I know. I’m going to throw food in there. Not even talk to him, not give him a chance to try anything.”

“Good idea. Do you want me to help?”

Archer shakes his head, no.

“Fine. See you in a bit.”

I take his place by Everleigh’s side. “It’s good that you don’t want to kill him.” She doesn’t answer. “It means you’re a good person. A better person than your brother. That means you’ll be a better ruler than he was.”

She smiles at me. “I’m not sure I’ll be any good. But I know I have to try. For my father’s memory, for Halfreda.”

“You’ll be fine. Better than fine. You’ll be great.”

“And you’ll definitely stay?”

“Absolutely.”

We are quiet then, she’s looking out the window, I’m looking around the room. Is this my new home? My new family? 

I hope so. I never thought I’d even like Everleigh. I wanted to hate her, but I just can’t. I love her. Her and Addyson are like the sisters I never had. I still can’t believe these people have seen me without my mask. I’m glad they have. If I helped Addyson even a tiny bit by showing her, then I’m glad. 

Della is lovely and Finn’s alright. He’s a bit grumpy since we rescued Everleigh, since we realised Archer’s alive...oh, I wonder if he has a thing for Everleigh like I had a thing for Archer. I watch him for a second and he’s shooting some foul looks Archer’s way. His eyes soften when he looks at Everleigh. I might be right. Not that it matters either way.

Everleigh and Archer are falling for each other more and more. She looks to him for advice and reassurance. He wants to be near her, close to her, touching her. It’s kind of sweet to watch. I’m not jealous anymore. I’m really not. They look right together. I’m pretty proud of myself actually for being so grown up. So, I’m a bit jealous but not like I was. It’s not an angry gut churning jealousy now, more of a dull ache. 

Will joins us by the window and I leave the two of them together. I’m not going to replace my affections for Archer by pushing them on to Will. Will is great but I’m not looking for love or any more awkwardness when I fall for someone who doesn’t fall for me, again. I’ve done that once. 

I am living and learning today, I tell you!

There’s a knock at the door and Archer calls out. I let him in. Everleigh rushes over. “Are you alright? Did he try anything?”

“I’m fine. He’s alive. I know that much because he was shouting and swearing before I even got there. When he realised I was outside he shouted and swore more. I told him to move away from the door and I’d give him some food.”

“Did he listen?”

“No. He kept shouting and swearing and bashing the door. So I left it on the floor. The dogs will enjoy it.”

“Oh, Archer...”

“Everleigh, please don’t worry. If he was injured or starving, he wouldn’t have had the energy to argue. If I had opened the door to throw anything in, he would have got out. He’s furious. We’ll try him again tomorrow.”

“Are you sure?”

“He’s fine.” 

I am chuckling at the thought of Wolf being so helpless and angry. He deserves it. “Can I go instead of Archer tomorrow? I’d love to hear him screaming. I’ll scream back at him!”

Everleigh laughs and it’s a lovely sound. Soon we are all laughing and the tension in the air lifts. 

All of us except Ginata. 
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CERYN HEADS DOWN TO the kitchen to ask for their food to be brought to Everleigh’s room. “Are you alright?”

Cook snorts. “Nobody here is daft enough to bite the hand that feeds them, let me tell you.” She lifts a copper-bottomed pan. “I’ll hit them with this if they try anything. How’s Everleigh and little Addyson?”

“Both fine. We’re going to crown Everleigh on Saturday. We’ll need a feast.”

“I can do a feast for you. No problem.”

Cook seems excited at the prospect and Ceryn helps the little maids carry food and wine to Everleigh’s room. 

“I told Cook about the coronation. She’ll sort out the food.”

“It feels strange planning my coronation while Millard is missing.”

“If he wasn’t missing, we wouldn’t be planning it.”

“But still...I just wish it was all resolved, I suppose.”

“The coronation is the ideal time for him to cause trouble. Best hope he stays missing.”

“Do you think he will cause trouble?”

“If he can, he will. Absolutely.”

They eat in silence, thinking about the coronation and Millard. Ginata pushes her food away. “I’m just not hungry.”

Ceryn catches her eye and refuses to look away. Ginata lowers her eyes. 

“Boys, you’ll sleep in Macsen’s rooms tonight and us girls will stay here. It’ll be more comfortable. And I know Ceryn will keep us safe.”

“I might go to my room-” Ginata pushes her chair back, ready to stand.

Everleigh cuts her off. “No, Ginata, you can’t. We have to stick together. We cannot risk it, it’s just two days.”

Ginata nods, sits back down, smiles and picks at her food. 

“Weaver will be back by then and so we’ll have plenty of reinforcements. If Millard tries anything, we’ll be ready.”

An almighty crash from outside in the courtyard has them all on their feet. Ceryn and Archer grab their swords and rush to the window to see what’s going on. Everleigh grabs hold of Addyson. “What is it?” 

“I can’t see anything.”

“What was that noise?”

“I can’t see.”

They all gather at the windows, trying to see what the noise was, when there’s a huge bang as the door into Everleigh’s room slams open. They whip around, Addyson screaming in fear, Archer and Ceryn raising their swords. 

Three hooded men stand completely still in the doorway, it’s a petrifying sight. 

They take one step forward, so do Ceryn and Archer. 

Archer keeps his voice low and calm, “Everleigh. Remember when Will was in your bed...”

He says nothing further but both Everleigh and Will move quickly. When Macsen came to Everleigh’s room to kill her, she escaped through a grate in the wall, Will taking her place, willing to sacrifice his life for hers. 

Everleigh drags the trunk away from the wall, Will ushers Addyson forwards. Everleigh pulls the grate away and pushes Addyson through, Della follows her and then Ginata, followed by the teacher and Finn.  

“In the name of the King!” Seeing Everleigh make her escape, the hooded men take up the cry and launch themselves at Ceryn and Archer. 

“Go Everleigh! Go!”

Everleigh hesitates for a second and Will pushes her into the gap, jumping in after her.  

They can hear the clash of swords as they hurry along the hidden corridor. 
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I FOLLOW FINN THROUGH the dank corridor, catching my feet on the uneven floor. I can hear the rats scampering away from us – hopefully away – and I want to cry. I can feel the heat from Will behind me and I can hear the battle in my room and I feel sick of it all; there’s no peace, no rest. As soon as things are calm and going well, something trips us up. 

I’m running away again, letting others fight my battles. “Everleigh, you have to be safe.” Will’s voice is an urgent whisper and I know he’s right. I cannot risk being killed and leaving the Realm with no one to rule it. 

But I’m not really ruling it now, I’m just running around in circles, reacting to attacks or decisions other people make. I’m not in charge.

If I was in charge though, what would be different? I’m not safe. If Millard was dead or locked up who’s to say these attacks would even stop? 

In the name of the King. Does that mean Millard is hidden away somewhere commanding people to hurt me? Or are these people who hate me or want to cause trouble, regardless of Millard? How would I know? But with only two people able to protect me, I’m vulnerable. I need to show the Realm that I’m strong, stand up and tell them that Millard is gone and I will be their ruler from now on. I am their Queen and I demand their respect and loyalty. Attacks will not be tolerated. 

The tunnel ends in the stables and we are like a gaggle of clucking hens bustling around with no direction. Addyson is whimpering, and shaking. “Della, take her with you. You, Finn and the teacher, go to her room, lock the door, push her bed up against it, make sure you’re barricaded in. Safe.”

Della nods and gathers Addyson to her. Finn and the teacher surround her and I can only hope they will be safe. “Quickly,” I tell them, who knows how many other hooded men are wandering around.

I pull Ginata and Will close to me. “We need to see what happened in the courtyard, if there’s any more danger. Then we need to go back to Ceryn and Archer, check that they’re safe.” We grab axes from the stable floor and troop out to the courtyard. 

It’s empty and quiet, but we can see what made the noise that drew us all to the window. “A diversion,” Will says as we walk towards the horse and cart. The cart is filled with a load of Cook’s pans and they are all upturned on to the floor. 

“The kitchen.” I run and the others follow me. Cook is fine, red faced with fury and tied up so she cannot move, her back against her oven. Will grabs a knife and unties her. He helps her to her feet. Her wrists are bright red and she’s crying as she rubs at them. I embrace her, and pat her back. “You’re alright, you’re safe. It’s all fine.”

“It’s bloody not. Cheeky beggars coming in here and tying me up. Stealing all my pans. What did they do with them? I heard a crash?”

“They just wanted a diversion, a noise to get attention. They came to my room to attack me.”

Cook clutches at her chest. “The Realm has gone mad, mad.”

Will finds a drink and holds it while Cook slowly takes sips. She’s shaking a little less. “Better?”

She nods and then shrugs. “I don’t know. I’m too old for all of this. It’s all gone to pot since your father died.”

“You’re right. I’ve got to fix it, make it right. Everyone should feel safe. Did you recognise any of them?”

“No, they all had hoods on, cowards. If you believe in your cause, show your face, I say.”

“You’re right. I don’t know if they even have a cause. If they’re working for my brother or just hooligans, looking for trouble.”

“We may never know.”

“Are you fine if we go? We want to see if Ceryn and Archer are alright.”

“Yes. I’m made of tough stuff.”

“Go to Addyson’s room. At least you won’t be on your own.”

“I’ll stay here, if you don’t mind. I won’t be driven out of my kitchen.”

“Keep a knife close by you.”

“Oh, I will.” She looks quite formidable and I feel a rush of affection for her. Cook has been feeding me since I was a baby, never asking for anything, always there, quietly getting on with things. I hate that she’s been brought into this. But she’s not the first and she won’t be the last. Damn my brother!

“Ready?” Ginata and Will nod, though Ginata looks quite pale. “Ginata? Ginata?” As I step towards her she swoons and Will manages to catch her and lay her softly on the floor. She’s out cold. Fainted. 

“Leave her here. You two go do what you need to. Just be careful. I’d much rather be cooking for a Queen than a King. No offence to your brother.”

“I think you’re allowed to offend him, Cook. Not to worry.”

We step quietly across the courtyard and I reach for Will’s hand. I need to feel less alone. What if we head up to my room and Ceryn and Archer are dead? I couldn’t stand losing either of them. 

We are slow and silent as we move through the castle, checking around each corner before we step out and show ourselves. An attack could come from anywhere. My home just doesn’t feel like mine anymore. 

We wait around the corner from my room, listening, but there is only silence, thick and tense. I look at Will and he nods. We raise our axes, probably looking as foolish as I certainly feel.

The door is ajar and Will steps in front of me, ignoring my protests. 

The three hooded men are all dead, heaped on the floor, blood puddling under them. Ceryn is injured, I can see the blood pouring from a gash on her arm. Archer looks fine, if a little white. 

I rush towards them and they both step towards me so we end up in a sort of huddle. Will awkwardly joins us, wrapping his arms around the three of us.

I lose it then; I can’t help it. These men came so close to me, to my sister, to my friends. They could have easily killed any one of us. 

“Well, they reckon they’re not working for your brother, they have no idea where he is; they’re just vigilantes.”

“Dead vigilantes.” Ceryn winces as Archer ties a strip of material tightly over her wound. “That hurts.”

“It’ll stop it bleeding. We’ll get Ginata to look at it.”

“She fainted so we left her in the kitchen. But the teacher will do it.”

“Where is everyone?”

“Gone to Addyson’s room. We left Ginata in the kitchen with Cook. They’d tied Cook up, stole her pots and pans to make that racket. Clever, I suppose.”

“The door was unlocked,” Ceryn says suddenly. “When they got here. Wasn’t I the last one to open it? I came in with all the little maids. With the food.”

I shake my head. “I’m not having any of us blame ourselves or each other.”

And I mean it. None of us are perfect and we’re all just trying our best. We can’t turn on each other now. “If they couldn’t get in they would have waited for one of us to go out and then they would have killed someone. Come on, let’s get you to the teacher. We can’t stay here with these, anyway.” I gesture to the dead bodies, their hoods pulled back off their faces. I don’t recognise any of them and I’m a bit relieved. 

I can’t imagine wanting to sleep in this room again, though. Room by room this castle is becoming uninhabitable for me. 

We look in on Cook on our way past, she’s placed a blanket over Ginata and the fire is roaring. She’s sitting in a rocking chair, sipping on a drink. “How are you?”

“Right as rain.” She lifts her cup in a cheers motion and I can’t help but smile at her gutsiness. 

We troop to Addyson’s room, wait while they open the door and then pour in. “Ceryn’s hurt but Ginata fainted.” 

The teacher assesses Ceryn. “I need to go to Ginata’s rooms. I can’t do anything here.”

“We’ll all go.”

Will and Finn lay Ceryn on the bench in Ginata’s room, while the teacher goes through the drawers looking for what he needs. “Is the door locked?” Ceryn asks, her voice tight with pain. 

“Yes.” I’m sure Archer did it when we came in, but I turn to him. He nods but goes to check anyway. 

And drops to the floor.

I scream his name and fall to my knees beside him. The teacher comes to his side and feels his forehead. “He’s burning up.”

“Archer, Archer.” I shake him as I call his name, but he’s not conscious. He’s breathing though. “What’s wrong with him?”

The teacher shakes his head. “I don’t think it’s the exertion of the fight. He’s too fit for that.”

He pulls at Archer’s top, to look at his wounds from when Millard almost killed him. Even I can see that the wound on his left, just above his hip bone, is wrong. It’s red and swollen looking, tinged with green.

“What is it?”

“I think he’s got an infection, in his wound. Everleigh, it’s not good. Everyone in the other room.”

“Why? What do you need to do? I won’t leave him.”

I cannot have Archer die again. 
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THE TEACHER LOOKS AT Everleigh, while Della leads the others away, closing the door behind her. Ceryn sits quietly on the bench, watching Archer for signs of life. 

“You can stay if you are able to help. If your mind is calm enough. If not, go.”

Everleigh shakes her head. “I’ll help.” 

“I think he’s done too much. It’s my fault. He was still recovering but he’s been fighting as though there’s nothing wrong with him. I need to open the wound, drain whatever’s in there making him ill. See if that helps.”

“What shall I do?”

“Put this jug of water on the fire, wait till it heats up. I need to clean this knife before cutting him open.” He dips a finger in the jug and tastes it. “Wait, this isn’t water, it’s...look we need water. Check the other jugs.”

Everleigh finds one with water and does as the teacher told her.

She holds Archer’s hand while the teacher gathers different lotions and potions from around Ginata’s work room. He’s muttering to himself but neither Everleigh or Ceryn interrupt him, just watch Archer and occasionally look at each other before looking away when too many tears fill their eyes. 

The teacher dips the knife in the boiling water and then brings it to Archer’s side. He tucks material into Archer’s trousers and lays more on the floor under his wound. “This won’t be pretty,” he says, but neither girl looks away. 

He tears into Archer’s flesh, opening the already painful looking wound, slicing through his skin with the knife. 

The smell is disgusting, like the putrefying flesh of animals in the butchery. Green ooze, blood and yellow pus spill out, soaking the material. “Get more material, Everleigh. Push it under him.”

Everleigh nods and refuses to wince or flinch at the smell or the feel of the festering fluids on her skin. 

The teacher’s frowning in concentration, pushing against Archer’s skin, draining as much fluid out as he can. “I don’t want to stitch him up again until all of this muck is out of his body.”

Everleigh keeps piling more strips of cloth under Archer, soaking everything up. 

Eventually the teacher sits back, feels Archer’s forehead, touches his hand to his chest, nods. 

“Will he live?”

“I think so. I need to stitch him up, give him some tonics. He won’t wake up tonight. He may in the morning. Help me get fluid in him.”

He chooses two bottles off Ginata’s shelf and opens them. “Lift his head, and gently pour these into his mouth. Get as much in as you can. I’ll fix Ceryn and then I’ll stitch him up.”

Everleigh does as she’s told, cradling Archer’s head, whispering to him. “Be fine, be fine, be fine.” She says it over and over and over and looks up when she realises that Ceryn is saying the same words at the same time. 

Ceryn keeps her eyes on Archer as the teacher stitches her up. She refuses to cry out despite the sting of the needle. Once he’s done, she takes a place on the floor next to Everleigh, holding her free hand, the three of them linked in a circle.

“He may not recover. I have done my best, he’s a fighter and he’s survived worse than this. There is hope.”

Hope. It’s something Everleigh understands, something she can cling on to. When she was told that she would live she had hope; it’s a precious, special thing. She has hope that Archer will live. 

She squeezes Ceryn’s hand and keeps her other hand on Archer’s chest, feeling the beat of life through his skin. Eventually they both drop uncomfortably to the floor and sleep. 

The teacher informs the others of the situation and eventually they all sleep too. Della and Addyson share Ginata’s bed. The teacher takes one of the sofas and Will and Finn choose a chair each.  
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GINATA OPENS HER EYES and waits, to get accustomed to the gloom of the kitchen. Cook is snoring in the chair and the fire is crackling merrily away. She feels sick to her stomach but knows the steps she has to take. 

Rescue Wolf, take provisions to Millard, leave this corner of the Realm. 

She sits up, feeling the stiffness in her bones from laying on the floor for so long. She did a good job of pretending to faint and she almost wants to laugh at the person she’s become. Duplicitous, self-serving, dishonest, all the things she’s always despised in others.

It’s the hardest thing in the world to hate yourself. The internal battles are leaving her exhausted. 

She slips out of the kitchen leaving the delicious warmth for the chilly pre-dawn bite of the courtyard. There’s no one to witness her, but she still moves quietly and carefully, her head down, hood up. She takes an axe from the stable and heads to the tower.

She knocks gently. “Wolf. It’s Ginata.”

There’s silence for a few beats then a gruff whisper. “You here to let me out?”

“Of course. I’ve got an axe. What do I do?”

“Aim for the side of the lock closest to the door frame but underneath. If you can hit it enough, and loosen the door I’ll be able to push out from my side.”

She knows she must be quick, because it will be loud. She braces her feet, swings the axe and hits the door, splintering the wood and making a louder thud than she’d thought. 

Fear spurring her on, she hits the door three, four, five times in quick succession. “Move!” Wolf shouts. 

She moves out of the way as he takes a run at the door. It shifts a fair bit and he does it again. 

In three runs he has moved the door enough to make a gap wide enough for him to climb through. He grins at her. “Where is he? What’s next?”

“He’s at my cottage. I need to go to his rooms, get clean clothes, weapons.”

“Brilliant. You know I might have underestimated you.”

High praise indeed, she smiles and follows him over to the castle door. This is the scariest bit. She cannot back out of helping Wolf now, or he’d have questions she doesn’t want to answer, but if anyone sees her with him, then she will have no plausible excuse.  

They don’t hang around, they run quickly to Millard’s rooms. She finds clothes and shoes, a cloak, while Wolf gets weapons from the chest at the end of his bed. 

“I need to go to my room, just quickly.”

“You can’t. We don’t have time.”

“But there are things I need. If I’m going to stay with you.”

“You can get them all when Millard’s back on the throne.”

“But-”

“No buts. Let’s go.”
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I HAVE NO CHOICE BUT to follow Wolf out of the castle and although I feel a sadness, a pull – a physical wrench – at leaving my things behind, it’s fitting as well. I can leave my things behind, my past behind, my poor decisions behind and start again. A fresh start.

Where no one knows my sins. 

We each carry a sack of wares for Millard and we troop out of the courtyard together like two thieves in the night. 

Too much has changed in such a short space of time. I despise this man and all he stands for, all that he does for Millard, and yet I am the same as him.

Not the same, I continue the internal, infernal battle with myself. I am choosing to leave Millard because of what he has made me, what he has turned me into.

I do not even know what he has done, or how he has done it, but I don’t recognise myself. I was a smart, self-contained little witch and now I am a monster. 

There must be something left of my true self, some core of goodness, I tell myself, or I wouldn’t be thinking about leaving. 

If this King was so bewitching that he had made a pure monster of me, I would want to remain by his side, like Wolf. A loyal and trusted henchman, regardless of the acts I would stoop to carry out in his name.

I repeat to myself, I haven’t hurt anyone, I haven’t killed anyone. I know Wolf would maim and kill for his master. I am not so far under his thrall that I am completely unrecognisable to myself, then.  

There is still some good in there, some of the old Ginata. 

I have betrayed Everleigh and her cause, I have aided Millard on two occasions, but now I will wash my hands of them both. 

It is a long walk with only Wolf for company. I sneak looks at him as we go. He’s a hulking beast of a man. Taller than most, wider than most, he’s not handsome. Strangely, considering all the dirty work he does for Millard, I don’t feel a bad vibe coming from him. I wonder if it’s something he cultivates, a gentle giant persona. 

Millard is sitting in the chair when we go inside my cottage, the fire is still blazing which means he’s mobile enough to keep adding wood to the flames. He stands up and claps Wolf on the back, more pleased to see him than me, which leaves me feeling, ridiculously, offended. 

I’m the one who rescued Millard and I’m the one who rescued Wolf. Without me they wouldn’t even be having this cosy little reunion. 

