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For there is no friend like a sister

In calm or stormy weather

– Christina Rossetti
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​​After the Starfall
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Confessions of Nana Lune on the blighted birth of Snow White  

—1100 years after the Starfall (ASf)

Don’t believe them. 

The liars at court who whisper the princess was born under a demon moon or cursed unholy pale by a witch. They weren’t there when the blizzard caught the Queen’s party in the mountain pass at Hallowside and Isabeau fell into labor. They weren’t there when the wee princess came screaming into the world, ruddy as a rose and still warm with her mother’s blood. I suppose what happened next was inevitable with the elemental magic of Albemar, geomagy, running through the babe’s veins. Her mother was dying, and the only way the newborn princess knew to save her was to take the cold away. 

As I swaddled the babe in my cloak, her screams quit so suddenly that I feared her heart had stopped. But the princess was merely holding her breath, pulling the winter bite out of the air, trapping the ice in her tiny lungs until all color had bled from her skin and the marrow froze in her bones. Frost sparkled on the child’s lips as she began to breathe again—one breath too late. Queen Isabeau was gone, but not before she kissed her daughter’s cool brow and named her “Snow White.”
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Excerpts from Her Majesty’s Royal Correspondence 

—1116 ASf

To Queen Estelle, the Living Star of Albemar—

Enclosed in the box you will find your heart’s desire, but I fear you crave a loathsome and twisted thing. Do not be fooled by its lush amber skin or honey scent—goblin fruit is venom to the core. One bite will boil the blood in your enemy’s veins to ash. Beware of what you wish, Your Majesty. There shall be no repenting of this vengeance. Has Snow White so changed you? Your stepdaughter’s treachery is cursed across the Kingdom Isles, but surely even she does not deserve such a death. How will you explain your actions to little Rosavere? I beg you to reconsider and let me dispatch Snow myself! I would not suffer that unnatural creature’s death to be a stain upon you.

Your Humble Servant,

Sanju

––––––––
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Most loyal Sanju,

When snow falls, it soils nothing.  

Queen Estelle 
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​​Chapter 1: The Other Princess


[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


Snow is shivering against the space between true dream and awakening. She’s always there, but lately her silhouette has been growing clearer, sharper. Perhaps that is because today on the first morning of my sixteenth year, we are finally the same age. I burrow deeper into my bed sheets and steel my skin against the cold draft slipping through the stone walls of the palace. Snow’s ghost presses even closer—as if she rests right beside me. 

I’ve given up trying to banish her long ago.

My half sister was born a princess, but died no better than a traitor in an unmarked grave. I used to wish I knew where her body lies so that I could mingle my whispers with her bones. I wouldn’t leave her a prayer, not even a curse. Just my pain—I hate you, Snow White. I must despise you always, though our laughter once twined thicker than briars. There was a time when I would’ve done anything just to trail in the wake of ice crystals behind Snow’s shadow. I might even have followed her into the forbidden silver groves of the Wildershade, except that I know what I saw the night our father was murdered eleven years ago. 

“Rose Red, Rose Red—”

The sing-song echo of the huntsman’s cry pulls me back to that night. No matter how many times I’ve tried to close my eyes against the memory, the path to Father’s study always catches me in its maze. I’m five summers old again, a confident brat playing my very last child’s game in the castle corridors.

“Rose Red, Rose Red, if I catch you, I’ll tear off your head!”

Micah’s voice ends in a ferocious growl that startles me out of my sprint. I bump into a marble bust of one of my Leonesse ancestors sleeping under a noble shroud of dust. Steadying my frowning stone relative on his pedestal, a tiny thrill darts through me as I recognize Micah’s snarl; Silver Saber Cat, western mountain province of Albemar. The Chief Huntsman of the Court has taught me dozens of cries of beast and bird since I was knee-high to his boot. 

None are frightening enough to ferret me out. 

I stifle a cross between a snicker and a sneeze as I slide behind a musty mermaid tapestry. Poor Nana Lune! My nursemaid must be desperate if she sent her nephew to track me down. But there’s no way I’m getting snared for bedtime so easily, not when I can fold myself into a perfect puzzle in the chest in Father’s study. My hand searches the wall until I find the small circular indentation in the stone. Pressing hard, the secret panel gives and I stumble backwards into the study. My eyes blink as they adjust to the sudden golden sphere of candle light, which can only mean . . . Uh oh. I thought he was still stuck in a stuffy council.

“Evening, Father,” I murmur, dropping into my deepest curtsy. 