I throw a disc on the fire, the snapping sound making both men jump. Millard finally notices me and sweeps me into his arms. “The lovely Ginata. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” I can’t be rude, he’d have my head, but I’m a little stiffer than usual. Wolf turns away from us and I can see it aggravates him. They may be the best of friends, master and servant, soul mates in evil matters, but I am the romantic interest. Millard likes me in a way he will never like Wolf. And though I don’t think Wolf likes him in that way, either, it’s the one thing he cannot be to Millard, when he strives to do everything for him, be everything to him.

I flaunt my femininity then, even though I have started to close off my heart to Millard and I find a little thrill in this. I let him kiss me, and allow his lips to linger longer than they have yet. I press my body against his, and enjoy the way his kiss quickens. Take that, Wolf! 

“We’ve brought you everything you asked for,” I say, pitching my voice an octave lower than usual, trying to sound sultry, seductive. I catch myself and clear my throat, talking normally after that. “Clothes and weapons.”

“Thank you, Ginny. And you rescued Wolf. Clever thing...”

He smiles at me and I almost don’t catch the nod he gives to Wolf. Wolf heads for the front door, trying to be nonchalant but I feel a coil of fear wrap around my heart. 

“I do need one more thing from you, Ginny. You’ve done so much but I need one more thing that only you can do.”

He smiles, and I feel two conflicting emotions at the same time. A beat of attraction and tenderness for this young foolish King who gets caught up in his emotions and acts so rashly, and a stab of piercing terror and a real sense of aversion for all that he is and all that he does. 

“Ginny, I need you to make me a death draught.”

I am catapulted back to his brother standing inside my little cottage, this very room, asking the same thing. Full circle, I almost smile. 

I was coy then, smiling at the cloaked stranger, desperate that he didn’t see the fear that his words struck into my heart. A death draught is an abomination. I knew it then and I know it now. Halfreda’s words echo in my mind, straight after we made the death draught for Macsen: All you do is go along with it. No questions, no concerns. No fault.

Do those words stand now? Not really. But if I defy a King I will die at his hands. If I make a death draught who will die at his hands? 

“Who for?”

“Don’t be upset, Ginny. It’s for me.”

“What do you mean?” 

“I want to be King again; I make no secret of that. But if I am captured I could not stand to die at my sister’s hand. It would be too humiliating. I would rather have the power to end it myself. You can see that, can’t you?”

It makes sense and then I want to cry because the mad man’s words make sense to me. “A death draught is a terrible thing, my King.”

“Not if I don’t plan to use it on anyone else.”

“To use it on yourself would be a sin too.”

“I have done many bad things in my life, Ginny. I would be happy to do this last bad thing if it saved me from death by another’s hand.”

Is it logic or an excuse?

“I wasn’t going to go back to the castle...”

“If you go now they would never know you had left.”

Is this true? How early does Cook wake to start her daily toil?

What if I get back there and I’ve been found out? 

He slips a strand of my hair behind my ear, tucking it off my face. My skin tingles at his touch. “Please Ginny. She’ll kill me.”

Suddenly it hits me; this could be a good outcome for all of us. If Everleigh does capture him, he’ll drink the draught and die almost instantaneously. He will never be able to spill my secrets to Everleigh. 

“Do you promise not to use it on your sister? Either of them?”

“I promise not to use it on either of my sisters. That’s not what I want it for.”

It sounds like a truth to me. “I’ll have to run back to the castle.”

“You can do that. Make it straight away for me, today. I know you’d do anything for me.”

He says it with such certainty that I almost want to argue with him, but I know that what he says is true. 
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LUCK OR SOMETHING SIMILAR seems to be on Ginata’s side; as she slips the blanket over her body and shuts her eyes, allowing her mouth to slacken as though in sleep, she hears Cook stirring.

She keeps still, a sudden itch on her face, maddeningly overwhelming. She fakes a sleep stir, and scratches at her cheek, mumbling slightly as though still dreaming. 

Cook steps around her and starts her chores, being as quiet as she can. 

Ginata opens her eyes, mutters something incomprehensible and sits up slowly. “Where am I?”

“Oh, you poor darling. You fainted in here yesterday. I covered you over and let you sleep. It’s early, why don’t you go to your bed?”

“I think I will. Thank you.”

Cook passes her a mug of ale and a sweet cake. “This will help.”

Ginata takes them both and leaves the kitchen. If she is quick, she will be able to go to her room, find the recipe, the spell, for the death draught, gather what she needs and leave the castle before anyone wakes. By the time they come from Everleigh’s room to look for her in the kitchen, she will be long gone. 

She unlocks the door to her rooms and sees Finn, Will and the teacher asleep. She steps softly inside and shuts the door, wondering why they are in her rooms. Creeping silently through to her work room she finds Everleigh, Ceryn and Archer sleeping on the floor in a heap. She can smell something sour and rotten in the air. Archer, she guesses correctly. One of his wounds must be infected, she hopes he’ll survive, but she cannot let pity or concern slow her down. 

She heads quietly for the shelf of books and runs her fingers along the spines. When she gets to the one she wants she can feel it; a sick squirming sensation inside her. 

She flicks through the pages until she reaches the right one: the writing is stark, written in a rusty red hue, which she remembers from the last time; it looks as though it’s written in blood.  

DEATH DRAUGHT

Underneath in normal ink are a series of complicated instructions, more ingredients than for any spell she’s ever seen and several illustrations of the steps involved. She can remember the day she made it with Halfreda. Halfreda confessed that she had made it once before, to aid the King, probably to get rid of one of his enemies, though she never went in to detail. 

She reads through the spell again, feeling the familiar tingle of unease. Deadly nightshade, a spider’s web, the heart of a dead animal, she shudders – disgusting. 

She will need to take everything back to her cottage and make the draught there. She gathers the ingredients she needs, the spell book, a dagger, anything else she can think of and with a basket in each hand, she sneaks from the room. 

Deciding to use the same technique to capture a freshly dead heart as when she made the draught with Halfreda, she sneaks into the stores on the way past, where all the meat is kept for castle consumption. She takes a dead chicken and slips it in to her basket. 

Hunkering down on the edge of a copse of trees, Ginata tucks her baskets out of the way and places the chicken in full view.  

It doesn’t take long before a beautiful red fox slinks over. It sneaks closer sniffing, and licking his lips, rotten teeth dripping with saliva. It catches hold of the chicken, and Ginata shoots her arm out and catches hold of the fox. She snaps its neck before she can change her mind. She reaches for the dagger and cuts out the fresh heart. She wraps it in cloth and slips it into the basket, wiping her bloody hands on the grass.  

She heads to her cottage, her heart heavy. She remembers more of Halfreda’s words of wisdom regarding a death draught: from the moment you first think on it, from the second you open the spell book and put your finger on the filthy stinking words it makes you feel like your soul is slowly dying, being poisoned or strangled.

That’s exactly how she feels.

She opens the door to the cottage, Millard and Wolf are languishing on her arm chairs, laughing and sipping ale. She slams the two baskets down on the floor and Millard looks at her with concern. 

“Ginny, what’s wrong?”

“A death draught is a terrible thing, my King, it puts you in a terrible mood when you have to make it.”

“I’m sorry, Ginny. What can we do?”

“Just be quiet and let me work.”

Neither men have seen a potion or a draught being made before and are happy to silently watch. 

She sets her old copper-bottomed pot on top of the flames in the fire and then reaches for her basket and pulls out the bloody heart, the cloth all soaked through. The smell is nauseating, and both Millard and Wolf make gagging noises. She’s happy to leave it in their full view until she needs it.

She pours in several liquids, referring to the spell book over and over again. Halfreda was so quick and capable with spells, recipes. Ginata is not. She’s slow and methodical, careful and calm. Checking and double checking her measurements and the order it all goes in.  

She chants and mutters as she works, and the flames under the copper pot lick bright green. The air around them is shimmering as sparks shoot and fizz out of the pot. The room has an energy and a sound other than just the three of them. 

The spell is alive. 

Millard sits forward in his chair, fascinated. 

When she throws in the dead heart the flames and the sparks turn black and the smell is like a hog roast. Ginata remembers the feeling well: hungry and sick at the same time. 

The sound of the spell has changed. Ginata peers into the pot, gazing at the swirling liquid; it’s mesmerising, potent, evil. They can all hear it whispering, taunting and Millard stands up. “What’s it saying?”

“Everything and nothing,” Ginata says, her voice full of weary disgust at what she’s doing. 

She takes a tiny black vial from her basket and ladles the death draught in. She mutters as she does and there is a scream from inside the vial; an unholy inhuman sound. She remembers it, and has the same reaction as last time: goose bumps all over and a headache. She screws the vial shut and places it to one side.

She lifts the copper pot, wincing at the heat. “Open the door.” Her voice sounds harsh and deep, not like her at all and Millard does as he’s told despite hating being told what to do by anyone. 

He follows her outside and Wolf trails behind him, looking worried. 

She takes the pot to the end of her path and pours the contents on the floor. Instantly the grass fizzes and turns black, dead. She doesn’t have a jug of stuff like Halfreda did to neutralise it, but she piles some stones over the top of the black patch, hoping it will stop any animals getting accidentally killed. 

Ginata is sweating and looks awful. This spell has taken it out of her. “I need to sit down. I need a drink.”

Wolf pours her a drink, grudgingly, and Millard hands it to her. 

“Thank you,” he says, kissing her hand.  

She holds out the vial and he slips it into his pocket. “I can feel it!” He doesn’t sound concerned or anxious, just excited, enchanted. 

Ginata shudders. “It’s awful.”

“It’s wonderful.”

Ginata closes her eyes to block out Millard’s words and within seconds she’s asleep.
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Ceryn 
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I OPEN MY EYES. MY arm is throbbing and I’m glad I killed the hooded idiot who slashed me with his sword. I’m glad we killed the three of them. Me and Archer are quite a team-

Archer. 

Everleigh is sleeping between us and I reach over her to touch him. I can feel the beat of his heart. His skin is on fire. But he’s alive. 

Quietly, I leave the room, letting them sleep. He needs rest, and so does Everleigh. 

Will, Finn and my old friend Kenneth are sleeping in the other room. I sneak past them and open the door. I need some fresh air. I’ve got my sword and the dagger in my boot. I’ll be safe. 

“Hey.” Will has followed me out.

“Did I wake you?”

“No, I was awake. It’s not easy to sleep.”

“Tell me about it.”

“How’s your arm?”

“Painful.”

“I’m so glad you’re here.” 

I whip my head around to look at him, to see if he’s joking, or...what? Flirting with me? “Why?”

“I think you’re good for Everleigh. She’s so impressed by you. The way you fight, the way you look after yourself.”

“So now you think it’s a good idea that I teach her to fight? You didn’t seem keen yesterday.”

“I was being foolish.”

“Ah, the fool.”

“Not anymore.”

“True. So, I’m good for Everleigh? Anyone else?” 

What am I doing now? Flirting?

“Well, Addyson, of course. She’s really taken to you.”

“I like Addyson. I feel for her, but she’ll be fine. Her sister will be Queen.”

“True. She’ll be fine, but it’s been good for her to see someone like you and how you deal with your...you know.”

“I know. My mark.”

“Yes.”

“Does it repulse you?”

“No! Not even a bit, I think you’re...”

“What? What do you think I am?” I turn on him then, hands on my hips, feeling angry, hurt – here we go again, being described exactly how people describe men: strong, fearless, courageous, blah, blah, blah.

“Beautiful.”

That floors me and I cannot answer him. I’m blushing, I know. I cannot even look at him and he’s silent, probably wondering if he’s offended me or disgusted me. Truth is, I’m flattered, and pleased, and if there wasn’t so much going on now, maybe I’d even consider him. He’s a great person, funny and clever and kind. 

“Um, we should get back, see how Archer is...” I still cannot look at him. 

“Yes, of course. How is he?”

“Boiling hot. Not awake yet.”

“Are you alright, though?”

“Yes, I’m fine and I think he’ll be fine. The teacher is good. He knows what he’s doing.” 

“True. He saved him once.”

“He’ll save him again. Where are you headed anyway or are you just joining me?”

Him calling me beautiful has left me feeling clumsy and awkward. 

“Joining you, but I thought I’d check on Ginata too.”

“Oh yes, she fainted. I forgot about her, what with Archer. Do you think she’s acting strangely?”

“I think we all are to be honest. I haven’t felt like myself for days.”

“I guess. I don’t know her very well I suppose.”

“I think it’s been hard for her having to pretend to serve Millard, she’s not spent as much time with all of us-”

“You had to stay at the castle though when you were being followed. Ginata didn’t. She still saw us most days.”

We walk in to the kitchen. Cook is stirring something in a large bowl. “Morning,” she says, gesturing at some bread. We take some and it’s still warm, without a doubt the best thing I’ve eaten in a long time. 

“Where’s Ginata?” 

“She left a while ago, when I got up to start cooking. I was a bit later than usual, but it was still early. I thought she would head to bed, she looked exhausted.”

“She’s not in her rooms.”

Cook shrugs. 

Will and I take another piece of bread and leave Cook to it. “Where is she then?”

“She disappeared the other day. I don’t like it.”

“Let’s go back up and see what everyone else thinks. See if Archer’s awake. Listen, I’m sorry if I offended you just now, saying, you know...”

I shove some bread in my gob so I can’t answer and just give him an awkward shrug. 

I follow him through the courtyard, past the tower-

I grab his arm, what he said to me completely forgotten. The tower door is ajar. We run over. “Someone’s taken an axe to it.”

I push the door open, cautious but knowing in my gut that he’s gone. 

Wolf is gone. 

Ginata is gone.

“I bet Ginata’s got something to do with this.” I can feel the fury coursing through me. It would explain how strangely she’s been acting, sloping off, not wanting to stay with us.

“No way.”

“Where is she then?”

He shakes his head. “She wouldn’t...”

I slam the tower door and glare at him. “Who untied Millard then, who rescued Wolf?”

“I can’t believe it of her. Let’s go and tell the others he’s gone.”
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WHEN THEY GET BACK to Ginata’s rooms they rush through to her work room. Everleigh is awake, but Archer is not. Everleigh is stroking his palm. The teacher is mixing something up in a pot. Everleigh turns to them. “Morning.” 

“Ginata’s gone and so is Wolf.”

“What?”

“Ginata’s gone from the kitchen and someone broke Wolf out of the tower.”

“Broke him out?”

“It looks like they took an axe to the door.”

“Really? Who? Do you think he took Ginata?”

“No! I think Ginata took him. I think she’s working for your brother. I think she’s on their side.”

“No.” Everleigh shakes her head. “She wouldn’t.”

“Actually.” The teacher steps forward, a frown on his face. “I meant to mention this yesterday, but with Archer...”

“Mention what?” 

“Last night when I needed water for Archer, remember I said it wasn’t water? I tasted it but couldn’t quite think what it was – it’s disguised with something...cloves? – but I knew it wasn’t water. It took me a while to put my finger on it.”

“What was it?”

“If I’m right, and I know I am, Ginata has been drinking it unwittingly, maybe since she started living here at the castle. In fact...Will, fetch me any other jugs or containers with drinks in.”

“What is it?”

“It’s a love potion.”

Ceryn snorts. “A love potion?”

The teacher nods. Will brings in two more jugs from around Ginata’s rooms and a glass bottle that was next to her bed. The teacher takes a mouthful from each. “Definitely a love potion.”

“Utter nonsense. They don’t even work!” Ceryn folds her arms across her chest.

“True, if you buy a love potion from a country fair or a travelling gypsy, then you’re probably getting spiced wine or age old ale with some herbs in, but if I made you a love potion, my dear, you would be maddeningly, desperately and helplessly in love with me, within seconds.”

“Really?” Everleigh kisses Archer’s forehead and then stands up, taking a jug from the teacher.

“Really. If these are potions Halfreda made or even Ginata herself then they would be potent and they would work.”

“Love potions!” Ceryn repeats the words, arms still crossed, a grumpy look on her face.

“How would it work?” Everleigh asks, tasting a tiny bit off her finger. 

“They scramble the brain, ensnare the heart, stir up the soul. If she was being given a love potion, daily, her levels topped up and Millard playing on her feelings, luring her in, being kind to her, making her feel like she could fall in love with him, then it’s likely she did. It’s likely she would do anything he asked her.”

“Even betray me?”

“Even betray you. She wouldn’t be in her right mind.”

“These would have had to be topped up every day, though. Who would be able to do that? Surely not Millard or Wolf? She’d notice them creeping around in her rooms.”

“One of the little maids?”

“We need to ask them.”

“Ceryn, go to the kitchen with Will, would you? Ask Cook who usually works in Ginata’s rooms. If it’s the same little maid every day. If it was, find her.”

“We need to find Ginata and Wolf first.”

“No. We need to know exactly what’s been going on.”

After speaking to Cook, and pilfering some more bread, Ceryn and Will find a little maid called Daisy in the great hall, scrubbing the floor. 

“Daisy, can you come with us, please? Everleigh would like to speak to you.”

“The Kingmaker?”

“Yes. It’s nothing to worry about.”

She looks at Ceryn, masked face set, eyes angry and Will who smiles his lovely warm smile at her. She agrees to follow them but sticks by Will. 

“This is Daisy,” Will says, after sitting her in one of the chairs and fetching Everleigh to her.

“Hi Daisy. Thank you for talking to me.”

“You’re welcome.”

“I need to ask you about the ale and the wine here in Ginata’s rooms. I’m sure you’ve been told not to talk to anyone about it but you’re not in trouble. Not a bit.”

Daisy looks petrified and Everleigh thinks about Molly, little Molly who helped her and probably died because of it. She will keep this little maid safe, she vows. “Please Daisy?”

It takes several minutes of silence, while Will keeps his hand gripped on Ceryn’s arm to keep her quiet and Everleigh sits silently and just smiles at the little maid, willing her to help them. 

“The King gave me a load of bottles. I keep them under my bed. I am to use two bottles a day, one with a white lid, one with a green lid. I am to fill up the jugs and bottles in this room.”

“How many bottles did he give you? What’s the difference between the two?”

“I don’t know the difference but there are more than a hundred of both. I counted them.”

“How big are they?”

She holds her fingers three inches apart.

“He said he would kill me if I told anyone.” She cries piteously. 

“I won’t let him kill you. I promise.”

“Can you bring us a bottle of each?” The teacher has joined them.

She nods and Will offers to go with her. Ceryn follows them out.  

“I suspect that one might be the love potion and the other one something to addle her brain. Ginata’s not a stupid woman, or a naïve one, I think it might be something to make her amenable.”

“So, she’s been helping him?”

“I think she’s probably been very conflicted. Her true self would be battling with whatever effects this potion have been having on her.”

“I know she’s been unhappy, you can tell just by looking at her. So, she might be with him right now?”

“Probably. He won’t hurt her, though.”

“Not while he needs her help.”
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Everleigh
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I REPEAT MY WORDS TO myself. Not while he needs her help. 

What is she helping him to do? 

Not kill me. She’s been with me plenty of times. If she wanted to kill me she could have. 

Take back his throne? Maybe, maybe she untied him and rescued Wolf.

But the rest of the time? Has she been pretending to help me, but falling in love with my brother? If she’s been fed this potion, it’s not her fault.

I know that.

But I still feel sick. I want to cry and cry and cry.

Archer’s ill and Ginata’s betrayed me. What’s next? Who’s next? 

I feel like there is a curse upon me and my life.

You can live, Halfreda said. You can rule, she said. You can be Queen.

It sounded so good. 

But since that day at the river everything has gone wrong. 

Macsen killed our father.

Then he tried to kill me.

Will was attacked.

Lanorie tried to kill herself. 

Millard killed Macs.

Addyson was taken to the tower. 

Halfreda was killed.

I thought Archer was dead.

Lanorie is dead.

Molly’s probably dead.

Archer might die of this infection.

Ginata’s betrayed me. 

Addyson and Della come through from Ginata’s bedroom to her receiving room. Sensing something wrong Addyson comes straight to me and holds me tight. 

Della sits down, concern on her face. “What’s happened?”

“Millard’s been drugging Ginata. With some sort of love potion and something else, to make her do what he wants.”

“What?” The horror on their faces is echoed on my own, I’m sure.

“The little maid’s gone to get a bottle of the stuff now. Wolf’s been rescued too. We think Ginata did it.”

“That’s awful. Where is she?”

“We don’t know. She fainted in the kitchen last night so we left her there. She was gone this morning. And so was he.”

“So what, she’s fallen in love with Millard?”

“We think so.” My voice catches as I think about how horrible that is. Love is special and precious and is something you should want to feel, want to give. The fact that my brother has forced this upon someone is further proof of what a monster he is. 

“So, she untied him? After Ceryn captured him?”

“We think so, but we’re just guessing.”

“Where’s my brother?” Della asks, just noticing that Finn’s not with them. “I didn’t see him go.” 

“He said he was going to the village and then your cottage. Just to check it’s all fine.”

“Thanks, Will, I know I worry too much about him. Sorry, Everleigh, so what’s next?”

“It’s fine. We’re just waiting for the teacher to check what the potion is. If it really is some sort of love potion.”

The door opens and Ceryn, Will and little Daisy step inside the room. Daisy looks at the floor. “I’m sorry.” Her voice is so quiet I barely hear her. I kneel in front of her, take her hands. “Don’t apologise for doing what you were told by the King. You had no choice. Please don’t feel bad or sad.”

The teacher comes out of Ginata’s work room and smiles at Daisy. He holds out his hand for the vials and she passes them to him. “Thank you.”

Addyson gestures to Daisy and she sits with her and Della.

“How d’you tell, then, what sort of potion it is?” Ceryn follows the teacher back to the work room and I follow her. Will lurks behind us. 

At the sight of Archer, unconscious on the floor my stomach clenches. I had almost forgotten about him, alone and abandoned on the floor. I whisper that I’m sorry, as I sink down next to him. I hold his hand and it’s not as clammy as it was earlier. I touch his forehead. It’s not as hot. I can only hope that he’s recovering.  

“I’ll smell it and taste it, but I’ll know it in this pure form. I was pretty sure when it was diluted with wine. It should be obvious.”

He unscrews the top off the little vial and smells it. “A definite love potion, and...” He smells it again, tips a drop on to his finger, touches his finger to his tongue. “Hmm. I’m not sure...I need...” He turns to the shelf of books, Halfreda’s old books and Ginata’s, an impressive array of volumes, large and small. 

“That’s strange.” There’s a large gap between two books. He places his hand there, touching only thin air. “There was a book here last night. I remember looking at it, a thick blue one with black writing on the spine. I used to own the same volume. It would have been useful.”

He tastes both potions. “I cannot put my finger on this one. But that one’s a love potion, no doubt. The only thing I can think of that would be useful is something to make the intended victim more amenable, open to suggestion, if you will, but I don’t recognise the taste, it’s overpowered by the spices.”

“Poor Ginata,” Will says, shaking his head.

“Poor Ginata! She could have killed Everleigh! What if Millard had suggested that? We had a snake in our camp this whole time and we didn’t know?”

“It would have taken a while to work, but yes, I would say, if she’s been drinking this regularly, she’s been under his spell for days.

“And now? If she stops drinking it?”

“Then she’ll go back to normal.”

“He’s so clever.”

“And disgusting. So, what do we do?”

“Try to find them. Rescue her, if she’s with him.”

“Rescue her?” Ceryn is furious and far less understanding than the rest of us.

“Ceryn. She had no choice. She wouldn’t even know. If she’s been drinking this potion she cannot help her feelings or her actions.”

“But-” She throws up her hands and storms out. 

Will follows after her.

The teacher hunkers down next to me. “It’s a worry, Everleigh, but at least now we know. We can keep you safe from her, if she comes back and if he plans to kill her, maybe we can find her before that. Archer has to be my priority, though.”

I nod. I wouldn’t want it any other way. 

I watch the teacher as he tends to Archer. His wound looks better, still red and sore and angry looking but the tinge of green is gone; the smell is gone. The heat from his skin is almost gone. There’s more colour in his cheeks. I hold onto his hand and close my eyes, my back against the table. 

Poor Ginata. I feel so sorry for her. Millard has turned her into a puppet, into an instrument for his desires.

Ceryn doesn’t like her, I can tell. But as much as I like Ceryn, I know she’s a prickly old pear. She wanted to kill me when she first laid eyes on me. And I have no doubt that she would have hurt me if she could have. I know she has a good heart, she’s let me see it, but her and Ginata haven’t really gelled. 

But then if Ginata has been under a spell, administered by my evil brother, no wonder they haven’t gelled. Who knows what this potion is doing to her. 

“How does a love potion work? How do you stop the person drinking it falling in love with any old body?”

“It’s a funny old magic, a love potion. In theory, you can’t make someone fall in love if they don’t want to, but our hearts and heads are susceptible to much persuasion. If I gave you the potion, as an example, I would spend a lot of time with you, being very nice to you, very kind. I would try to shelter you from my bad points. I would try to keep myself in your mind even if I wasn’t with you – maybe planting something of mine where you sleep or giving you a token of my affection. These things add to the magic of the love potion and make someone fall in love with you.”

I wonder if Millard has given Ginata a token of some kind.  

“You couldn’t just give someone a potion and vanish from their life, or mistreat them. Though, with time, if they had taken enough of the potion you would probably find that they were under your thrall without much effort on your part. I suspect that’s what’s happened here. She has been drinking this morning, noon and night for days now.”

“So, even if he’s horrible to her now, it might not change her feelings?”

“It would probably take a big shock to change her heart now.”

My brother is a sick monster; I can see that. I only wish Ginata could see it too. Will knocks softly on the door and pokes his head around. “All good?”

“Will, would you go to Ginata’s bedroom and see if there’s anything in there that belongs to my brother?”

He nods, doesn’t even question me. I love that about Will. He never makes a fuss. 

He comes back a few minutes later with two items – a painting of my brother’s likeness in a frame. “This was by the bed,” he says, passing it to me, “and this was under her pillow.”

It’s one of Millard’s shirts. A dirty shirt. Urgh. Ginata must be completely under his spell to think that a worn shirt is a good thing to keep. “Do you think he put it under there or her?”

“He probably left it in here on purpose and she tucked it away. It’ll smell of him, no doubt.”

I refuse to put it anywhere near my nose.

“We need to find her.”

The problem we have is that we don’t know where she is. I take Archer’s hand and he squeezes my fingers. I let out a cry. “He moved!”

“Are you sure?” The teacher comes to Archer’s side. 

“Yes.”

He takes Archer’s other hand, looks up at me, excitement shining in his eyes. “He did it to me too. Archer? Archer?”

Archer opens his eyes. 
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“CERYN!” EVERLEIGH CALLS out and Ceryn comes rushing in.

“Is he awake, is he-”

“Yes. Look, he’s opened his eyes.” 

Ceryn sinks to his side, her relief palpable. 

“Archer?”

He looks at them, a weary look on his face. “I could sleep for a year.”

“You almost did. Longer!”

Everleigh gives Ceryn a shove. Ceryn grins. “I can’t help it. I would rather joke than face my true emotions.” She shrugs and Archer laughs.

“You don’t change.”

“I’m constant. That’s me.”

“Yes. Constantly moaning, constantly arguing, constantly-” He breaks off with a long cough, and Everleigh glares at Ceryn. 

“You need to rest.”

“I can’t rest. There’s too much to do.”

“There’s nothing you need to do. Just rest.”

“Ginata’s been drugged with a love potion, so she’s been secretly helping Millard and she rescued Wolf from the tower. We don’t know where they are, but apparently Ginata can’t help it, so I can’t kill her.”

“Ceryn!”

“What? You weren’t going to tell him? Not fair. He’s been involved in all this a lot longer than me. As long as you. He came here, and left us, to protect you. To serve a Queen. You have to let him.”

“What can he do? He almost died.”

“At least get to hear about it. Help us figure things out.”

“She’s right, Everleigh-”

“I’m sick of this!”

Everleigh storms out of the room and the three who are left behind raise their eyebrows.

“It’s a very tense time for her.”

“It’s a very tense time for us all.”

“Please, Ceryn, go after her. I can’t.”

“Of course.”

Ceryn follows Everleigh into Ginata’s bedroom. “Everleigh, please. I’m not taking sides here. I’m on your side, absolutely, but Archer would hate to be kept in the dark about things. I know he’s not well, and I won’t let him go anywhere or do anything, but he needs to know. We need to figure this out.”

“I know. I just feel sick. Sick of it all. I hate my life now. It’s all gone wrong. I hate Millard, I wish he was dead, I wish I didn’t have to be Queen. I wish I could just run away. It feels like a burden to rule this Realm, not a pleasure. I don’t feel lucky or fortunate or favoured; I feel attacked and cursed and fed up.”

“I cannot imagine. I have only known you a few days, but I know to live must be better than to be sacrificed. And you have a whole team of us behind you while you do this. You’re not alone.”

“Ceryn, I’m petrified. What if I can’t do it or I get it wrong.”

“You can do it and you might not be perfect but you have to be a better choice than your brother.”

“Where is he? Where’s Ginata? What do we do about them?”

“Look, I’m not Ginata’s greatest fan, I don’t even know why. Maybe because she broke the news about Archer? Stupid I know. But if she really has been drinking love potions day and night, then we can’t blame her, we have to help her. And the next time I get the chance I will kill your brother happily.”

“Not if I kill him first.”

“Deal!”

“Let’s go back to Archer.”

When they get to the work room everyone is gathered in there, the teacher explaining more about the potions he’s sure Ginata’s been drinking. 

“We need to find her, then we’ll find Millard, then we kill Millard, then we crown you Everleigh.”

“All our plans sound simple. They never work out, though.”

“We know none of them are here. Ginata broke Wolf out, that means she knows where Millard is. He must be telling her what to do.”

“How would she have found Millard though; she’s not been anywhere looking for him.”

“She’s been missing a few times. She could have been anywhere.”

“She would hardly have been hunting for him. She was useless when we were searching for you, Everleigh.”

“What if she wasn’t searching for him? What if she just happened to find him?”

“Her cottage?”

“Yes! I bet that’s where they are.”

“We can attack them, if they are.”

“Not while Archer’s still ill.”

“I’m not ill.”

“You’re not well. If you try to fight now, you’ll end up dead.”

“Weaver will be back tomorrow, with an army, we hope. Let’s wait till then. If she is helping him, she’s not in any danger.”

“True. I don’t like it though, just abandoning her to my brother.”

“What if I head down there, see if she’s there. If she’s alive. At least then we’ll know and we can plan from there.”

“I don’t like you going from here, Ceryn.”

“No one else can go.”

“Finn!” Della cries out, her hand at her throat. “Will said he was going to call to our cottage and check on it. What if Millard is in Ginata’s cottage and sees him? He might hurt him.”

“That settles it, I’ll take Pitch and stake the place out. If I see Finn, I’ll call him away.”

“Please.” Della looks frightened to death and Addyson clutches her hand. 

“We’ll all stay here, or shall Will or the teacher come with you?”

“No. If something goes wrong then only one of us, two with Finn, are involved.” 

Ceryn nods solemnly and then leaves the room. 
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WHEN I WAKE UP I AM starving. I would eat any old thing that was served to me, but I can smell something divine, something I’d be happy to eat: rabbit if I’m not mistaken. Then a thought occurs to me; what if Millard has laced the food with the death draught, to test it out, like his brother did. 

His brother happily killed their father. Would Millard kill me? 

At the moment, he assumes I’m on his side. He won’t kill me unless I displease him. And I please him. I rescued him when he was tied up and helpless and I chose to do that. I rescued Wolf and no one else could have done that. I have made a death draught and no one else could have done that, either. He won’t be displeased with me, but does he still need me?

It’s strange but the hold he has on me seems to be lessening, and I’m not sure why. Why now? When I have thrown away my chance of a life at the castle. When I have chosen him over Everleigh. Now I want something else? 

I do not understand myself. 

“Ginny.” Millard sounds pleased to see me awake and I smile at him. “Are you well?”

I’m not well; the foul mood the death draught put me in is still hanging around. I am questioning myself, my choices, what I need to do. I still feel that leaving both him and Everleigh is my only option. But I will need Millard and Wolf to be distracted to be able to make my getaway. 

I managed to bring a few of my most special things from the castle when I went back to get the ingredients and the book for the death draught and they are tucked in my basket, ready to go, if I decide to leave.

My mind is almost made up.

The more I see of Millard and Wolf together – two overgrown teenagers, with no redeeming qualities, the more I am sure that leaving Millard and this corner of the Realm is the right thing to do. 

I wish I could stay with Everleigh but if she finds out about my betrayal she won’t want me, and I couldn’t stand to keep it hidden from her when she is Queen. She needs faithful followers surrounding her, not me. 

“Help us out, Ginata. Wolf and I have been discussing what we should do next, but much of it depends on my lovely sister and what she’s going to do. What’s her plan, Ginny? You’ve been at the castle, playing both sides. What will Everleigh do next?”

I don’t like the way he says that, playing both sides, but I don’t argue or contradict him. I keep my voice neutral, my expression the same. “She plans to be Queen. Now that you are out of the way.”

“But I’m still King. How can she?”

“Well, the prophecy says she will rule and she believes she will. With you no longer at the castle, she plans to take over. Usurp you, I suppose, although in her mind she is taking what is rightfully hers. The crown. The throne.”

“And you are to crown her?”

“I was, yes.”

“So, you would have betrayed me.”

“I would have done as I was bid. But I have made my allegiances known. I rescued you and I rescued Wolf. I will not be welcome in the castle any longer.”

I want to cry as I say the words. Why did I rescue him? Why did I rescue Wolf? What possessed me?

“So, she has no one to crown her?”

“I do not know for sure, but I would guess the teacher could do it.”

“The teacher?”

“Halfreda’s teacher. He is wise beyond what Halfreda was. I don’t know though.”

“So if Everleigh doesn’t need you anymore and...” He gives me a look that chills me, moves closer to me, his face inches from mine, and I am torn between wanting to shrink from him, and wanting to touch him. I almost miss what he says next. “...I don’t need you anymore...”

His face has darkened, the handsome pleasant features replaced with the maniacal monster I have seen many times before. I process what he just said and I feel sick. Is this the end for me? Before I can make my escape and after all that I have done for him, against my own heart, he will kill me? Like he killed Halfreda, like he killed Lanorie. 

As I think it, I know it. Of course he will. Why wouldn’t he? I’m nothing to him. All that I was to him, I imagined. I was a player in his game. 

I want to defend myself against his decision, give him reasons to keep me, to need me and then defeat makes me slump to the floor.

All my life could have been is over, it seems. I cannot fight back against these two. What could I do? If I make a move against either of them, they will kill me in a heartbeat. All that I imagined I was to Millard, all I imagined he was to me, were all in my own head. 

My voice is small and sad when I speak to him, the hopelessness of my situation sinking fully in. “You will dispose of me?”

And my heart is dying. I love this horrid man but he wants to kill me. I would do anything, say anything, be anything for him, and I have. I have betrayed my own true sense and now he will kill me. I cry and reach my arms out for him, my fingers grasping at thin air.

“Come now, Ginata, where’s the fun in that? Does a cat catch a mouse and simply kill it?”

He leaves the words hanging, not expecting me to answer, but I know what the answer would be. 

No, a cat doesn’t just kill a mouse. He plays with it first. 
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WITH CERYN GONE AND the doors locked, the inertia settles over the room once again. Will stares out of the window, Addyson and Della talk, though Della is obviously anxious about Finn, twisting her hands together and biting her lip. 

The teacher is tending to Archer, who’s sitting up, Everleigh’s hand in his, feeling better and desperate to be off with Ceryn. 

“I feel good.”

“You felt good before and we almost lost you.”

“I feel fine, honestly.”

“That’s good, but you still can’t go to help Ceryn. She’s not going to get into trouble, just see if our hunch is right. If Ginata’s at her cottage with my brother and Wolf.”

“And if she is?”

“Then as soon as Weaver gets back with reinforcements, we can rescue her and kill him.”

“Kill him?”

“Yes. I don’t trust him, Archer, and while he’s alive there’s always a chance that someone could assist him to take back his crown and then we’d be back at the start of it all again. Without him to rally supporters, there’ll be no outcome other than me being Queen.”

“I cannot wait for peace.”

“Me neither. I will be a peaceful Queen.”

“A beautiful Queen.”

Everleigh blushes but cannot answer. She just squeezes his hand a little tighter, resting her forehead against his for a second.

Needing to distract herself from the heat of him sitting beside her, she turns to watch the teacher as he makes another tonic for Archer. He stands on a stool so he can reach the bench and the concentration on his face is evident. He cuts up different herbs and leaves and petals, he mixes them with pinches of this powder, and scoops of that powder. He shakes everything together in a small bottle, and then pours the contents in to a cup.

“I wanted to ask you something.” The serious tone of Everleigh’s voice makes the teacher stop what he’s doing. “About my sister.”

He passes the tonic to Archer and sits facing Everleigh, listening intently. “Go on.” 

“I know we all call her cursed. And people don’t like to be near her. They’re suspicious or frightened, I don’t even know which one or why. If the curse is because she killed our mother, why are they scared?”

The teacher nods. “Lots of people enjoy having something to worry about. A superstitious person enjoys having strange little rituals or things they can complain about or fear. It gives them something to do. It’s like Ceryn. The devil’s mark is a load of old nonsense but people lap it up.”

“That’s my question, I suppose. If Addyson is the cursed princess, what is the curse? Is it nonsense or is there an actual curse upon her? What form does it take? What can I do to help her or protect her?”

He sighs, rubbing his eyes. “This is tricky. There is nothing for anyone to fear from her. She won’t hurt anyone, nor, can I imagine, does she want to. She didn’t kill your mother, childbirth did. But...” He takes a deep breath. “The curse is real. Only because your mother was a Queen. It’s silly old magic, traditional and archaic. Your mother was royal because she married your father, so the magic that ran through his veins, that runs through yours, transferred in part to your mother. Although your sister didn’t kill her, she did. But for giving birth to Addyson, your mother would be alive. Addyson wasn’t at fault and isn’t to blame, but the ancient magic of the Realm means that the curse is real.”

Everleigh shakes her head. “So, what is it? What will happen to her?”

“I only know one other case, and it was many years ago. As I remember it, the curse is almost like a mirror. It reflects back what befell the victim.”

“So, it will kill my sister?” The anguish on Everleigh’s face makes both Archer and the teacher reach for her hand. 

“It’s not quite so literal. No, when your mother died it robbed your father of their love. It took his true love away from him and it left him lonely. If I am right, and I am not always, Addyson will never find true love, she will always be lonely and if she does become with child...she will die in childbirth.”

Tears pool in Everleigh’s eyes and spill onto her cheeks. She’s shaking her head as she speaks. “I was hoping it was a stupid curse, a pointless one, just words, not real. Like what people say about Ceryn’s mark. I wanted it to be just words.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Can we change it, alter the course of her life? Mine was altered. I should be dead by now, but I’m not.”

“The prophecy said you would rule.”

“You said it was my choice.”

“It was, but a prophecy is different to a curse. A prophecy is an opportunity. A curse is a condemnation.”

“It cannot be hopeless. If a Kingmaker can live, then there must be a way to change things for Addyson.”

“That I know of, no, but I do not know everything.”

“Will you help me find out?”

He nods and she rests her head on Archer’s chest. “You have to.”

They are silent as they each lose themselves in their own thoughts, none of them aware of Addyson on the other side of the door, listening. 

***
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CERYN WHISPERS TO PITCH as she readies her for riding and then heads away from the castle to the cottages. She isn’t planning on confronting anyone, but she needs to see if they are there and hopefully find Finn before he walks into the path of danger. She has weapons if she needs them and she’s ready for whatever may happen. 

The closer she gets, the more wired she becomes; adrenalin and fear in equal measures priming her for action.

She tethers Pitch far enough away that no one will see her or hear her, and then moves towards the cottages. She is hidden in a copse of trees and she’s sure no one would see her unless they came looking specifically. She can see the pair of cottages, fences around the front gardens, flowers along the paths. They are pretty little cottages, close to the woods and the river, quiet but not isolated; there are other cottages across the way and down a bit, but Ceryn keeps her attention focused on Ginata’s cottage.

There are signs of life. The windows are open and the front door is ajar. There is smoke curling out of the chimney. 

Feeling a little exposed standing at the base of the tree, Ceryn decides to climb it. No one can sneak up on her if she’s up a tree and she has the advantage of a clear view all around.  

So far, there’s no movement from within the cottage, though it’s likely there’s someone there. Della and Finn’s cottage is completely closed up.  

She shifts to find a comfier position and sees movement to the left of her. Finn. “Finn!” She calls out to him and he stops when he hears her. She calls again and jumps down from the tree, pulling him into the shelter of the branches.

“You need to go back to the castle.”

“Why? What’s happened?”

“Ginata’s gone from the castle and so’s Wolf. We think Millard’s been drugging her with a love potion. We think she’s under his spell. We think they might be here, but I’ve not seen anyone yet.”

“Let me wait with you.”

Ceryn grins, shaking her head. 

“Look, I know I’m no fighter, but two heads are better than one, surely?”
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YOU’D THINK. BUT WHERE Finn’s concerned, maybe not. 

Out of all of the new people I’ve met since Weaver and me came to the castle to look for Archer, Finn is the one I know least about. 

We’re awkward together because we don’t know each other or have much in common. Is he a good person, a funny person, hot-headed, kind-hearted, lazy, clever? I don’t know. 

He doesn’t bug me like Ginata does, and I don’t feel a connection to him like I do with Addyson. I’m not in love with him like I am with Archer, though I’m kind of not now. I love to watch Della with Addyson, and I get a feel for her as a person: she’s kind and selfless. The teacher – my old mate Kenneth – I could watch all day. I’m sure loads of what he says is utter cow dung, like the stuff about the love potion. I’m sorry but I don’t reckon there’s a potion in the world he could make that would make me fall in love with him. I mean, he’s clever, sure and he’s got lovely eyes, but he’s just a weird old dwarf.