I expect to be reprimanded for my interruption and ordered promptly to bed without my after-supper treat. Farewell, caramel-glazed crumpets . . . Yet Father doesn’t even notice me. Somehow, I find that even worse. His hair is the same firebrand red as mine, but tonight the candle light seems to catch all the new white strands that have been sneaking into his beard lately. He hunches over a map of the Isle of Albemar spread across his desk, pinning and unpinning a fleet of tiny silver ships to the parchment. I wince as a sharp metal point slits through the thick paper and grinds into the wood. 

“Stop.” I place my warm palm over his weathered hand. “You’ll rip a hole in the kingdom!” I stiffen as Father’s blue gaze meets mine suddenly. 

“Rosavere?” Father sounds out my name slowly, as if drawing each syllable from somewhere faraway. “Forgive me, bean,” he mumbles. “If I could unmake you princess, spare both you and Snow the coming gale, I’d do it now—”

Normally, I pummel Father whenever he teases my gangling frame with the nickname “bean.” But he’s so strange tonight I can’t do it. His feverish eyes fall back to the miniature armada swarming the map on his desk. He’s . . . crying without water? 

Those with Leonesse blood can learn to share their thoughts with each other, but it doesn’t take kinsight to tell that Father’s welling panic will soon drown him if I don’t do something. I slide over the desk, crinkling ancient parchments and knocking the needle-sharp glint of ships aside as I poke him in the chest. 

“Never!” I scoff. “I refuse to surrender my tiara until I at least get to try it on once.” The official crowning ceremony wouldn’t come until my sixth birthday, unbearable ages away. I tug on Father’s beard and decide to try out the word Nana Lune muttered over the new price of her favorite cherry cordial. “Careful Father, or I’ll—I’ll behead you for such tree-zon-us talk!” 

“Behead me, eh?” Father snorts. “Better watch yourself, or you’ll turn out a proper little tyrant.” He tickles me with a feather quill, and I shriek indignantly.

I stifle my cry too late. The huntsman will find me now! If only Micah were the one who came—but I was wrong about both hunter and prey that night.  

The vibrations hit my bones first. My teeth grind together as the pressure builds, yet the earth isn’t shaking underfoot. The tremors sound on all sides from everything made of glass. Waves of air gust from the long row of balcony windows to the left as if each pane funnels a storm. Even my reflection ripples as I stumble to the right side of the study to gaze into a tall oval mirror rattling on its hook. Scrolls scatter as Father leaps over his desk and grabs me in his arms, pulling me close. 

I bury my head into his shoulder as he carries me to the cedar chest set against the opposite wall. “Father, what’s happening?” I whimper. My ears pop as cracks seam the glass in a series of sharp whines. 

“Don’t come out until I call you,” Father shouts. But he’s barely raised the lid when the mirror behind him explodes in a blizzard of shards. 

I want to warn Father, but the glass streams outward in little pieces of light ever so much faster than words . . . and then my skull explodes. A hot lance stabs me through my head as Father drops me too early and I hit my temple on the hinge. Darkness robs my eyes of his face seconds before the lid clangs shut. 

A century or seconds later, the sound of wails echoing throughout the palace wakes me—but only silence fills the study. Why hasn’t Father come for me? Coughing on the strong scent of cedar, I peer through the keyhole. All the candles have blown out and deep shadows dance over every inch of the room. Kicking the heavy lid up, I scramble out only to wince at a hundred sudden little agonies pricking my heels. Broken glass lies everywhere. I trip forward in the dark and my hands hit a slippery wet puddle that splatters my arms and face. An overturned inkwell? A slant of moon cuts through the clouds and illuminates the study.

I am not alone. 

A girl stands beside the shattered balcony windows. Her silhouette glimmers faintly star-flecked at the edges—no one shines quite like Snow White. Sometimes, I wonder if the stars catch the flecks of frost under her skin and flare them to that glow. The pearl barrette from her mother Isabeau blazes like a tiny crescent moon against her tresses and pins her with ever more light. I’ll never fear the dark with Snow near.  

“Where’s Fa—?” I whisper. The question strangles in my throat as a moonbeam catches the keen gleam of the ice dagger in Snow’s hand. 

Red floods the room, dripping down the jagged edge of her knife, seeping across the floorboards, covering my skin in ruby stains. The blade slips and shatters into crimson shards beside Father’s body as Snow leaps from the balcony’s railing. 

“Snow, don’t!” I scream. 

Come back. I throw the full force of that single thought towards her. Yet my consciousness crashes against a wall of empty silence, kinsight utterly failing to bridge the gap between our minds.