And Will, I don’t know, I like Will. 

But I don’t want to like Will.

We’re in the middle of a battle of blood for a throne and a crown and I can’t be side-tracked by anyone.

But if we weren’t and I could, then I think Will could side-track me. 

If he wanted to. 

I shake my head at Finn. “I think you should go back to the castle. I’ll know you’re safe.”

“What are you planning to do here?”

“Just see if we’re right. See if Ginata, Millard and Wolf are here. And then go back to the castle. When Weaver arrives with the army tomorrow, then we’ll come and finish them off. Kill Millard and Wolf, rescue Ginata and then we’re done.”

“So, I can stay for a few minutes. No one will see us and as soon as we see who’s inside we’ll leave.”

I shrug. If he’s quiet, he can’t really get in my way.  

I glare at the door, willing someone to walk out of it, or open it fully, or anything.

Finn shifts his weight from one foot to the other, then leans on the tree. I glance at him, he’s quietly good looking. Archer is strikingly handsome – a man you have to look at. His shock of red hair doesn’t help. You can’t ignore him. Will is good looking – a bit quirky looking, interesting to look at. Weaver has a plain face, but such a good heart it makes him lovely to look at.

I shake my head, train my attention back on the door to Ginata’s cottage. What’s wrong with me, worrying about which boy is the best looking? I’m meant to be fierce, a fighter – Everleigh’s best warrior, not a silly girl looking for a boyfriend.

I stare at the door again, willing it to open and, just like that, it does. The door swings wide. Wolf. He steps out into the sunshine, stretching his arms above his head. 

I touch a hand to the arrows on my back. If I was still up in the tree I could shoot him, the angle would be perfect. But I am too low down now. 

Damn Finn!

I could have shot him, and then if Millard followed him out, I could have shot him as well. Ended this whole thing. Everleigh would have thanked me.  

Wolf stands still and looks all around, checking for trouble. His eyes seem to land on me and I freeze, but they scan straight past us both. I turn to Finn to share my relief, he yells out the word “Wolf!” and grabs hold of my arms, twisting them behind my back, and slipping his foot under my legs to knock me to the floor. 

I try to protest but my mouth fills with dirt and I can only struggle as he kneels on my back, pulling my arms up at the wrong angle, causing me to shout out in pain and inhale more dirt. 

I hear Wolf running towards us, laughing and clapping Finn on the back, lifting me up, the pair of them manhandling me in to the cottage. I fight them the whole way, wracking my brain about how to get out of this, how to escape, how to kill one of them, both of them, everyone. I spit a muddy gob of phlegm on to the floor, my head thrashing, my arms thrashing, and when that doesn’t work, letting my limbs go weak, so they struggle to carry me. 

They shove me through the door with a fury that leads me to smack my head on the floor as I fall. I feel like laying down and letting the dizzy sickness take over, but I can’t. I scrabble to my knees, reaching for my dagger, but Wolf strikes me again and I fall. 

I look up at Finn and I cannot read the expression on his face. I have no idea what the hell he’s doing, why he’s attacked me, why he’s suddenly helping Wolf and Millard. He could have hurt Everleigh at any time, but he hasn’t. What the hell is going on?

The pain in my whole body is screaming at me to stop battling and be still, but I cannot. As Wolf ties my hands behind my back, I am still struggling and he ties me tighter as a punishment.

They sit me on a chair and tie the rope around both my middle and the chair itself, tethering me. 

“Finn!” I spit the word at him, an accusation. And then it hits me; the look on his face. He looks guilty. And I’m even more confused. 

Then Millard steps towards me, leans down and looks me right in the eye before whispering, I’ve been looking forward to this, and then I see his fist come at me.
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GINATA SCREAMS AS MILLARD’S fist connects with Ceryn’s face with a sickening crunch. He pulls back his hand to hit her again and Ginata rushes to her side, no longer worrying about offending him, knowing he plans to kill her. “She’s not even conscious.”

Millard glares at Ginata but lowers his hand before shaking it, knuckles red from the impact. He turns to Finn. “Did you see the look on her face? She looked so confused. Stupid wench.”

Finn grins, but keeps his distance from Millard and Wolf. 

“How did you manage to capture her like that?”

“By accident, really. I found her outside spying on you, she thought you might be here and she wanted to check.”

“Damn it. That means Everleigh knows where I am. Damn! Do you think she’ll come here?”

Finn shrugs. “Not sure. Ceryn said she was going to see if you were all here and then go back to the castle.”

“But if she doesn’t go back...”

He turns to Wolf, “I don’t like this.”

“A distraction? In the name of the King?”

Millard nods. “Yes, we need to do something.” He moves towards Finn, smiling as he flinches, and then patting his back. “Don’t look so worried, soldier, good work.”

Ginata cannot keep the look of confusion and shock off her face and when Millard catches it, he laughs, a hearty laugh, a look of glee on his face.

“Ah Ginata, you seem confused.”

She shakes her head. “I didn’t know that Finn was one of your men.”

“He’s a pretty new addition, actually, but seemingly as loyal as if he had served me for years.”

Finn looks at the floor, scratching at his neck, eyes darting to Ceryn’s bloody face. 

“We’ll fill you in once our feisty friend comes around. I’m sure she’d love to hear the story too.”

Finn nods and stands awkwardly, while Millard takes the other chair, and Ginata sinks onto the floor, tucking her knees under her, and wishing she had kept a little bit of the death draught back for herself. 

Wolf breaks the silence. “I’ll go and see if the traps have caught more food.”

Millard nods and grins at the three people left in the cottage with him, not caring that one is unconscious, one cannot look at him as he questions what he’s done and why, and the other cries silent tears, wondering how it all went so wrong. 

***
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THE TEACHER LEAVES Everleigh and Archer alone in Ginata’s work room. “I’m just going to ask Daisy a few more questions about these potions.”

As the door closes behind him, Archer reaches up and tucks Everleigh’s hair behind her ear. “I’m glad I didn’t die.”

“Again.”

“Yes, again.”

“Me too. I remember the first time I saw you...”

“In the woods – when you were watching me?”

“I wasn’t watching you, you nearly killed me, but no not then. Before that I saw you standing outside the castle. You looked at me and I felt like I knew you.”

“I feel like I’ve known you for ever.”

“That’s a really long time.”

“True. But it’s how I feel.”

“I thought I would be dead by now. My life was only going to be seventeen years. Too short. Now I have my whole life ahead of me...”

“Can I share it with you?”

“I want you to, but I’m-”

“What? Scared, petrified, excited, feeling sick?”

Everleigh laughs. “All of those things. I don’t know why.”

Archer leans towards her, his gaze on her mouth. “I think it’s called love.”

He presses his lips to hers and they kiss, until they hear the teacher push open the door.

They jump apart, avoiding looking at each other, or at the teacher, and they both miss his knowing smile. 

“Archer, I think you’re ready for something to eat. I wonder if Daisy would feel happy about going down to the kitchen.”

They leave Ginata’s work room together and Will jumps up to help Archer into his seat by the window. Archer winces as he sits. 

“Feeling better?”

“Yes. I have to be. If Weaver gets back tomorrow I’m not going to sit here in the castle while you all go to fight Millard.”

“Well, I won’t be fighting anyone.”

Archer grins. “Maybe not, but I will.”

“You might not be,” Everleigh says, sitting beside him on the window seat. “Daisy’s going to fetch food.”

“I’ll go with her,” Will offers, happy to be useful. “We’ll get enough for Ceryn and Finn. They should be back soon.”

“If he even went to the cottage. He could be anywhere.”

“If he’s there she’ll make sure he’s safe.”

Will nods. “She’s pretty incredible, isn’t she?”

Everleigh gives Archer a knowing look as Will heads off after Daisy. 

“What?”

“I think he likes her.”

“Likes her, likes her?”

“I think so. It’s good.”

“I suppose so. He’s a good chap.”

“He is. The best.”

“The best?”

“Second best. No, that’s not right. He’s the best. My best friend, my longest friend.”

“And me?”

“You’re my first love...”

“Your only love?”

“I hope so.”

“It would be good.”

“I hope Ceryn’s not in trouble. She’s been a while.”

“She can look after herself. No fear.”
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NO FEAR. THE LOOK ON Archer’s face when he talks about Ceryn makes me feel sad and jealous. He’s so impressed with her. So proud of her. 

I hate being jealous. I remember Halfreda telling me something about jealousy. 

I had joined in an archery match with Macsen and Millard and I was terrible compared to them. I remember the sting of tears as I ran away from them, both jeering at me, telling me I was a sore loser. I ran into Halfreda and as always, she made me feel better. 

She said jealousy is only useful if it spurs you on to be better or do better, other than that it’s a bitter and nasty emotion. A pointless emotion.

I took her words to heart and I practised with my bow and arrows until I was better than both of my older brothers. 

I would like to be more like Ceryn, I’ve told her that. I’d love her to teach me to fight, to handle myself. A warrior Queen. I smile and Archer takes my hand.

The relief I feel when I look at him is immeasurable. When I thought he’d died, something changed in my heart; it hardened. My new love, my first love, was gone, and all the possibilities with him. All the things we could have seen and done and been together. Conversations we would never have. Kisses we would never share.

Will he be King to my Queen? I think so. I love everything about him and when I thought he might die again last night, the sickness in my heart was impossible to ignore. 

But love is a small thing compared to the responsibilities I will shoulder as Queen of the Realm. My own happiness must come second. My people and my sister will be my first priorities. 

And I love Archer more because I know he wouldn’t have it any other way.

When he talks of our future he never talks of being King or sitting on a throne or enjoying the riches of the Realm; he talks of protecting me, looking after me, supporting me. 

I have got quite the team now. People I love and trust. 

Except Ginata.

My stomach twists when I think about her. What Millard’s done to her. 

Did she like it? Enjoy the first flush of love with my brother, like I have with Archer. Does she think about him and their future together, imagining their time and how they will spend it?

Did she question her feelings or actions at all or did she betray me easily? Can I trust her again? 

Until I see her, I suppose I won’t know. 

And Will. Is Will falling for Ceryn? 

And what’s it to me if he is? I suppose I feel like I let him down when he fell in love with Lanorie and I did nothing to help him. If he does love Ceryn I will help him, talk to her for him, try to help them see each other as more than friends. Or am I just happy that she might be distracted from her feelings for Archer? 

Who knows. I think I’m just trying to distract myself from the main issues.

If Millard is in Ginata’s cottage, then I’m going to kill him tomorrow. I cannot fight yet, or attack him by myself, but I have decided that I will have to be the one to kill him. 

Stab him through the heart, sever his head, I haven’t decided yet and I don’t like to think on either option, if I’m honest.

Millard is my brother. My handsome, funny, witty brother. We have laughed together, cried together, lived together and been friends as well as siblings since I was old enough to be more than just a pest to him.

How did it all change so irrevocably?  

Will I be able to take his life when it comes to it? 

Look into his eyes, the eyes I knew so well, the eyes of a brother I loved, and end his life, see the pain and fear there and kill him anyway?

He cannot live. If I cannot do it, kill him, someone will. Ceryn would love to, I know. Ginata might want to when she finds out what he did to her. Archer would without a beat of hesitation as would Weaver if I asked him to. And hopefully any of the young men he is rounding up to serve me would be happy to assist me as well. 

When I look at him I will not be thinking about summers spent playing in the castle gardens, picking fruit and chasing each other with Macsen and Addyson joining in. I won’t remember the way he held me after our mother died, his tears and mine mingling into a single puddle of heart stopping grief. I won’t remember cuddles or jokes, love or happiness.

I can’t.

No, I have to harden my heart. I will think about Macsen’s head rolling off the dais. I will remember Halfreda’s heart stopped by his sword in one cruel movement. Archer attacked and alive only because the teacher came back to save him. Lanorie dead. Molly probably dead. 

He would kill me if he had the chance and I mustn’t forget it. I mustn’t soften my heart for a moment. I will not let him breathe any longer than I have to.  

He will die tomorrow. 

By my hand.

Or a hand under my command. 
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WOLF FINDS THREE RABBITS in various traps set around, and two of them are roasting on the fire. Ginata’s mouth is watering, even as her stomach is twisting. Finn has sunk to the floor as well and appears both upset and defiant depending on when she looks at him. If he catches her watching him, he looks away, shame or guilt making him antsy. 

Millard watches them both with amusement. “Finn, you look a little sad. Not regretting your decision to switch sides, surely?”

Finn shakes his head quickly in denial. 

While Ginata and Finn are silently brooding, Millard is humming to himself and Wolf is turning the rabbits, ensuring an even cook.

“Never regret serving your King, Finn. The only other option is disobeying him. And the end comes quickly for people who displease me. Unless you’re unlucky like this one.” He gestures at Ginata, who refuses to look at him. “Not feeling the love today Ginata?”

She shakes her head and Millard laughs, a nasty sound that fills the small cottage.  

Ceryn comes around with a groan, mopping up the blood from her lip and nose on her mask, pulling it off in the process.

Despite her injury, she cannot help but grin at the look of shock and repulsion on Millard and Wolf’s faces.

Millard stands up. “What the hell is that?”

“Mark of the devil, my King.” Ceryn holds her face up to the light so he can see it all the better. “Do you like it?”

Millard is glancing from her face to the hand he used to strike her, turning white with fear. “Is it catching?”

Ceryn shrugs. “Let’s wait and see, shall we?”

“Ginata. Is it catching?”

Ceryn watches Ginata closely, looking for the love between King and servant. She cannot see it. Ginata looks sick. She lifts her head, and looks at Ceryn, the angry red mark that stains her skin. “Who can say?”

“Do not toy with me. I will kill you both. Is. It. Catching?”

Ginata shakes her head, her gaze resting on the floor again. “I don’t think so.”

“Think or know?”

“Know.”

He takes a deep breath, malevolence tinging his features again, mixed with definite relief. “Well that puts me in a good mood. And let me tell you both, I am feeling remorse today. I have been thinking about poor Lanorie, how she died with no witness, no one to shed a tear for her, and I won’t do that to you two. I want to make sure Everleigh is watching every move I make when I kill you pair tomorrow.”

Ceryn spits on the floor. “Everleigh will kill you the minute she lays eyes on you. She cannot wait for the end of your life to come, your last breath. She will celebrate for a year or more. Spit on your grave.” She snorts. “What grave? The river and the Ashes are too good for you. And she’d never want you buried near her dear mother. Sorry, your mother. The animals can have you. And when I don’t come back to the castle she’ll come looking for me.”

“Wolf!” Wolf comes to Millard’s side and they have a whispered conversation before Wolf leaves the cottage. They hear a loud whistle from outside and the sound of footsteps running. Wolf comes back inside and nods at Millard. 

“Now where was I?” Millard lifts his hand to hit Ceryn again and she juts out her chin, inviting him to touch her mark. He stops himself, kicking the chair she’s sat on instead. 

“Everleigh hasn’t a chance. I have Wolf and my soldiers. She has only three protectors. And I have one of them here.”

Finn lowers his head. 

“Unless I’m missing anything? Finn?”

Finn looks up, shaking his head. 

“No hidden army that I’ve missed?”

Finn shakes his head again and Ginata and Ceryn both want to shed a tear for him. Whatever prompted him to betray Everleigh and a cause close to his sister’s heart, he seems to have changed his mind about helping his King any further. He is keeping the secret of Weaver’s mission, for whatever reason, and when Millard finds out he will end his life, for sure.

“So, an easy mission, then. Kill you pair, with witnesses, kill Everleigh, kill anyone who tries to stop me or gets in my way, is pretty much my plan.”

Wolf takes the rabbits off the fire, putting one on a plate for Millard and the other one on a plate for himself. 

“Nothing for Finn here? Our newest and most helpful friend?” Millard’s voice has gone a touch higher, laced with menace. Finn scrabbles to his feet.

Wolf nods and pulls a leg off his rabbit, passes it to Finn, whose hand is shaking. 

“And of course, you girls wanted to know how I know young Finn. To understand why he’s helped me, when he was in your band of merry men?”

Ceryn snarls at Finn and Ginata can’t help but smile. If Millard didn’t kill him, Ceryn might. 

“Why don’t you tell them Wolf? After all, you recruited him.”

Wolf nods, fat from the rabbit dribbling down his chin. “Met him in the pub. Crying into a cup of ale.”

Millard claps his hands. “And guess why he was crying? When Wolf got him talking – after several more drinks – guess why he was sad, poor boy?”

Ginata and Ceryn both shake their heads. Finn has frozen, rabbit leg half way to his mouth. 

“Broken hearted, our boy was.”

Finn shakes his head, a sad look on his face, resignation too.

“Our boy here has been in love with my darling sister since he was a lad, helping his father cart meat up to the castle. And he thought he was in with a chance. Archer was dead – or so we all thought – and she was ripe for the plucking. And then, just as Finn here was warming up, getting ready to swoop in, Archer’s back from the dead, Everleigh’s madly in love again, nigh on ignoring him, and he has to drown his sorrows.”

“Pity he met me,” Wolf says, eyes dancing. 

“Ready for a new cause, he was, something to help heal his broken heart. His angry heart. Would have killed her too, I believe, if I’d have let him. Of course, that’s my job. I wouldn’t let anyone else do it. Her head is mine. And the crown upon it.”

Tears are falling down Finn’s cheeks, splashing on the rabbit’s leg. 

Ginata feels a deep tenderness towards him, knowing what it’s like to be ensnared by this affable young King. Ceryn wants to scratch his eyes out. 

“Wolf. Eat up, then tie my two beauties up together. They’ll keep.”

“And me?” 
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THE HOPE AND REVERENCE in Finn’s voice as he asks Millard what his fate will be, breaks my heart. I recognise the tone of voice, the hope that you have pleased him. That he might spare you when he’s killed so many others.

Surely Finn knew this. 

I did. But I hoped anyway. In the end, it’s all you have. 

“And you?” Millard steps to Finn’s side. “You picked the wrong team, sorry. Win or lose Everleigh would never have killed you. She might never have loved you, but she would never have hurt you. Me, on the other hand, I love hurting people. It makes me happy. Makes me feel strong and powerful. Despicable I know, but true.”

Finn is backing towards the door, as if he’s got a hope of escaping. He must have been so bitter about Archer if that’s really the reason he betrayed Everleigh. Love can be toxic; don’t I know it. 

I look at Millard now that his attention is on Finn, and, maybe because I know he’s going to kill me, if he can, I feel nothing for him. Not even disgust or fury. I am numb to him. 

I see his beautiful face, his strong body, his fine clothes and I am indifferent. Will I live or die?  I find I am indifferent to that too. Removed. 

If he will kill me, he will kill me. 

If someone can save me, then they will save me.

I am an observer now. 

I watch Ceryn. 

She is squirming with fury and impotence. She would kill every one of us in here if she could get herself free, I don’t doubt it. She must hate me with a passion, and yet she hasn’t looked at me with the anger she has directed at Finn, or Wolf or Millard.

And Finn. Poor Finn is crying, still creeping backwards, desperate to make a run for it, I think. Not going to happen. 

Millard reaches inside his cloak and nods to Wolf. In three strides Wolf has reached Finn and grips on to him.

“Recognise this?” Millard asks me, holding out a small black vial. 

I feel ill. “No! Don’t do it!”

He grins at me and shakes his head. “I’m not going to listen to you, little Ginny. But I thank you.”

He lifts the vial in a cheers motion and unscrews the lid. I can feel the thrum of evil emanating from the potion and it makes me want to be sick. Bile rises in my throat and I swallow it down. He is going to kill Finn using my potion. Another death on my conscience. I really should have drunk it down instead of giving it to him. 

Why did I trust him when he said it was for himself? He’s a snake and a liar and a murderer. I know all of this and I still served him like a fool in love. 

Ceryn’s glare has reached me now and her fury is intense; it’s a physical weight I can feel, searing my skin and burdening me. An accusation.

Finn is weeping now, his voice catching. “I’m sorry Ceryn. Tell my sister I’m sorry. Tell Everleigh I’m sorry.”

Millard sneers at him. “You are a disgrace. Whimpering and simpering like an old woman. Tell my sister I’m sorry. Tell Everleigh I’m sorry. Your sister will die of shame and Everleigh won’t remember your name in a month’s time. You’re nothing to her. That’s what got you into this mess in the first place. Remember? Unrequited love. It’s a killer...right Ginny?”

I blush and refuse to look at him. A fool in love. And he knows it. 

Finn is quaking as Wolf holds his head back, cranking his jaw open. 

“How much?” Millard looks at me. “What did it take to kill my father, Ginny? You made that draught too, didn’t you? And yet you thought I could forgive you, love you. You KILLED my father.” 

The roar of his voice makes me shake, tears running down my cheeks. Pathetic I know. 

Millard holds the vial up and lets three drops, then four fall on to Finn’s tongue. One drop would have done it. Though the more they swallow the quicker the end comes. Millard obviously wants to keep the draught, probably to finish me off. Poetic justice.

As the death draught seeps into his system, Finn stops fighting Wolf, then he starts gurgling, and then he starts to spasm. Slowly his skin turns black and I can see that Ceryn cannot look either as Finn dies slowly in front of us. 

Wolf drops him to the floor with a thud and lets him take his last few breaths, abandoned and discarded. Used and no longer needed. 

I am silently crying for Finn. For myself. For Everleigh. For all that I was and what I have become. For the regret that has come too late. The change of heart that is wasted as I have already betrayed my beliefs. 

“Good work.” Millard nods at me and Wolf comes to stand in front of me. I make it easy for him, stand up and face him, ready for him to tie me up with Ceryn, so we can both sit and contemplate our lives while awaiting our deaths. 

I have no fight left in me. Besides, what would be the point? I could struggle and squirm and argue and scream, but the result would be the same. At least this way they have no reason to hit me or hurt me. I am being good and compliant. 

Wolf ties me into the other chair, the same way he’s tied Ceryn, rope around me and the chair, tethering us so that we cannot even stand up. 

He leaves my hands loose in front of me and Millard presses the black vial, the death draught, into my hand. “Wolf and I have a few things to do. Tomorrow you will both die.”

Wolf moves the chairs so that Ceryn and I face each other, Finn dead on the floor beside us. 

“Or, you could save me the job. If you feel thirsty that is.”

I clutch the vial in my hand but keep my eyes away from Millard. I cannot look at him. What is wrong with me that I was so entranced by him?

Wolf drags Finn’s body out of the cottage and Millard kisses my forehead before following him. “We’ll be back in the morning. Pretty sure no one will come looking for you before then, and there’s no chance of you escaping. Sorry, Ginny, we could have been so good together...”
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“WHERE IS SHE? SHE’S been too long.”

The food has been eaten, the ale all drunk. Addyson, a sad look on her face that Everleigh cannot replace with a smile no matter how hard she tries, has gone to Ginata’s bedroom with Della. Della will stay with her till she is sleeping, even though she cannot bear to leave the room, where she has been standing looking out over the courtyard, hoping to see her brother return. “Something’s wrong. Finn’s in trouble,” is all she says as she leads Addyson away to sleep. 

Everleigh paces the room. “She’s right. Ceryn should be back by now. Finn with her. What do we do?”

“We cannot do anything. Not tonight.” The teacher’s voice is firm. “Archer is not well enough. Ceryn can look after herself and if, for some reason, she cannot, if something has gone wrong, then it is too late for us to help anyway. We cannot help by putting ourselves at risk.”

Everleigh sinks into a seat. “I know you are right but I cannot bear it.”

“When you are Queen, and your army is at war, for whatever reason, you cannot join them. You have to trust that they are off doing what they know best. And win or lose, you cannot risk your own life. That is why a King or Queen has an army, people to protect them. Their life is the most important. You have to get used to that, Everleigh. Whether you like it or not.”

“But what about Finn? He’s not a fighter or a member of my army.”

“And if he has walked into trouble that is his own fault. You cannot be with every person who lives in the Realm, protecting them always. They have to make their own way. Maybe Finn didn’t even go to the cottage. Maybe Millard isn’t even there. We are guessing now and worrying about things we are not even sure of.”

Will takes a seat next to Everleigh. “You know he’s right.”

Silence. Everleigh throws back her head, letting out a deep breath. “I know he’s right. I know it. But I hate it. I don’t think I’m cut out to be a Queen. To have that sense of importance. To have everyone running around after me, while I sit on a throne and watch.”

“You don’t have to be that type of Queen but you have to accept what the teacher says. You have to be safe. Stay safe. Stay alive. We need to finish this. End this thing with Millard. Then you can make plans. Decide what kind of Queen you want to be and choose a life that makes you happy.”

“That sounds good. I’m just worrying. I’m worried about Ceryn. And Finn.”

“Don’t worry.” Archer puts his hands on her shoulders. “Ceryn is tough. She’ll be back before we know it. And when we’ve got Weaver and your army in place, then we’ll go after your brother. Finish this.”

“Finish this.”

The words lay between them, the tension mounting, and then an almighty scream splits the air. Archer has his hand to his sword, letting out a groan of pain. “Will, take Everleigh in with Addyson and Della.”

“You can’t fight alone.”

“I have to do something. Will look out of the window. See anything?”

“Nothing. There’s no one down there.”

There is another almighty scream from outside, followed by shouts of fear and upset. Will looks out of the window again. “The courtyard’s filling up. I don’t know-”

“Get Everleigh out of here.”

Archer holds his sword up and heads out of the room, not waiting for an answer, or an argument.  

***
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GINATA LIFTS HER HEAD in the silence of her little cottage and looks at Ceryn. “I’m so sorry.”

Ceryn spits some blood out of her mouth, aiming for the floor, where Finn’s body had been. She shrugs, takes a deep breath. “It wasn’t your fault.”

“It was. I untied Millard, after you hit him, I rescued Wolf from the tower. I made this death draught.”

“Well, don’t even think about drinking it. You don’t get out of it that easily.”

“I want to get out of it.”

“Well, you can’t. Like I said, it wasn’t your fault.”

“Why not? Because you have to obey the King?”

“That’s part of it, I guess. None of us wanted him to kill you for disagreeing with him. But also, because you love him.”

Ginata’s shock is evident and yet what would she prefer? That people think she betrayed Everleigh because she hated her. She did love Millard. Not now, but then. Why else would she have messed everything up?

“I...” She shakes her head, nothing to say, no defence. 

“It wasn’t your fault. The teacher found love potions all over your room. He’s been drugging you.”

The look on Ginata’s face changes from shock to horror, her colour draining even more and the vial dropping from her fingers onto her lap. “You mean...?”

Ceryn nods. “And you’re bloody lucky we found out. I was ready to kill you. But you weren’t in your right mind. So the teacher says. And I trust him more than I trust you.”

“You hate me, don’t you?”

“Not hate. I just, I don’t understand you. I don’t get your potions or lotions, your tonics, your spells. I don’t...” She trails off, shifting in the seat and trying to get comfortable. 

“So, I’ve been drinking a love potion. Really?” Slowly the colour comes back to her cheeks, and she is smiling, almost in wonder. “I didn’t betray Everleigh then?”

“Well you did, yes.”

“But I didn’t want to?”

“Who knows? The teacher reckons you wouldn’t know what you were doing, but we’ll never know, really. How much was the potion, how much was your choice.”

“I would never choose to betray Everleigh. I couldn’t understand what I was thinking or feeling or why I was doing the things I was doing. I-”

She closes her eyes, tears slipping from behind her closed lids. 

“I won’t trust you again.” Ceryn’s voice is harsh.

“Maybe not, but Everleigh might.”

“Della won’t.”

Ginata shakes her head. “I had to make the draught, he told me to. I wanted to help him...now I know why. He told me it was for him; in case he was captured.”

“Then you definitely were a fool in love. For himself!” Ceryn snorts, and spits out more blood. 

“Look. I didn’t want to serve him, or get stuck in the castle with him but I did it for Everleigh. I had no idea he was putting anything in my drinks. How would I? I just did as I was told and then the more time I spent with him...”

“You fell in love. Have you...?”

“What? We’ve kissed and I liked it. I hate that I liked it. But I did. He is handsome you know?”

“Yes, a gorgeous snake. A murdering, foul, evil, loathsome toad. How could you? Didn’t you feel bad? Think about Everleigh at all?”

“All the time. I hated myself but I did it anyway. I wanted to help him, look after him, protect him. I’m sorry. But now I know – regardless of what you think – I had no choice.” 

“You should drink that poison. Reap what you sow.”

They sit in silence for an age. Ceryn simmering with hate, anger, upset, and the futility of her situation. Getting herself captured wasn’t part of the plan. Everyone at the castle will be worried sick about her. And Finn. Finn was dead. How could they explain his betrayal to his sister without breaking her heart? But without dropping him in it, it made Ceryn look like an incompetent idiot for letting him get killed. 

She lets out a snarl of fury as she spits another gob of blood onto the floor. 

Ginata has her eyes closed, refusing to look at Ceryn, savouring the relief in her heart, the liquefying of the hard lump that she’s felt in her stomach since she helped Millard escape after Ceryn tied him up. She feels lighter and looser and infinitely happier. 

If she does die tomorrow, she can die with a clear conscience and if she sees Everleigh again, she will happily beg for forgiveness, knowing that it wasn’t her own soul that betrayed her friend, but something she was forced to do.

Tears of happiness slip down her cheeks. 

“What are we going to do then?” Ceryn’s voice interrupts her reverie and Ginata opens her eyes, delighted to be back on the right side. 
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I DON’T WANT TO TALK to her, but like Finn said, before he double crossed me, two heads are better than one.

And we are in a bit of a bind. 

I can tell she’s relieved by what I told her. Probably wants to know more details but I won’t help her out. Maybe she was under a spell, a love potion, but I reckon she didn’t try hard enough to fight it. It would be like me suddenly grabbing Wolf for a quick fondle, ridiculous. Disgusting. 

She had choices. And she made bad ones. 

That’s what I reckon.

But we are both tied up, tied to chairs, with my hands behind my back and a vial of death draught. That’s it. I can’t reach my weapons, and unless Ginata can lift herself and the big old arm chair she’s sat on, she can’t either. 

“Do you think they’ll come back tonight?”

“Why? Are you missing lover boy?”

“No! I was just wondering. I don’t see what we can do.”

Neither do I and I hate it.

I try to wriggle and jiggle myself free, twisting this way and that, but my ropes are tied so tight, I just end up sweaty and aggravated, my hair flopping in my eyes, so I have to flick my head like a crazy bat to try to move it. I have an itch on my nose that I would kill to scratch and I let out a screech of frustration, as tears spring in my eyes.

“Do you want the vial?” Ginata offers it to me, her voice all sarcastic now she thinks she’s in the clear with Everleigh. 

“If I am going to die, I will die kicking, screaming, yelling and fighting. I will not bow down to that man and I will not go easily. Not me.”

“Nor me. I want to live.”

“Now you know you’re in the clear?”

“In the clear?”

“Well, we’ll never know if you wanted to help Millard or if you were forced into it against your will. Pretty convenient. Playing both sides, with a good excuse.”

“You are so bitter and twisted because of the life you’ve led with that thing on your face, you can’t believe that people are good. Want to say good things, do good things, be good. You can’t stand it. The purity of it. You want to sully everything because you’re angry. But I won’t have it. I did betray Everleigh and it broke my heart even as I did it. I had no choice, no way to stop what I was doing. I was a puppet. And now I know why. I feel good and yes, I’ll be glad to face Everleigh and beg her forgiveness despite the fact that I couldn’t help what I did.”

I don’t even answer her, just give her a look that tells her plainly that I’d like to punch her in the eye and I close my eyes so I don’t have to see her smug face anymore. 

If hers is the last face I see before I die, that’ll be a pretty sad ending. 

Is this it? Will he kill us here or take us to the castle like he promised. If he does, then there’s more chance of us getting free. Especially if Weaver gets back with troops. 

If I wasn’t tied to this chair I could do it. I could wriggle enough to get a hold of my dagger. 

I open my eyes. 

“Ginata. I’ve got a dagger in my boot.”

I start moving backwards and forwards, rocking the chair, getting it to move forwards. Ginata does the same with her chair, bucking herself this way and that and soon the chairs have moved enough that our legs are touching. Only our middles are tied, not our feet. I can get my leg up so that it’s lying on her chair, next to her leg, but she cannot quite reach me, even though her hands aren’t tied.

“I’m not tied as tightly as you.” She wriggles and squirms, shifting her weight to one side so that the other side of her can get closer to me.

Then she does it, she reaches into my boot and pulls out my dagger. 

I forget how much I hate her in that second. “Quick!”

She cuts at the ropes on my hands first, and then at the ones around her middle. I am almost crowing, I am so pleased. Millard really is terrible at this. 

If you tie someone up and they’re not locked up as well, you have to check if they have any means of escape. He is either completely stupid or completely arrogant. Or a bit of both. 

We stand, both of us groaning, our ropes pooled on the chairs. She slips the vial of death draught into her pocket and I let her keep hold of my dagger. 

“Let’s go!”

I swing open the door and halt in my tracks, holding up a hand for Ginata to be quiet. At the end of the path, facing away from us is one of the King’s men. Millard can’t have many left at this point and I am happy to kill another one. 

I hold up my sword as I approach him and before he even knows we are there, I slice his head clean off. I grab hold of Ginata before she can look too closely at the blood and we run through the trees as though we are being chased by Millard and all his hounds. 

We jump on Pitch, good old Pitch, waiting for me, and we ride like Millard’s hounds are actually on our tail. 

The courtyard is in uproar when we get there, and we jump off Pitch, standing together to catch our breath and see what the fuss is all about, when I spot the flames shooting out of the stables. 

“Ginata, get inside!”

I don’t wait to hear her answer, I run towards the fire, sword out, ready to go again.

The stable boys are crying and pulling at the horses, trying to get them out of there, before the flames engulf them. The pages are filling buckets of water, throwing them on the fire. 

“Archer!” I spot him easily, his hair the same colour as the fire he’s trying to put out. “What’s going on?”

“Same as before. Some hooded idiots, shouting in the name of the King. Ran through with flaming torches, threw them in the hay and bolted.”

I am shaking with anger again. If I get my hands on Millard I will kill him slowly. 

“Ink?”

“Safe. All of them safe so far. Some singed tails and manes but all alive.”

“That’s worse than evil.”

He sees me properly then, for the first time, and puts a hand to my face. I must look more of a mess than usual. My lip feels twice the size and I can feel the crusted blood on my lips and under my nose with my tongue. 

“Ceryn, what happened to your face?”

“Millard.”

“You’re kidding? How did you get away?”

“He’s not dead, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

“Why not? Slacker.”

I punch his arm, and I’m glad I’m not in love with him anymore. He can be a right smartass. 

“It’s a long story.”

“Another one...”

“Yes. And I know at least one person who’s not going to want to hear it.”
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GINATA’S HAPPY TO LEAVE Ceryn and runs quickly through the castle passageways. She pauses outside her door. When she snuck in to take the things she needed for the death draught it’s where everybody was congregated and she’s assuming they still are. 

A sick feeling comes over her. She doesn’t want to face them. She doesn’t want to face Everleigh. She cannot bear to see the disappointment on their faces. And if Ceryn is anything to go by, none of them will be glad to see her. They’ll still be suspicious. They’ll always wonder.

Shaking her head, she turns away from the door. 

Her time here is done. It has to be.

She will be able to make a new life for herself with a lighter heart, a happy heart. The betrayal was real, but the blame is not hers. That’s as much as she needs to know to move on with a clear conscience. 

As she moves away from the door, through the castle corridors, across the courtyard, keeping to the shadows, the opposite side to the stables, and down to the woods, she is smiling. And crying.

There is regret, but it’s not a bitter regret. Maybe a bittersweet one. 

She is not stupid enough not to know when things have changed irrevocably. And they have. 

And it’s not just Ceryn, she realises, it’s herself as well. 

Staying at the castle, even if everyone except Ceryn forgives and forgets what she’s done, believes she had no fault in it all, accepts that she was tricked into falling in love with Millard, she would always have that issue between them.

She would always feel guilty, always feel like she had to make amends and atone.

And, in truth, that would be exhausting. 

If she had cross words with anybody, she’d be worrying that they were questioning her character. In any situation, her loyalty, her fealty, might be challenged. 

It would be tiring, but also disheartening. She is innocent. She knows it and she feels it. If nobody else truly believes it, it won’t matter if she’s not around to see the shadow of doubt in their eyes when they look at her.

She wipes at the tears blurring her vision, and looks back at the castle. She closes her eyes. Is she right to leave? 

The next step she takes, moves her further away from the castle and she knows she is right. 

***
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ARCHER AND CERYN ARE deep in conversation, the whole way to Ginata’s rooms, Ceryn filling him in on the whole situation at Ginata’s cottage. What Finn did, what she told Ginata, the whole lot, as well as her thoughts on what she should say and do next.

“What do you think?”

Archer is nodding his head. “I think it’s a great idea, but it depends on what Ginata’s said. Whether she’s told the truth.”

Ceryn snorts. “I doubt it!”

“Stop it.” He gives her a shove with his hip. “We know she wasn’t at fault. Don’t you believe the teacher?”

“I do, I do. I just think it’s...convenient.”

“Convenient? Falling in love with an evil maniac? You’ve got some strange ideas.”

“Thanks.” She shoves him back.

They knock on the door and wait for an answer.

“It’s us. Ceryn and Archer.”

The door opens and Everleigh flings her arms around Ceryn, before drawing back. “What happened to you, Ceryn? Where’s Finn? Did you find him?”

Della is peering over Everleigh’s shoulder, trying to see past Ceryn and Archer, to see if her brother’s there. “Did you find him?”

“Where’s Ginata? Did you find her?”

“She’s not here?”

Everleigh shakes her head, confusion colouring her face. “Come in. Explain everything.”

Della pushes past Will. “Did you find him? Is he...?”

Ceryn shakes her head, the image of Finn’s dead body, the way he turned on her, and the tears that fell when he realised what he had done, fresh in her mind. “I’m so sorry, Della. I was too late. When I got to the cottage I could see there was someone inside. The door was ajar, there was smoke coming out of the window. I snuck closer and Wolf caught me. Millard punched me.” She gestures at her face, the blood. “Finn was already dead.”

The cry that Della lets out, sounds inhuman and she drops to the floor, anguish and upset emanating from her every pore. Will hunkers down next to her, arm around her, rocking her softly. 

“I’m sorry, I’m so sorry.” Ceryn stands helpless, but knowing that she did the right thing, said the right thing, sheltered Della from the truth. Everyone circles around Della, listening to her sobs. 

Everleigh moves to Ceryn’s side. “Don’t feel bad,” she whispers, taking her hand. “It wasn’t your fault.”

Ceryn nods. “Ginata was there, and they tied us both up and left us there. We got free, and I told Ginata the truth – about the love potion. I don’t know where she is. I told her to come here while I helped Archer.”

“Oh, the courtyard, what happened?” Everleigh spins around to face Archer. “Was it in the name of the King, again?”

“Yes. They set the stables on fire.”

Everleigh’s hand covers her mouth. “The horses?”

“All fine. We saved them all. No one was harmed.”

She sinks against Ceryn and Archer. “I cannot bear this. Finn dead? Ginata gone.”

The teacher brings a drink for Della, a sleeping draught. She protests initially, but he takes her hand and talks quietly to her. “Della, you need to sleep, and you need it to be dreamless, you cannot do anything for your brother now. Let yourself sleep.”

Della nods unhappily and allows the teacher to tip back her head and help her drink. 

Will and the teacher take her through to Ginata’s bedroom and tuck her into bed with Addyson. 

Closing the door softly, the five of them convene in the main room, but they are silent. 

Eventually Ceryn stands up, goes to Ginata’s bedroom and then comes back to the group. “She’s sleeping. I have to tell you all something. I think I was right to keep it from Della, but I don’t want to keep it from you.”

At Ceryn’s insistence, they all take seats, close to the fire, as she begins her tale. Telling the truth of what Finn did and what he said, and how he really died. 

“I had no idea...” Everleigh is shaking her head, and Archer takes her hand. 

“Why would you? It’s not your fault.”

The teacher looks serious. “It’s no one’s fault except his own. He made his choices.”

“But he didn’t hurt me. He had the chance, more than once.”

“Millard said that he thought he would have killed you if he asked him to, he was that angry. But he said he wanted to kill you, he wouldn’t let anyone else do it.”

“That figures.” 

“So, he betrayed us, attacked you?”

Ceryn nods, sadly. “I don’t think Della needs to know.”

“You’re right.” The teacher pats her arm. “Very wise, Ceryn.”

“And what about Ginata? You told her about the potion?”

“I did, I promise.”

“Where is she then? Do you think someone took her? Or has she run off.”

“I don’t know. I saw the fire and I sent her up here.”

“She never got here.”

“Everleigh, she is a grown woman. You cannot make her stay with you, if she doesn’t want to.”

“But how do we know if she’s left or been hurt?”

“We don’t but we have to stay together. We cannot split up again.”

“I know you’re right...and my brother?”

“He’ll be furious when he finds us gone. His plan was to bring us here tomorrow, kill us, fight you, kill you probably and take his crown back.”

“Did he say he had an army?”

“He said he had his men, and that you only had three protectors.”

“So, Finn didn’t tell him about Weaver?”

“No. He doesn’t know.”

“So, he still might come here tomorrow?”

“I would say he definitely will. When they realise we’re gone.”

“Why didn’t they check that you had no weapons? No means of escape?”

“I wondered that myself. Stupidity or arrogance. I wasn’t sure which one.”

“Or both in equal measure.”

“That did cross my mind.”