Was it because our sister’s bond was only half strength that I couldn’t reach her? 

For some reason I always wait for her to look back—but she didn’t, not once. Not for me.

Every last window shattered in the palace that night, as well as three hundred and three mirrors. Glass can be replaced, but Snow broke something between us that will never be made whole again. 

“Why did Father have to die?” I’d asked Mother six months later on her return, fresh from finishing Snow. 

Her curt reply had cut into me like a second, ice-crisp dagger thrown straight from my half sister’s hand: “She never said.”

I let go of Snow until I’m conscious of the rhythm of my own breath tingling hot against my cheeks under the close darkness of my covers. Part of me still dearly wishes I could’ve been there when Mother drowned Snow and let her vanish into the roiling emerald springs of Verage. Not even Snow could freeze the ancient heat of those waters. Did my half sister spend her last breaths to beg Mother’s forgiveness, or was she defiant till the last trace of frost escaped her lips? 

My clumsy child’s kinsight never told me anything, and I’ve lost even that ability with Snow’s death; for I am the last Leonesse now . . . .

Frustration boils inside me and I yield with the greatest reluctance to my birthday. Pulling the covers off my face, my eyes snap open and adjust to the dreary purple velvet canopy overhead. I can’t deny it: I’m officially sixteen now. A dreadful certainty twists through my stomach that the moment I shed my downy quilt cocoon, I shall pay for my half sister’s crimes in full. Snow has condemned me to play her role as Crown Princess in the only way I can: tonight, I must be all coy smiles and curtsies as my heart is carved out and served on a platter for a foreign prince.

Bitter envy constricts into a tight knot in my chest. Snow would never have needed to wed a stranger; the lethal frost that lived in her soul would’ve been strength enough to safeguard our isle. 

Eight generations of elemental geomages have protected Albemar’s borders with their mastery of the elements, from Queen Sciara’s legendary fire bolt cannon, Red Lotus, to Father’s shape-shifting water axe, Dark Rain—until me. I am just the other princess, a useless spare with no choice but to marry into the very power I lack. The future of Albemar rests on just how well I present myself to His Majesty at our engagement ball.

Thank you, Snow! I am, and ever must be, the daughter who never disobeys. Well, almost never . . . .

The sudden rustle of the dried rose petals set in basins on my window sill are the only hint of her arrival. I brace myself as Mother enters my bedchambers without knocking. She never knocks. I clutch my quilts tightly to my chest, but it’s no use. Mother flicks her finger. Most people can’t follow the rippling energy of Mother’s gloriphagy. But I catch the slightest aura of lavender as the air shimmers in a mirage and slams over me. The force of her will smothers me and I can do nothing as the heavy covers slide away like water and fold into a neat square pile at the foot of my bed.  

She’s not getting my pillow. I roll over and crush my pillow against my head. 

“Rosavere, you choose the most inconvenient times to be amusing,” Mother chides.

I wince at her measured voice and wish she’d yell at me just once. I can’t argue with that soft, relentless undertone that always corners me into submission. I’d rather face a dragon’s searing flame than the calm force contained within her. The constant use of black orchid oil gives her the visage of a girl in her early twenties, but I know the iron will that lies behind her mask of youthful innocence. 

Mother taps a silk-soled slipper impatiently, and I grind my teeth as the weight of each footfall resonates in my bones. “The maids have drawn your bath, but inform me that you have yet to grace the waters with your presence,” she continues. “Surely you’re not ignorant that there are only twelve hours remaining to prepare for the betrothal ceremony?”

Ignorant? Each hour I lose cuts like a serrated knife. “Grant me one last min—” I mumble. 

My pillow explodes after that. I sneeze as feathers tickle my nose. I suppose I should be grateful she didn’t accidentally turn the pillow stuffing into fire powder. Gloriphages are born with unsealed souls, able to warp objects by infecting them with their raw spiritual energy. But only the truly skilled can keep their disposition in check—if they so choose. 

“Really, Rose.” Mother brushes away the storm of goose fluff from her slim shoulders. “I wish you’d be more considerate. You know how much I hate to lose my temper.”

I sigh. Nothing ever explodes when I lose my temper—but not for lack of trying. 

The wound has long since healed on my left palm, but I can still feel the thorns of my golden christening rose pricking until the hot red had beaded much too fast on my skin. I’d merely wanted to become stronger to help Mother, for her to see me as someone powerful like her. I was so certain that I could force the metal flower to crumple and warp in my grip, to loosen my spirit from my flesh and bring on a Bane. 