“And he didn’t leave anyone watching over you?”

“Yes. He was outside and I killed him.”

“So tomorrow...”

“Tomorrow. This all ends.”
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THIS ALL ENDS. THIS all ends. This all ends. 

The words echo in my head as we sit around in a slump. 

Ceryn looks awful, her face is bloody and swollen. The teacher fetches some water and some cloth, a paste of some sort, and tends to her in front of the fire. She winces as he touches her skin, from the pain or the embarrassment about her mark, I don’t know. I barely notice her mark now, but I know she hates it. Will has moved closer to her and he’s making her laugh as she’s fixed up. 

My mind is a jumble of thoughts and emotions as I sit here. Either my last night alive or the last before I’m Queen.

I smile at Archer, a grim smile, I know. “What’s going to happen?”

“I think we’ll all sleep. And then I think we’ll prepare. Prepare for a fight.”

“I wonder how many men he has...”

“No idea. But Weaver will come with extra men.”

“What if he doesn’t get here on time?”

“We’ll manage. We’ll arm the pages and the stable boys. The little maids if we have to.”

I can’t help but laugh. Then I choke back a cry. “This time tomorrow it will all be over. Will I be Queen or dead?”

“Queen. And I will be by your side.”

“I’m scared.”

“Me too. But we have to win. We have to fight and we have to win.”

“I cannot let Millard win. I hate him.”

“I think we all do. I can’t believe he gave Finn the death draught.”

“I can’t believe Ginata made it – another one! I know she was in love with him, but...”

“You can’t even think about her. If she’s run off, then you have to let her go, if she’s been hurt, then there’s nothing we can do.”

“I hope she doesn’t think I hate her, that’s all.”

“I’m not sure Ceryn will have got that across to her.”

“True. I don’t think Ceryn likes her much.”

“She doesn’t like many people much.”

“She likes you.”

“And you.”

“And Will by the looks of it.”

We smile as we watch them. Even with all the horrible things going on, murder, betrayal, fighting, there are some good things going on. 

“She’s a good person, really.”

“Oh, I know that. I know how good she’s been for Addyson. And for me. She’s been good to me.”

“Will you really ask her to teach you to fight?”

“Yes. It’s a bit late for tomorrow but long term...if I live, I should be able to look after myself, don’t you think?”

“Absolutely. But I will look after you. I promise.”

“I know. I know that. I just want to be the best Queen I can be.”

Ceryn stands up. “I’m going to go to sleep. I’ll go on the floor in with Della and Addyson. Are you coming Everleigh?”

“I will, but not yet.”

Ceryn hugs the teacher, Will, Archer and then me. “We’ll win tomorrow. I swear it. I’m ready for your brother. The look on his face when he hit me, he loved it. I know you want his head, but if it comes to it, if I get the chance, can I kill him?”

I have to let her have this and so I nod. I want to kill him and I will if I can, but I can’t take this away from her. It’s as personal between the two of them as it is between the two of us.

Will follows her through to Ginata’s bedroom. They leave the door ajar, but I can hear them quietly talking and it makes me smile. None of us are smiling much at the moment. The tension is heavy in the air. 

The teacher shakes his head when I look at him, blowing out a deep breath. “What a day. I cannot believe Finn...your brother must be a very charismatic man. People seem to want to please him.”

“Oh, he’s definitely manipulative.”

“And clever. I bet Ginata never suspected for a second that she was being given a love potion.”

“Really clever. And when he’s nice, he’s the nicest man in the Realm. Really, he is. He’s funny, kind, clever, generous...all good things. But if you cross him, or he doesn’t need you anymore, then he obviously has no qualms about finishing you off. No hesitation. Look at how he killed our brother. Him and Macs were the best of friends. But he just sliced his head clean off. He’s dangerous.”

“We need to remember that tomorrow. We have no idea what time he’ll come, no idea how many people he’ll have fighting with him. We need to be prepared for anything. Ready for anything.”

“I am not much of a fighter, Everleigh, my height should tell you that, but then again, people don’t expect me to fight. I’ll fight for you. I can slice a lot of men at the knees, let me tell you.”

Both Archer and I laugh, which I know is the teacher’s intention and I love him for it. “Will you stay here, if I’m Queen? Will you stay?”

He bows low and nods. “It would be my pleasure.” 

I take his hand. “And mine.”

“I’ll take my leave now, I need sleep if I am going to be a slayer tomorrow, instead of a peaceful teacher.”

We watch him go, heading through to Ginata’s room, to sleep on the floor, where we will all end up tonight. It’s an unspoken thing, but it’s like we all need to be together, maybe for the last time. 

Archer shuffles his chair closer to me, leaning in to kiss me. I breathe in the scent of him as his lips meet mine. He smells so good to me, so familiar. I pull back. “I feel sick.”

“Thanks!”

“Not because of kissing you. I could kiss you all day. But I know what’s coming tomorrow, how awful it’s going to be. We could all die.”

“Or none of us.”

“The more I talk about it and think about it the more scared I am.” 

“Then stop talking about it and stop thinking about it and think about this instead...”

He leans in and kisses me again and I try to push away everything except the feel of his lips on mine. 

And for a second or two I manage. 

And when I can’t ignore it anymore, I tuck into his arms instead, making myself think of the worst things that might happen. The death, the injuries, the blood. The horror of it all. 

I cannot just kiss Archer and ignore what we will all face tomorrow. 

It wouldn’t be right. 

We stay like that until the fire fades to nothing, and once the cold starts to creep into the room, we join the others. 

The teacher is sleeping, his snoring gentle and strangely comforting. Ceryn and Will are talking quietly, facing each other, legs crossed, very close. 

“Alright?”

Ceryn shakes her head and Will lays a hand on her knee. She doesn’t seem to notice. “I can’t stop thinking about Finn. He risked everything to help your brother and he just killed him. He’s cruel.”

“True.”

“He told Ginata that he wanted the death draught to kill himself, if you captured him. He said he wanted to be able to end it on his terms. But when he left us tied up he gave it to us. Told us we could drink it if we wanted to. How sick is that?”

“Pretty sick.” Will tucks a little closer to her, and she leans her head on his shoulder, just for a second. “Everleigh, I don’t know how much help I’ll be tomorrow. I’m not a good fighter, but Ceryn’s going to give me one of her daggers. And I’ll try.”

“You’ll do great.” Ceryn is reassuring Will and I can see the subtle shift in their relationship. I wonder if they are aware of it, or if it’s just creeping up on them, almost against their wishes. I’m sure love is the last thing either of them are thinking about, and yet I’ve been kissing Archer, so maybe we’re all craving that comfort and care from each other. 

“I won’t be great. But I’ll die trying.”

Ceryn shushes him, covering his mouth with her finger. 

I smile at the intimate gesture. I want us all to live, I want us all to be happy. I would love to see my oldest friend fall in love with my newest friend.

But it will all have to wait.

We have to be ready for tomorrow. Primed. 

“We need to sleep. And when the morning comes we need to be ready. And if we all just do our best, then it’s all we can do.”

“And we will win.”

“We have to.”
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THE MORNING SUN CREEPS through the windows, waking them all up, and filling the room with a soft glow. Della turns over, and covers herself with the blanket, refusing to face the day, and the teacher shakes his head when Addyson reaches for her. “Let her sleep.” 

“Why?”

Everleigh takes Addyson’s hand and explains about Finn. The same version that Ceryn told Della. Addyson has tears streaming down her face and they leave Della in bed, and stand in the main room together, just looking at each other. Each of them silent and tense. 

“Addyson. I know you’ll hate this, but if Millard comes here today, you have to be out of the way. We cannot risk you being hurt.”

“I’ll stay with Della. She’ll need me.”

“We can put someone on the door. Just one of the squires, with a weapon.”

“Millard will only look for her if he kills the rest of us. We have to make sure that doesn’t happen.”

Everleigh kisses the top of Addyson’s head and pulls her close. “Thank you.”

“I’m only eleven. And besides Della needs me.”

“We need to get ready. We need to eat. It could be a long day.”

“I need to get changed too. I cannot help you all in this big old dress.”

“You cannot help at all. Addyson has to stay safe, and so do you.”

“I will not stand back and do nothing. I’m sorry. I can’t.”

Archer opens his mouth to argue again, but sees the defiance on Everleigh’s face. 

“Right. But you listen to me and Ceryn and you stay in the background. Don’t go off on your own, don’t try to find Millard on your own. Don’t try to win this alone.”

Everleigh nods her head. “I will be careful.”

“I’ll go down to the kitchen to get breakfast,” Will says. “And then I’ll ask one of the little maids to find you something different to wear. Some livery or something. Something practical.”

“Get clean stuff for Ceryn too. She’s all bloody.”

Ceryn shrugs, she’s not bothered what she’s wearing, as long as she can kill Millard.

“We need to make some arrangements, speak to the squires, the pages, the stable boys. Get as much back up as we can.”

“I wish we knew how many men he has.”

“We just have to be ready, as best we can.”

“I hope Weaver gets here in time.”

“He thought he’d be back today. He has no idea what he’ll be coming back to, though.”

“He’ll be fine. He’s always ready to fight. We all are.”

Will comes back, followed by a stream of little maids. They have food, drink, wood for the fire and clothes for Everleigh and Ceryn. 

They eat in silence. Archer next to Everleigh, Will next to Ceryn and the teacher between them. 

“Let’s change.”

Addyson has tucked back into bed, the covers up to her chin, her face pale, worried. Della is sleeping. She hops out of bed to help Everleigh undress to her slip, then Everleigh and Ceryn dress quickly, in the same livery as a page. Trousers, and a shift, not smart but much more practical than a dress. Ceryn transfers her weapons and keeps hold of her sword. 

“I’ll give a dagger to Will but what can we give you...”

“A sword?”

“You can’t just have a sword. You’ll chop your own head off.”

“I’m not stupid.”

“Not stupid. But swords are heavy. They’re not easy to just wave around. You need something, so you can defend yourself, not just join the fray and fight. You have to be safe. I’ll get you a knife. Something sharp, but you have to stay out of it, as much as you can.”

“I get that, but I don’t want to be useless.”

“You’re not useless. You’re what we’re all fighting for.”

“I wonder when he’ll get here.”

“Who knows? But he’s going to be so angry. Ginata and me got away. He’ll be furious. Murderous.”

“What’s new?”

They join the others and Archer gives a whistle. Everleigh blushes. “Do I look like a boy?”

“Oh, no. No fear of that.”

Archer’s eyes are fixated on Everleigh, and Will is looking at Ceryn with the same dopey look on his face.

The teacher claps his hands. “What’s next?”

“Ceryn and I will gather up everyone we can. Men and boys over the age of thirteen who will fight for you.”

“Fifteen. Thirteen is too young.”

“We need fighters. If they want to fight, we’ll let them.”

“What if they’re really on my brother’s side?”

“Once the fighting starts, it’s almost impossible to tell who’s fighting who and for whom. It’s every man for himself. We’ll keep the youngsters as safe as we can, but we cannot face up to Millard and who knows how many men, with just us two. He will laugh before he kills us. We have to have some shape.”

“I’ll go to the kitchen while you gather help, talk to the little maids, make sure they’re all out of the way. Will can come with me. The teacher can stay here with Addyson and Della.”

“We’ll give you a weapon just in case,” Archer tells him. 

They all leave at the same time, Ceryn and Archer heading for the burnt-out stables, Everleigh and Will to the kitchen. 

“It’s going to be a long day.”

“It’s the waiting, the not knowing. He might be on his way right now, or he might come tonight when we’re all in bed.”

“We’ll wait for him. None of us will sleep until it’s over. And if I am left to look after you, I’ll do it properly this time.” Everleigh hugs him tightly and they are both tearful when they draw apart. 

“Let’s get on with things. I want anyone who’s vulnerable out of the way.”

“Does that mean me?”

They both grin. “I’m pretty sure Ceryn won’t let anything happen to you.”

Will doesn’t even argue, just grins a massive grin. “I hope not.”

“I think you’re both really sweet.”

“Ceryn is not sweet.”

“True. I mean the two of you together. You deserve to be happy.”

“We all do.”

They hold hands as they head into the kitchen.  
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I HAVE STOPPED TO SIT by the river, oblivious to the danger I may be putting myself in, or maybe just not caring.

I have good reasons for leaving, I have gone over them in my head again and again, but the further away I get from the castle, the worse I feel. I feel like I’m abandoning Everleigh without explanation, without even trying to make up for all the terrible things I’ve done.

And I know I was under a spell, then, but I’m still running away now.

Even with good reason, I am being a coward.

And when Millard finds me and Ceryn gone from my little cottage he will be in a blind fury and he will go to the castle to end this. 

I know that.

So, I am running away from him too. From what he did to me. 

Since this whole thing began, I have been a victim of circumstance.

Macsen came to my cottage looking for a death draught and if I had refused him I would have died. My draught killed the old King. Then I was to be Halfreda’s replacement, simply because it was always assumed that I would be. My little life at my cottage was brushed off, unimportant, I had to go to the castle. And then I had to work for Millard, spy on him, a foot in each camp as the play went on. I was drinking a love potion without knowing, and I was just a player in Millard and Everleigh’s game, really.

But if I am to move on with my life on my own terms, I have to finish things properly. I can choose to leave or I can choose to go back but I have to choose.

And I want to choose the path that will make me happiest. Not the path of least resistance, or a path thrust upon me by others. My path. My choice. 

I pride myself on being good and doing good – death draughts aside, and now I know what to do. 

I smooth down my skirts and lift the little vial of poison from my pocket. Before I head back to the castle I need to make this nasty little potion harmless. Undo my bad work – almost like a sign to myself. Bad things can be undone.  

I remember Halfreda telling me how precise the draught was – each ingredient in the exact amount, stirred in the right way at the right time, all leading to the perfect storm of evil. I can’t feel it throbbing in my hands, like before, but I’m sure that’s because I’m in such turmoil. I don’t want to just throw it away. I want to keep it to remind me. Bad things can be undone, bad can be made good again. 

I have that power.

I walk into the woods, looking for edible petals and berries I can add to this monstrosity to change the very heart of it, alter the essence of what it is.

I squeeze berry juice into the vial, thinking about Finn as I do so. Poor Finn; he didn’t get the chance to change the bad to good, to alter things, make up for the wrong choices. 

And we all do it. We all make bad choices. At least once in a long life.

Only once if we are lucky and wise. Most of us do it far more often and spend our time balancing the good and bad. The wise and the stupid choices. Trying our best. 

I shake the little vial once the lid is screwed back on and when I open it back up the smell is overpowering. I have changed the draught into something different. It will not have any powers; it is not a new spell to do something different, but it is no longer lethal. 

It’s a harmless little reminder to me.  

I head back to the castle and my step is as light as when I was leaving it.

I have changed my mind, the course of my life and it’s the right thing to do. 

I only hope I get to the castle before Millard, Wolf and their men.  

I do not want to arrive in the middle of a battle. I want to see Everleigh before it all kicks off. 
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THE POSITION OF THE castle means that anyone inside is well placed to see anyone trying to reach them. So far, the track leading to the castle is empty, as are the grass and trees to the side of it. Millard and his men could be hiding just inside the woods, but there doesn’t seem to be any movement. 

The little maids and younger boys are all hidden in one of the upstairs rooms, with Cook, who protested fiercely but was eventually persuaded that bashing men with saucepans when they were brandishing swords, might not be the best plan.

Any of the young men of the castle who wanted to help protect Everleigh have been allowed to. They have been given weapons and armour and a brief idea of what to do and what to expect by Archer and Ceryn. 

But Archer and Ceryn plan to lead from the front and kill as many of Millard’s men as possible themselves. They want to prevent blood shed to their side as much as they are able and end it all as quickly as they can. 

As the time passes by the threat of attack intensifies and soon the slightest noise has people jumping. The tension is unbearable. 

“Someone’s coming!” One of the nimblest little pages has climbed the flagpole, giving him the best view. Swords are raised. 

“Just a woman,” he shouts.

Swords are lowered. 

“It’s the wise woman.”

On hearing this Everleigh rushes forward from the back of the throng and is there to greet Ginata when she enters the courtyard. 

Ginata drops to her knees in front of Everleigh, but Everleigh pulls her to her feet. “Don’t do that. There’s no need.”

“I know about the love potion, but it was still my hands that untied your brother, my hands that held the axe that broke open the door that let Wolf escape and my hands that made the death draught that killed Finn.”

“I know all of it and I forgive you. You are not to blame. I don’t question you, like Ceryn does. I really, really don’t, but you must go up to safety. Millard could come at any minute. Addyson and Della are in your rooms. Della doesn’t know the truth of Finn.”

“Ceryn didn’t tell her?”

“Neither of you is as bad as the other believes. Honestly. Now go quickly. I will see you later, once it’s all over.”

Ginata shakes her head. “I cannot fight but I will not leave your side. I will fall on a sword to stop it reaching you. I will be here to help today.”

“You don’t have to do that.”

“I do.”

“People coming!” The boy yells out. “Looks like an army to me!”

Archer runs forward, to the front of the castle to see how many men Millard has. He gives a whoop of delight. “Everleigh!” His voice is an excited yell. “Come here!”

Everleigh rushes to him, followed by Ceryn, Ginata, Will and the teacher. 

Ahead of them, turning the corner and approaching the crest of the hill, is Weaver, atop his horse, Sweet Mabel, and behind him, hundreds, maybe thousands of young men, marching, trooping towards the castle, towards Everleigh, towards their Queen.  

The sight is something to behold, Everleigh has never seen so many people. Weaver is waving his hands, and Everleigh can hear the men, as they get closer; they’re all singing. 

Archer runs forward, helping Weaver down from the horse, clapping his back. “How did you do this? How many men have you got?” 

“I’ve got hundreds. Every village I stopped in people were desperate to help. She is well loved. So loved.”

“I know. Come on.”

They head towards Everleigh who is beaming, her arms open wide to welcome Weaver back. “Oh, Weaver, how did you do this?”

“Easy. Each and every one of them is happy to serve you.”

Everleigh turns to the crowd of men, wishing she was beautifully dressed instead of looking like a boy, and raises her arms, even though they can’t all see her; there are too many of them. “Thank you.”

Two words and the answering roar of cheering is deafening, showing her that these men do not care what she wears, or what she looks like. Everleigh is laughing and waving. “You must all be starving, exhausted.”

“No. Every inn we passed had food and ale for us, we’ve eaten and drunk the whole way here.”

“Really?” 

“Every person we passed wanted to help you. We have young men, old men. I tried to turn people away but they refused.”

“I don’t think we have weapons...”

“Most of them have their own – loads of them had swords, or daggers, knives, a few bows and arrows.”

“And they’re really happy to help?”

“I made sure. Every one of them understands what they’ve signed up for. Every one of them wants to see you on the throne. They all want to help you get there and they all understand that they could die trying.”

“I don’t know what to say.” 

“Nothing to say. But tell me, what’s happening?”

Archer takes over, filling Weaver in on Millard and what they think will happen next. 

Everleigh is looking at the sea of faces, each one smiling at her, grinning, beaming, waving, saluting. Each one happy to serve her. 

She is filled with a strength, a feeling that she can do this. These people believe in her, strangers who she’s never even met are willing to fight for her, to defend her. 

A Queen. 

It’s unheard of and yet they are willing to risk their lives for her. 

She has to make sure that she lives up to their expectations, that she is as good as she can be. A Queen worth dying for. 

She watches Ceryn, Archer and Weaver as they organise her new troops, and recognises that she could not be in better hands. These three really know what they’re doing, they have an instinct for battle. Hopefully an instinct that won’t be relied on too heavily if she wins this fight today.

“People coming!”

This time when the call goes out, a silence settles over everybody, as though everyone has frozen simultaneously; there is no one else it could be.

This time it must be Millard.

“We outnumber them!” Another call out. 

Most of the men Weaver brought here are still outside the castle’s doors. There are so many, they simply cannot fit in the courtyard. Archer runs back to Everleigh. “Stay back, stay hidden, if you can. We can do this. But I can’t do this if I’m worrying about you.”

“We’ll both stay with her,” Will says.

Archer hugs Will, nods at Ginata and then hugs Everleigh, holding her tight and kissing the top of her head. “Stay alive.”

“I’ll try.”
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THIS IS WHAT I WANT. This is what I live for.

I can see the fear on the faces around me but I don’t feel it, not at all.

I feel a rush inside me, a squirm of excitement, a pulse of adrenalin and a lust for violence. It might not be healthy or a good thing to admit, but I feel it, a thirst for murder. I am ready for this. Ready to kill any of them. All of them.  

And Millard. Especially Millard.

If he comes close enough, he’s dead. 

Let him come close enough. 

My body changes when I’m getting ready to fight. I feel lighter; already I’m bouncing on the balls of my feet. I shake out my hands before I grab my sword and dagger, making sure my fingers aren’t stiff, but supple and fluid. 

All my senses heighten as well. I can smell the honk of the man standing next to me, betting he hasn’t washed for a month or more. I breathe through my mouth, deep breaths, feeling my skin tingle. 

I am ready for this. 

The shout goes out that they are getting closer. It’s definitely them. Millard. Wolf. Millard’s men. 

I head to the front of our pack. Me in the middle, Weaver one side, Archer the other.

The three of us. 

Best friends. Comrades. Brothers. 

I nod at them and I can see from the looks on their faces that they are as ready for this as I am. 

Millard stops in front of his men. They are lined up in rows like our men and we outnumber them easily. 

There is too much distance between us for me to hear anything, not even a murmur of voices. I cannot see his face clearly, either, though I know it’s him. I know how angry he will be that Ginata and me got away.  

Good.

If he loses his temper, if he’s angry, he’ll be less careful. Make stupid mistakes. 

Millard’s men move forwards, letting Wolf and Millard take up the rear. I get that. They want to protect him the same as we want to protect Everleigh.

At the end of this, it will all come down to the two of them. 

One of them will live, triumphant and the other will die, defeated.

It has to be Everleigh. I feel my toes curl with the anticipation of this fight. 

We outnumber them, but I know they’ll fight dirty.

But so can I.

I tune out everyone and everything except for me and my weapons. I am the only person who can keep me alive.  

And I don’t plan to die today.

The silence gives way to the roar of battle as we rush forwards, all of our men following us, weapons and voices raised. 

I lock eyes with a man, and I can tell that he thinks I’m easy prey. Cockiness makes him clumsy and as he lifts his sword, I dart forward and split his belly open. 

I jump backwards so I don’t get dirty shoes so early on, and one by one, I stab, slice and split, man after man after man. 

My arm is hurting from the weight of my sword, but I don’t get lazy. One look at the blood and death around me and I know I can’t allow myself to; the smell of guts, and worse, is sickening and I will not allow my innards to join the mush of mess that covers the floor. 

I assess and attack quickly and constantly. 

In battle you can’t stop, or look to see what anyone else is doing. A split second where you’re not concentrating means death.

I have come out of the fog of a fight before covered in scratches and cuts, bruises and blood and been oblivious to any injury. In the heat of the battle, the rush of bloodshed, you become so involved in the moment. I reckon I could lose an arm and just keep on fighting. Not even notice. 

I’m not going to let one of these men slice me open like a dead fish. 

I attack, low, high, fast, fast, fast, leaving bodies in my wake. Same as I know my boys are. I can hear them both – I am silent when I fight, but they like to talk, to goad, to shout, swear. 

I hear them, but don’t let them distract me. 

My goal is to get to Millard. If he is lucky I will take hold of him and take him to Everleigh, unlucky he’ll be dead within the hour. As I slash my way through the crowd of his men, that’s my aim, but if he tries anything I’ll gut him. 

I have no clue how many people are dead, how many have got past us, if any have got close to Everleigh and I can’t worry.

These men are all nameless and faceless so as I butcher them, I am only looking for Wolf and Millard. 

I see Millard. He’s not even fighting, just hunkering behind Wolf. Wolf’s not even fighting, just holding his sword out.

I’m the first of our lot to reach them. 

I keep my eyes on them, sword out. “Archer. Weaver.”

“Here.”

They’ve made their way through the throng and are at my side. The battle goes on behind us, and while Archer and me face our enemy, Weaver’s got our backs. 

“Question,” I yell over the noise of the fighting. “Do you want to die right here, or would you rather tell your last words to your sister?”

Millard steps in front of Wolf, hands up, but I don’t let my guard slip for a second. 

“Take me to my sister.”

I glance quickly at Archer, and Wolf, taking advantage of my split-second distraction, darts forward. Archer slips past him and holds his sword to Millard’s neck, but Wolf gets past me, spins Weaver around and plunges his sword right into his heart. 

The scream doesn’t sound like me but I know it is. My scream, my pain, my friend dead. If I don’t scream, I will be sick. I can hear Archer cursing, but he knows what to do. He doesn’t let go of Millard. Not now that we have him again. 

I don’t hesitate. 

I slam into Wolf, who’s distracted, shaking drops of Weaver’s blood off his sword. Despite the size of him I manage to knock him off kilter. Maybe he thought I’d run away from him not towards him, be broken hearted, unable to move. 

I hit him again, and then I bring my sword around and manage to cut his arm. Quickly, I attack again and this time my sword slashes his cheek. I cannot back down. My final blow stabs him in the stomach and in a mist of fury I raise my sword and plunge it into his belly again and again and again until I hear Archer’s voice. I stop. 

I can feel his blood dripping down my face and all I feel is a swell of deep satisfaction.  

That was for Weaver. 
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ARCHER KEEPS HIS SWORD at Millard’s neck, with Ceryn flanking them, weapon aloft, tear stained face, filled with a fury, daring anyone to come near her, to dare attempt a rescue of Millard. 

Threading through the dead bodies, there is loss on both sides, but it seems as though Millard’s men, their scarlet livery matching their blood, have been wiped out. 

Everleigh’s new army look dazed, wiping blood off their faces, clapping other survivors on their backs, lowering their heads in honour of the dead that they knew, liked, loved.

The courtyard is in a slumber of death, silent, eerily silent. So much blood, bodies without heads, heads without bodies, and at the back, blood on her dagger and shock colouring her face, is Everleigh.

Ceryn rushes to her side, the dagger drops to the floor and Ceryn collapses into her arms, her pain at losing Weaver mixing with Everleigh’s pain at the whole event. “What happened? Are you alright?”

The anguish on Archer’s face is painful; he wants to comfort Everleigh and be comforted, but he will not let go of Millard. “Alright?” He mouths the word, and she nods, shakily.

“I’m fine. One of Millard’s men got to me. Will and Ginata were fighting already so I had to kill him.” She’s quaking, tears running down her face. 

“Weaver’s dead.”

“No!”

Ceryn is sobbing. “Wolf killed him but I killed Wolf.”

Everleigh looks at Millard, disgust and contempt on her face. “I’m glad you killed Wolf. I’m so sorry, for you both.”

They nod silently, accepting her condolences for the loss of their friend, unable to process their grief.

“Ceryn, take him to Ginata’s rooms. Stay with him. Do not let him go.”

“If he moves a muscle I don’t want him to, I’ll kill him.” 

Everleigh knows it’s true. Ceryn takes hold of Millard and leads him away. “One wrong move,” she says to him as they walk and he must believe her because he doesn’t try to escape or fight. 

Archer goes to Everleigh’s side. “It’s over,” he whispers into her ear, holding her tightly. “It’s all over.”

“Weaver...”

“I know. I can’t-”

They hold each other tightly, silently. 

She turns to her men, the men who are still alive, who have streamed into the courtyard. 

Silence settles over the men, weapons lowered. They all look to Everleigh.

“Thank you. I can never do anything for you that matches what you have done for me. I cannot make up for the pain, the hurt, the loss. But I will be a good Queen.”

There is a quiet roar of approval – more reserved and less hearty than the roar when she first met them, but a roar all the same.  

“We need to clear the bodies, get Cook, fill the great hall with food and ale.”

Archer gestures for one of the oldest stable boys; he gives him instructions while Everleigh turns to Will and Ginata. “Thank you.” She wipes the blood off Will’s face. “Are you hurt?”

He shakes his head, no. 

“Ginata? Are you alright?”

Ginata is white faced and shaking. “I’m fine.”

“Let’s go.” 

Everleigh takes Archer’s hand. They make their way through the sea of dead bodies, slipping in the blood, tears flowing. “Oh, no!” Everleigh sees a familiar form, face down in the blood. She drops to the floor next to him.  

The teacher. 

She turns him on to his back, hand to his chest, shaking her head. “Please, no.” She touches his face, his skin, so much blood. She moves his cloak aside but cannot see a wound. She shakes him again, desperate for him to be alright. 

He turns his head, groaning. Alive. 

Sobbing with relief, she feels Archer put his arms around her, but she cannot move. This man saved Archer’s life, twice, what would they have done without him? 

Will hunkers next to him taking an arm, Archer takes the other one. The teacher opens his eyes as they lift him to his feet. Wincing as he smiles, his whole body is shaking. “I thought my end had come.”

“We thought it had too. Are you alright?”

“I’ve been better.”

They smile at his wit, even so close to death, he can joke. 

“I think I was knocked out. I have no injury that I can feel. The blood is not my own.”

Everleigh touches his shoulder, and they move through the crowd together, leaving the battle scene behind and head in to the castle. Ginata follows silently behind. 

Inside Ginata’s room, Millard is on his knees. Ceryn is stood behind him, the point of her sword on the back of his neck; he obviously hasn’t tried to escape.  

Everleigh ignores them both, sweeping past him and into Ginata’s bedroom. Addyson is waiting for her, Della beside her, and they sink into each other’s arms. “It’s over. It’s over. Wolf is dead and Millard’s next door. We’ve got him.” 

The tears are a mix of everything they have felt and everything they have gone through over the past few days and everything they have lost. Della has her hand on Addyson’s back. 

“It’s all over. You should have seen my army, Add, hundreds of them, maybe more, all ready to fight for me. And they did. We won. But we lost, too. Weaver is dead.” She cries again, sobbing for every death, every lost life, on both sides. 

“What can I do?” Della, always practical, ready to help, despite her own sadness, her personal loss. 

“I cannot face him.”

“You have to. You have to finish this.” Addyson’s voice is hard.

“I can’t. I’m covered in blood. So many people died for our fight today. I can smell it on me, the death, the destruction. I’m done.”

Della puts a hand on her cheek. “Queen, you will never be done. You are about to rule the Realm you were born to rule, destined to fight for. You cannot waiver now, not right at the end, not after everyone who fought for you, died for you.”

“You’re right. I’m sorry. I am Queen, now, with Millard caught. I have to do this.”

Archer pokes his head around the door. “All alright?”

Everleigh nods. “I was just having a wobble.”

He comes to her side, and takes her hand, kisses her forehead, her cheek, her lips. “You’re the Queen of the Realm. You’re allowed to wobble.”

Everleigh laughs, a shaky sound, but a laugh. “Della, listen to me?”

“Always.”

“If Millard says anything to you, anything about Finn, don’t listen.”

“What do you mean?”

“He’s nasty minded. He’ll want to upset you, hurt you. Ignore him.”

Della stands up straight. “I will, or else I’ll clip his ear!”

Everleigh and Addyson hold on to each other. “I cannot wait to end Millard’s life for all that he has done.”

“Can I be there?”

Everleigh nods. 
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DO I REALLY WANT ADDYSON to watch me kill Millard? Not really. I think she has seen too much and been through too much, but I cannot refuse her. Not really. And I cannot put this off any longer. Will, Ginata, Ceryn and the teacher are in the other room with my brother and I have to be there too. 

I look down at my boyish clothes, bloody and soiled, a testament to the men who died for me today. I want him to see their blood when I talk to him. I think about all of them – faceless, nameless – who died today, in my name or Millard’s and then I see Weaver’s face. He was so important to so many of us. And now he’s gone. Gone, in a second.

Macsen is dead and Millard will soon join him. I feel ready to see my brother and kill him for all that he has done.

I take Addyson’s hand and together we go to face him. 

Ceryn still stands behind his back, sword to his neck. Will and Ginata, Archer and the teacher are all in the room. We stand in front of him, two sisters facing our brother. 

“It’s over,” I tell him and fresh tears flow for everything that has happened, everything that has passed since I made the river rise. We are all crying in this room. Except Millard.

Ceryn pulls him to his feet and the sneer on his face makes me want to hurt him in death, torture him for all he’s done. 

I shake my head. I will not stoop as low as him.

“It’s over. I told you it would be.”

He shrugs.

“Don’t you have anything to say after all that you’ve done? Or will you die as you lived, selfish and uncaring?”

“I suppose I will die as I lived, how I am. I am all I know to be.”

“You could have been better, done better. We loved you so much. You had so much.”

“I wanted more. Always. My downfall, you could say.”

“Aren’t you sorry?”

“Not one bit. I’ve had some fun.”

“Fun?”

“Yes, slicing Macsen’s head off was pretty funny. And, Halfreda, she was more than ready to die.”

“I hate you,” Addyson shouts at him.

He shrugs. “And Lanorie. I enjoyed that one. And Finn.”

“You’re sick!” Della’s voice is a mixture of a scream and a sob, she drops to the floor, Addyson hugging her.

“I’m sick? Really? You must be his sister. He told us all about you. Old maid, childless and lifeless. Your only pleasure mothering him and anyone else unlucky enough to meet you.”

“He didn’t say those things. He never would have. You killed him, you-”

“He did. He spilled his guts to Wolf and to me. And he was happy to help me.”

“Help you? He never-”

I interject, I do not want her to hear this. “Della, don’t listen, remember what I said?” 

“No, listen to me Della. You didn’t know Finn as well as you thought. Did you know he was helping me? Did you know he was in love with Everleigh? Did you know that he would have done anything I asked him, even killed her? He brought me Ceryn. I should have killed her when I killed him.”

“Ceryn?” Della’s face is awash with anguish. 

Ceryn looks away from her, tears flooding her vision. She shakes her head. “I’m sorry, Della.”

“Ah, she didn’t tell you? That Finn helped me to capture her, but then I killed him. She didn’t tell you that I killed him with a death draught that she made.” He points his finger at Ginata, an accusation that makes her knees buckle. 

“What?” Della is sobbing harder than before.

“I had to make it! Della, I’m sorry I didn’t know he would give it to Finn, I didn’t know Finn was helping him.”

Millard is laughing now, crowing. “It’s all coming out now. And Ginny, did you know about the little drink I have been leaving you in your rooms? A gift from King to servant.”

Ginata marches over to me, stands in front of him, and I take her hand to stop her getting too close to him. “Ceryn told me and I knew it. I knew I could never have fallen in love with a pig like you, a maniac like you, an evil, twisted, murderer like you. Who could fall in love with you without a love potion to make her?”

He just closes his eyes and laughs. When he opens them they are full of menace and mischief. “Really? But shall I tell you a little secret?”

Ginata is shaking, her skin clammy. I squeeze her hand so that she knows I’m there for her. “No one wants to hear anything you have to say. It’s the end of this,” I tell him. 

“No Everleigh. Not yet. Sweet Ginny needs to hear this.”

“What?” Tears are coursing down her face and I feel pity for all the conflicting emotions she’s had to put up with since she’s been living with my brother, serving him.

“So you know about the love potion? I guess Daisy told you?”

We both nod. 

“But I bet you didn’t realise that only half of the bottles I gave to Daisy contained a love potion?”

The teacher speaks up. “We knew there were two different potions. One to make her fall in love with you and one to make her submissive?”

“Is that what you think?” He is crowing again, shaking his head, a smile making his lips twitch. 

“Isn’t it?” The teacher cannot help his natural curiosity. 

The tension is building in the room again and while I don’t want to hear what he says I also need to know what he’s going to say. I want to cry for the man he has become. My brother was everything to me. I looked up to him. I loved that he loved me and I loved him. 

How did he change into someone so unrecognisable? I hate what he’s done and I hate who he is.

The grin that comes over his face is pure madness. “Half of the bottles were love potions, you’re right. But the other half? The other half were the complete opposite. Brewed by you, Ginata, you clever little witch and taken from your stores. A potion for lovesick fools who are fed up of being love sick fools. A potion that would turn their heart against the person they had feelings for, close off those emotions and leave them immune to their loved one.”

We are all silent, trying to figure out what he’s saying. 

He helps us along. “So if you drink a love potion half of the time and the opposite of a love potion the rest of the time...”

The teacher steps forwards. “The one would negate the other.”

“I don’t understand,” I say, looking from the teacher to Ginata to my brother. 

It seems Ginata understands; she has fallen to the floor, let go of my hand, buckled under my brother’s words and she is bawling, heartbroken. 

Ceryn has a sneer on her face. “I knew it!”

I am still confused; with everything that’s gone on I’m just not thinking straight. 

Ginata is wailing and Millard is laughing. 

The teacher touches my arm, his eyes full of unshed tears, for me, for all of us, for Ginata, I don’t know. “I couldn’t tell what the taste was. What the other potion was. I assumed it was something to addle her brain, but...If it’s the potion Millard says it is, an antidote to love, if you will. If anyone had been drinking them both, which Ginata has, then she hasn’t been drugged into falling in love with your brother. The two potions cancel each other out. She has been drinking nothing more potent than water.”

“So if she wasn’t forced to fall in love with him...”

“She chose to betray you!” Ceryn’s voice is bitter and hard. 

Ginata is shaking her head, repeating the word no, over and over again. I step back from her and look at the teacher. Someone I know I can trust. Archer slips his hand into mine. 

“Is that true?”

“If she has been drinking them both, then yes, whatever she did, she did through choice. Her own choice.”

Ginata wails again and I want to join her. This is another betrayal and a worse one because I wasn’t expecting it now. We were reconciled. 

“Seize her.” My voice doesn’t sound like mine.
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ARCHER LETS GO OF EVERLEIGH’S hand and takes hold of Ginata. He drags her to Millard’s side and keeps hold of her arms. 

Millard grins at her. “Together again, little Ginny. Tell me, do you still love me?”

“I hate you. Please Everleigh. Please. This cannot be. I would never hurt you, never betray you. It’s not right. Please. There must be some mistake.”

“The only mistake was me trusting you. You have broken my heart.”

Ginata cannot look at any of them, she lowers her head to the floor, tears dripping, shoulders shaking. 

“Enough of this. Whatever you have said or done doesn’t matter anymore. Ginata, I will lock you up, Millard, I will kill you. I will be crowned and I will forget about the both of you and what you’ve done to me.”

Archer beckons Will to him and passes him a dagger. Will gives it to Everleigh and she drops it, as though it’s scalding hot. For all her bravado, can she really do this? End this? Kill him?

Millard opens his eyes, sensing her weakness and it’s the glint in his eyes that convinces her of what she must do.  

Will picks up the dagger and stands in front of her, blocking the view of her brother. Archer talks over Ginata’s head. “Let me do it for you. Take Addyson in the other room and let me finish this.”

“I should do it.”

“Maybe, maybe not. He will still be dead.”

“I wish it hadn’t come to this.”

“We all do. Let me help you, let me do this for you.”

Is she less of a Queen if someone else kills Millard? More? Does it even matter? She turns to Addyson and takes her hands. Addyson turns to their brother, wiping her tears with her sleeve. “Our father wasn’t very nice to me but I never wished him dead. I wish you were dead. You are horrible. A liar, a murderer, a nasty evil person.”

Millard closes his eyes again. He doesn’t want to hear them. And nothing they say will change the past and nothing he says will change the past. The events that have led to them all being here in this room will never change. 

Only Everleigh now has the power to shape the future. What becomes of him, Ginata, of Addyson and of herself. 

He cannot live, she knows that much. The slightest weakness shown from her will encourage a rebellion against her at some point in the future, led by him or one of his supporters. 

She looks at him. Her brother. Her handsome brother.

Any one of the people in this room would kill him on her behalf.

“Will, give me the dagger.” He does and she holds it in her right hand. “Archer, Ceryn, how do I do it...so it’s quick?”

“Stab him in the heart with all of your strength, stab in and up.”

She nods, feeling sick. 

Will steps forward and puts his hand on her shoulder. She feels the heat from his touch and the love he feels for her. Addyson does the same, then Della and then the teacher. Ceryn and Archer cannot touch her because they are guarding her enemies but she can tell from the look on their faces what they think and how they feel about her. 

She closes her eyes and their touch fills her up. With love, peace, friendship, support, help...all the things she will need off these people as she moves into her new role as Queen.  

She is ready. She steps towards Millard but just before she reaches him, he grabs hold of Ginata, tipping her back and pouring something down her throat.  

Ceryn pulls him back by the hood of his cloak, and sticks the point of her sword in his neck. He screams out but then laughs. 

Archer pulls Ginata away from Millard. “What did you do? What was that you gave her?”

Ginata is spitting the liquid out of her mouth, crying and screaming and still Millard laughs. 

“That, little Ginny, was my final present to you. Something you made for me. Ironic, don’t you think?”

“The death draught? No – you gave it to me, in the cottage.” Her voice has altered, the poison working its way into her system. 

“Ah, no – that was the vial that you gave Macsen. I cleaned it out, filled it with ale. The death draught you made, I kept. You never know when these things will come in handy.” 

Ginata is clutching at her throat, her body starting to spasm.

“And by the way – I lied. The two potions were a love potion and a potion to addle the brain. She didn’t betray you, after all.”

“What?” Everleigh feels all the breath leave her body. 

“Sorry, sis. I just can’t help myself. Sorry, little Ginny.”

Everleigh drops to Ginata’s side. “Forgive me, forgive me.”

It is too late. Her skin is turning black. 

“Della, look – this is how Finn died.”

At the sound of Della’s cries intensifying, Everleigh screams, an animalistic sound, and lunges for her brother. Without thought or care, she stabs at his heart with the dagger, not caring if it’s a clean or quick kill. 

Ignoring the blood pumping out of his body, she turns away from him, from Ginata, from everybody. 

Addyson takes hold of her and leads her away. Della follows them, her hand on Addyson’s back.

Once they have moved into Ginata’s bedroom, Ceryn stands in front of Millard with her sword. He must be dead, but if he’s not, she will finish him off. 

Archer stands beside Ceryn, wrapping his arms around her shoulders, so she does not have to move her gaze from Millard. The pain at the loss of their best friend is held between them, a physical pain, a connection between them. 

They cry for a minute and then Archer kisses the top of her head. He goes after Everleigh but Will stays with Ceryn. He silently takes her hand and she sobs, eyes still on Millard’s body.  

Everleigh reaches the bed and drops on to it, weeping. “I cannot believe that. She was innocent. What have I done?”

The teacher drops to his knees beside her. “Everleigh, you must not, cannot blame yourself for this. That is exactly what Millard wanted. It’s why he said those things. It was his parting shot. He knew he could not live but he wanted to live on in your heart. Do not let him.”

“But Ginata-”

“Is a casualty of war. The same as Weaver, the same as Lanorie, or any of the dead men in the courtyard.”

“I cannot stand it.”

“You have to.”

Archer sits beside her, stroking her back, letting her cry, joining in. 

Ceryn slips into the room, Millard is definitely dead, and the pages have wrapped him and removed him already, along with Ginata’s blackened body. Will tucks in beside her, his new place next to her.

“Now what?” Everleigh asks, her voice hoarse from crying.

“Now you are Queen.”

Everleigh drops her head, more sobs wracking her body. 

The tension and silence are thick, but no one can celebrate the end of the war, the end of Millard’s life. Too much has been lost, so much sacrificed. The Realm as they knew it, is altered. They all are. 

They break off into small groups, naturally, quietly talking, crying, grieving. Della and Addyson are always together and so nothing changes there. Addyson gives comfort to Della over the loss of Finn, and Della assures her that things will get better. “Will you come to live at the castle?”

“If your sister still wants me to, yes.”

There is nothing for her at her cottage now, except memories of her brother and his death, his betrayal.

Archer has joined Ceryn and Will, and Will quietly holds Ceryn’s hand as they talk about Weaver. How good he was, how kind he was, how much he liked to sew. 

“He’d be glad I killed Wolf.”

“We’re all glad you killed Wolf.”

They smile and reminisce, tears mixed with laughter, grief and fond memories mingling in the bittersweet way they do when a loved one dies. 

“I need to thank the men who fought,” Everleigh says, her voice small.

“Everleigh, you are Queen, now. You have to forget everything that’s happened and look to the future.”

She nods and asks Della to help her get changed into something less bloody before she faces her people for the first time. 

They form a small procession, a very serious procession, as they make their way through the castle corridors and down to the great hall. 

There are no guards on the door, and the noise coming from inside is deafening. Archer opens the door for Everleigh and a hush falls over the great hall. 

She walks slowly through the crowd and takes her place on the dais. She smiles out at the men, the little maids, pages, stable boys, squires and Cook. 

“My brother is dead. He killed many, many people. He was a truly terrible King. I am your new ruler. I am Queen of the Realm.”

There is a beat of silence and then a cheer, a stamping of feet and a banging of fists, as the cry goes up: “Long live the Queen!”

“Long live the Queen,” Archer whispers in her ear.

“And her King.” Everleigh grins at him. 
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“OUT! OUT! OUT!” DELLA ushers Will and Archer out of the room, and they don’t even try to argue. It’s coronation day and if bossing us around helps her to forget about her brother and how he died then I’m happy and I know everyone else is too. 

I sit on a chair, chewing on a bit of grass, watching the bustle of getting a Queen ready for her coronation, glad I’m not in Everleigh’s position.

“I wish you wouldn’t do that in here!” Della says, batting me out of the chair. “Come on, you’re first in the bath.”

“What? No!”

“I don’t care what you wear,” Everleigh says, kissing my cheek, “but you need to be clean.”

I spit the grass in the fire, wishing I’d left the room with Will and Archer. “Fine. No petals, though.”

“They’re already in there.”

They are all in hysterics at the look of disgust that comes over my face. I can’t help it. Why would you want soggy little flowers in the water with you? It’s just strange. 

“I won’t make you wear a dress, though.” Everleigh pokes her tongue at me and I make a face at her. 

“Funny. But I want to.” I absolutely don’t. I would look like a boy dressed as a maid for a play and I know it. I’m too ungainly, too flat footed, too much of a tomboy to wear a dress without looking stupid and I don’t want to look stupid. My boyish clothes suit me. 

“Really? I think you’d look great all dressed up in a velvet gown.”

I am appalled, joke gone too far. I have visions of Della forcing me into velvet to look pretty, to not spoil the lovely day. I spoke to her yesterday and told her about Finn. How upset he’d been at his betrayal, how clever Millard was at manipulating people. Look at all of us believing that Ginata hadn’t been duped into falling in love with him. I feel bad now, her death wasn’t pleasant. 

I think there are more conversations to be had, but there’s time enough after today. 

“I think I’d look horrific.”

“I made you something...” Della hands me a new face mask – a swatch of material, not leather. “It’ll make it easier for you to breathe – it won’t be so hot and you can wash it.”

“Wash it?”

We all laugh, but I am touched more than I let on. After what happened yesterday, finding out that I lied about Finn, I’m surprised she didn’t throw it in the fire. “Thank you, Della, it’s lovely. Here-” I pass her my dirty clothes and hop into the bath. 

“Thanks!” Della throws them into a pile on the floor, at least cleaning them won’t be her job. 

Everleigh has moved Addyson from her old room and given her a suite of three interconnecting rooms. A receiving room and a bedroom each for her and Della. I’m so pleased that Della is staying at the castle. We make a good team, all of us that are left. I need to cry for Weaver, and I will. I know he won’t be coming back, not like Archer did. It’s too sad. He was the best of the three of us and though I’m excited for today, I don’t know how we’ll get along without him. 

Everleigh decided to keep her old room, despite all the bad memories. And I think she’s right. This battle between her and her brother has changed too many things. This castle is her home now. Home of a Queen and she has to call the shots. 

The courtyard’s full already, with visitors from all over the Realm and my old pal Kenneth is crowning Everleigh today. He’s been pacing around all morning trying to remember the words he’s got to say. 

It’s got to be a good day. To make all that has gone before worth it, it has to be a good day. 

And I reckon it will be.

My face hurts from grinning and that’s definitely never happened before. I’m a pretty grumpy girl, really. I don’t like a lot of people and I enjoy having something to whinge about. 

Weaver used to say I was only happy if I was miserable.

Oh, Weaver. I know he wouldn’t have had it any other way. We knew we would fight side by side with Archer, for any cause he chose. But I don’t want him to be dead. I miss him, but I can still hear him, the funny things he would have said, his dry observations.

We were lucky to know him. If I could have died in his place I would have. The world was better with him in it. With me, not so much. I don’t have much to offer.

And yet, here, in this castle, people seem to like me.

Archer’s always liked me. I think I’m a refreshing change to a lot of girls. I’m blunt, smelly and sweary, though I smell like I’ve been rolling around on the floor of the rose garden at the moment. 

Everleigh likes me, Addyson likes me, Della likes me, and Will...

I feel embarrassed thinking about it because what if I’m wrong? I used to imagine Archer taking my hand and telling me he loved me like I loved him. Sometimes he’d smile at me and I’d think, yes, look at him, he likes me, but I was way off.

What if it’s the same with Will? He likes to sit by me and we like to hold hands, but after the horror of the fighting yesterday, I’d have even held hands with Ginata. Sometimes you just need comfort, warmth, touch.

Is that what it is? 

And anyway, I’m not for falling in love. I’ve got the devil’s mark on my ugly old face, and besides, I fight much better than Will. Could he really fall in love with someone who’s better with a sword than a saucepan? 

I doubt it.  

I’m ready for the coronation, dressed in a clean version of my every day uniform, and I know I look like a boy, but for now, I’m okay with that. 
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“WHAT COLOUR DRESS AM I wearing?” Addyson is laying on the floor, exhaustion on her pale face. Since Millard died she seems more like a child than ever, hugging Everleigh, sitting on her lap, rolling on the floor like a toddler, all her thoughts of being ladylike or grown up abandoned. 

“Whatever colour you prefer,” Everleigh says. Needing her sister to be happy. She’ll be so spoiled now, by everyone hoping to make her forget all the horrible things she’s seen.  

“What colour are you wearing?”

“Gold. Very Queenly.”

“I can’t wait for the feast. Cook said she’s cooked a quail in a turkey in a duck in a chicken or maybe it was a duck in a chicken in a turkey...I don’t know but it sounded good.”

“She’s been cooking non-stop since she started feeding your army yesterday.”

“She loves it,” Ceryn says.  

“She does. And her food is gorgeous.”

“I can’t believe it’s all over and all we have to worry about is whether the duck is cooked in the chicken or the other way around.”

Everleigh gives Ceryn a shove with her hip. “Actually, I’m worried about my good friend Will. And whether he’s about to have his heart broken by a mysterious masked woman.”

“Shut up!” Ceryn shoves Everleigh properly, and she stumbles, breaking out into peals of giggles. 

“You dare shove your Queen?”

“I do when she’s talking nonsense like that.”

They are laughing. “Come on, Addyson, your turn in the bath.” Della ushers Addyson away and Everleigh turns to Ceryn. “He’s a good man. The best.”

“I thought Archer was the best?”

“He is. For me.”

Ceryn laughs. “It’s fine. I’m not in love with him anymore. I haven’t been since he came back to life. And I’m not in love with Will either.”

“Really?”

“Not yet.”

“But you could be?”

“I don’t know. It’s all too scary.”

“It could be wonderful.”

“Maybe. But I’ll be too busy, won’t I? Heading up your army and teaching you to fight?”

“You’re definitely staying then?”

She nods. “If Weaver was alive and he was going home, I might have gone with him, but now, I’d just be by myself. I think my future’s here, with you lot. If you’ll have me.”

“Of course. And yes, you’ll be busy, but I’d give you time off for Will.”

Ceryn shoves her again and they both break down, giggling.  

Addyson joins them, wrapped in her drying cloak. “Are you really staying?”

“Yes. Is that alright?”

“It’s more than alright.” 

“Everleigh – your turn!”

Everleigh grins and leaves them alone to talk. 

“Life has been horrible since my father was killed. Now I think it might be good again.”

“I’ll make sure of it. If you need a friend, you’ve always got one, someone to talk to, you’ve got me, someone to teach you how to give a smart answer to any idiots who bang on about you being the cursed princess, you’ve got me. I feel like I’ve got sisters, I’ve never had female friends before.”

“I’ve never had friends.”

“Oh, Addyson, now you’ve got me and Della. I know Della loves you, too.”

“Della’s like my mother.”

“She is, and with Finn gone, it’s good for her to have someone to look after. She needs you as much as you need her.”

Della holds out her hand for Addyson. “Come on, let’s get you dressed and make sure you look beautiful. It’s going to be a great day.”

Ceryn chews on some grass while she waits for Addyson to come back out, and for Everleigh to be dressed in her coronation gown.  

Addyson comes out first, in a beautiful green silk dress, her hair in plaits down her back, so fair compared with how dark Everleigh’s hair is. 

“You look beautiful.”

“Thank you. You look...clean.” She’s beaming that she’s found something nice to say to Ceryn and Ceryn bellows with laughter, hugging her close, but making sure she doesn’t wrinkle her lovely dress. 

Della comes to the door and coughs. “Queen Everleigh.”

Everleigh glides into the room; that’s the only way to describe it, she glides.

Her hair is down, and her eyes are dancing, she has the most wonderful smile on her face and she does look like a beautiful Queen. Ceryn bows low to her, and Addyson claps her hands. 

“Queen. You look perfect.”

“Thank you, you look...”

“Clean?” Ceryn asks and laughs again.  

Everleigh looks so different now that Millard is dead. Happy, carefree, young again. She’s only seventeen and yet she’s had the worries of the whole Realm on her shoulder. And she always will now. 

There’s a knock at the door. It’s the teacher, to take them down to the coronation. “Oh, you look wonderful. Very regal.”

“Thank you. I’m ready. I think.”

There’s another knock and this time it’s Will and Archer.

Will looks very handsome indeed and Ceryn cannot look at him. She busies herself with attaching her mask.

Archer looks handsome too, and only has eyes for his Queen, as it should be.

They follow Everleigh out of the room, a small procession, all of them happy, all of them excited, the pain of their losses there but just out of reach, tucked away, just for today. 
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AND SO, I AM ALMOST Queen. Of the Realm and all who reside within it. What a scary thought.

We are heading outside, and I sneak a look into the great hall, and Cook has outdone herself. I can’t help but think back to my feast, the Kingmaker’s feast, less than two weeks ago.

How has so much happened and so much changed in such a short time? 

This is far more splendid, though, and I have far more reason to smile, though I’m finding it hard. I’m not due to be sacrificed any time soon, but I have lost my father, Halfreda, Lanorie, Weaver and Ginata.

And my two brothers. 

I am sad, despite all they did wrong. They were my brothers and I loved them a lot longer than I hated them, they did many more good things than bad, but the bad was so bad I’ll never forget it. At least they are both dead now and I don’t have to worry about forgiving them. 

And Ginata, I am heartbroken that my judgment was so off course with her. She insisted that she hadn’t betrayed me, but I believed my brother instead of her. How could I do that? I knew, more than anyone, what he’d turned into, how manipulative, how evil. But I took his word. What an awful way for her to die, after all the help she gave me. Believing that we all hated her. I cannot think of her. I will – she deserves that, but right now, with these people here and the teacher waiting to crown me, I cannot lose it. 

Millard would have loved that. 

I make my way to the dais and this crowd is unlike anything I have ever seen, and I feel a little bit like an outsider, just an observer. I know some of the visitors to the castle don’t think a girl can rule, especially not a little girl like me. They think the Realm will be unsteady with me at the helm, and that I have no idea what it will be like to rule day in and day out.

They are all right.

Of course, I have no idea. Of course, I’m petrified. Of course, I want to get it right, and with the whole Realm waiting for me to slip up, I’m determined to be a good Queen. A better Queen than a King. 

I feel sick as I make my way through the crowd, smiling and waving, hoping I am ready for this, right for this. I have nothing but my instincts and my little band of helpers. Della will help to look after Addyson, moving into the castle and keeping her safe and happy. 

Ceryn and Archer will protect me and the Realm, run the army and – hopefully – I will have a peaceful reign. 

Will and the teacher will be my wise advisors; Will has never had the head of a fool, no matter how much he likes to mess around, and I’ll always trust his advice and the teacher, well without him I wouldn’t have Archer and I wouldn’t have anyone to crown me. I owe him so much. 

“Queen.” Archer bows to me. “Are you ready?”

I nod. “Just a little overwhelmed. I think I thought that ruling would be like a play or a story. A young Queen, running the Realm and being in charge. It’s a little bit scarier now I’m here. What do I do all day? What do I say? Where do I go? I didn’t spend any time with my father learning any of this stuff. There was no need. Macsen and Millard knew everything about the Realm. All of the behind the scenes stuff. I’m clueless.”

“You can make new rules. It will be just fine, I promise you.” He reaches for my hand and I let him take it. I feel a tingle as his skin touches mine.  

I smile. Whatever happens from here on in I won’t be alone. 

I watch Addyson take her place on the dais, Della watching her, a loving look on her face. She’s like the mother she never had. Ceryn is sitting with Will, and they are laughing together. 

I walk forwards, ready to be crowned. My eyes take in the crowd, my friends, all of the people I love, who love me, and I am filled with strength and purpose. I am ready to do this, ready for my reign and all it might bring me. 

I will have everything I want. 

Including Archer. 
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THE SETUP IS EXACTLY as it was for Macsen’s coronation, and strangely, as it would have been for Everleigh’s sacrifice as well. The crowd is bigger today, so many visitors from across the Realm, wanting to see if it’s true, if a Kingmaker will become Queen. 

Her army bring up the rear, row after row after row of them, hands on swords, ready, just in case. 

The dais is raised so everyone can see the royal party as they wait for Everleigh to be named Queen.

Her crown is ready, sitting on a red velvet cushion. 

The crowd go mad when she stands facing them, waving her hand, and smiling at them; her subjects. They are cheering and stamping, crying out for their Queen and Kingmaker. Everleigh smiles. Will she always be known as the Kingmaker?  

She takes her place next to the teacher, looking out at the people who will serve her, the people she will rule over, and she feels a fizz of excitement in her stomach.

She is going to be Queen. 

Addyson sits behind her, much as she did at Macsen’s coronation, that turned into Millard’s coronation and a bloodbath. She was in a daze then, but now she looks like a different child. Della sits next to her on one side and Archer sits on the other. Will sits next to Archer, but Ceryn chooses to stand, hand on her sword. 

The teacher stands opposite Everleigh, ready to make her a Queen.

“Ladies and gentlemen of the Realm, esteemed visitors, we are here today to witness the coronation of Everleigh.”

The crowd go wild; all of them cheering, women weeping and children clapping. 

“She will be Queen of the Realm, her dominions and all of her possessions. She will rule with a true soul and an honest heart, a fair countenance and a just disposition.”

The teacher says the words that form the binding ceremony of the coronation loudly and clearly, and the crowd are hanging on his every word. 

He holds up the crown. “This crown symbolises the power and the magic that runs through your veins and no man may usurp the rightful Queen.”

He places the crown on Everleigh’s head and chants in a strange tongue.

Then he takes her hand and raises it up with his own. “Long live the Queen!”

The cry is taken up by the crowd and the cheering is deafening.  

One by one every man, woman and child lower themselves into a bow or a curtsey for their new Queen. 

Everleigh cannot stop grinning, this is what she’s waited for, been dreaming about since Halfreda told her she might live, since she made the river rise. 

She is Queen.

There is a flurry of activity as the musicians start to play and the crowd start to dance and Archer stands up to take Everleigh’s hand.

A garbled shout of fury has them both spinning around to see Wolf, bloody and bleeding, clutching his stomach, a balled-up wad of material pressed into his wound, tied around with bandages. His gait is unsteady, but the dagger he holds is surprisingly stable. 

Archer pushes Everleigh behind him and reaches for his weapon. Ceryn is right beside him, her hand on her sword, confusion in her eyes. “How did he survive?” 

Before Archer can answer her, or before they can take another step, Addyson leaps out of her seat, picks up her chair and slams Wolf across the back of the head. He drops to the floor, and Ceryn and Archer, both laughing at her bravery, set their swords on him. 

“Addyson!” Everleigh shakes her head. “What were you thinking?”

“That he locked me up before and I wasn’t going to let him do it again. And I didn’t want him to spoil your special day.”

“Well, thank you, little sister.”

Everleigh takes her sister’s hand and together they face the crowd. 

The Queen of the Realm, her adored sister, the cursed princess, and her knight, Archer.
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MY NAME IS GEMMA PERFECT and the first thing I’d like to say is thank you.

Thank you for reading the first three books in The Kingmaker Series – I hope you enjoyed them. The Kingmaker is the book that’s taken me the longest to write, but the book I’m most proud of. 

I started writing it in 2011. I was watching Junior Apprentice on the BBC, and one of the female contestants had to choose which of the two boys in her team would be team leader. She said, “I’m like the Kingmaker,” or words to that effect and something in my brain just sparked. 

I wrote about 30,000 words but then, for some reason I can’t even remember, I ignored it until the summer of 2015. In the meantime, I wrote and published a set of three children’s books and an adult romance, which was also published by Harper Collins.  

By that point I wasn’t even enjoying writing and was questioning whether I should stop doing it altogether when I picked The Kingmaker up again. Within four weeks I had written another 40,000 words. That’s when I realised that I was finally writing what I should be writing – not what I thought I should be writing or what I believed people would want to read. Suddenly it was easy to do and, more importantly, enjoyable again.

I started writing The Cursed Princess, set a few years after The Kingmaker Trilogy ends, following Everleigh’s sister Addyson and her life as the cursed princess – but I realised that Everleigh’s story had only just started so I’m working on the next book in her story first. For this reason I have changed the trilogy to a series. 

If you don’t want to miss the release of this or any other books please subscribe to my emails here. 

There are two things all readers can do for authors that they like once they’ve read their book: review and recommend.

Reviews really do help books become more visible to other readers and a good review can make an author’s day. If you enjoyed The Kingmaker, please consider heading to Amazon and leaving a review – thank you. 

Recommendations are what make a book take on a life of its own, finding new readers and fans and there’s nothing like word of mouth for spreading the word about books we love.  

And please do recommend the book if you enjoyed it. It’s the single best thing you can do to help an author out. 

You can get in touch with me, should you want to, via facebook or you can visit my website www.gemmaperfect.com and I really hope that you do xxx 

P.S. My gorgeous book covers were made by Covers by BZN Studio Designs - www.covers.bzndesignstudios.com and I know you’ll agree that they’re absolutely gorgeous!
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