When the Starfall drowned our world over eleven hundred years ago, it burned with magiation that brought the three Grand Banes—verdai, gloriphagy, and geomagy. The first would never be mine as verdai was lost with the elves, and Snow stole geomagy from me as only a firstborn Leonesse may be gifted with that elemental magic. But while my half sister shared King Markham as sire, only I was a gloriphage’s daughter. It should’ve been such an easy thing to will the useless ornament I’d clutched in my hand into a cunning dagger! Of course, by the time Mother had found me, all the gilt petals were stained slick with my blood and I lay sick with dizziness on the floor of my bedchambers. 

“Imbecile!” Mother had seethed as she bound my throbbing hand. “A Grand Bane is nothing to be envied—they are not gifts, but barely tamed curses! Hundreds of gloriphages have ripped their spirits free from their flesh and died because they didn’t realize the boundary of their own strength. Yet the worst fate belongs to those who survive only to waste away as living corpses, unable to even raise their little finger. Swear to me you will never do anything so monumentally foolish again!” 

“I swear, Mother,” I’d murmured in dull defeat. 

I’d just wanted to be something more than a pawn to be played at will.

One minute and a finger flick later, Mother dumps me into the tub despite my night shift and protestations.

“Don’t pout, darling,” Mother scolds as she traps my chin between her hand and forces me to meet her glance. “You know what the alliance with Sareval means for us.” Her smile is unfaltering, but her lavender eyes glint like twin iolites—hard gems set in a flawless face that recognizes only surrender. Mine. 

“Forgive me—I won’t disappoint, Mother.” I pull my chin free quickly before the first tear slides down my cheek and wets her finger.  

“Of course you won’t.”

What else would you do?

The thought haunts me with its yawning emptiness. 

Mother pats me on the head before leaving in a swirl of colored fumes. I’ve never seen her cry since Father died, not once. Maybe she doesn’t remember how to cry anymore. Snow hadn’t known how to weep, either—all her tears fell in tiny crystal constellations that shattered before I could catch them. Now Father, he burst into tears whether in joyful or grim mood, perhaps a weakness of being a water geomage . . . I think I must’ve inherited all the liquid tears in the family from him. 

Stripping off my sodden night shift, I sink into the steaming froth and iridescent bubbles scatter with the force of my breath. I should be utterly ecstatic today. After all, there are at least two dozen princesses who would gladly assassinate me for the chance to one day wed the heir to the Sareval Empire. 

I’ve known the name of my intended husband since I was six. When I learned that I must marry a foreign prince seven years my senior, I cried for three days straight. Only the cold truth of Mother’s rebuke shamed me to accept my duty with less sniveling and a tad more grace: 

“Obviously your geography lessons have been wasted,” she’d chided, “or you would not be so quick to forget that our quaint little realm lies at the heart of the Fathomsea’s trading routes. Your betrothal to Kel Miros gives Albemar sovereign protection from every power that has ever vied to control our ports. No one in the Kingdom Isles will dare to touch us with the Sareval navy as our ally! When you are Empress, darling, you will understand, and you will thank me . . . .” 

My heart for the kingdom—a fair trade, yes? Fair trade indeed for a spare princess without a Grand Bane to command. I sink deeper into the jasmine-scented water until I can just barely breathe.

My sixteenth birthday wouldn’t be such a dismal affair if only it were Kel Miros claiming my hand at the betrothal ceremony tonight. I’d never met him in person, but the shell-cut cameo he sent me on my last birthday outlined a slender young man with a soft jaw and crooked nose. No one would call Kel the least bit, well, “handsome,” but the reams of letters he wrote over the years dazzled me with rich visions of Sareval’s hot desert dunes and gem-studded cliffs.

His little gifts were even better—a feather quill from a phoenix to keep my fingers warm in winter, a rounded pebble from his favorite waterfall in the imperial gardens. I may not have chosen him myself, but I wasn’t afraid to try and give Kel my heart by the time he died of a sudden fever three months ago.

But I know almost nothing of Prince Faylen, Sareval’s new imperial heir—only that I am his now. 

Taking a deep breath, I plunge underwater and brace my arms against the smooth porcelain sides of the tub. All of Faylen’s gifts are empty, gaudy statements of wealth: a heavy ruby collar that chafes my skin, enamel slippers with pointed toes that hurt my feet. His letters are even worse. Ornate scrolls filled with drivel written in molten gold ink addressed to some vapid monstrosity titled “Resplendent Rosavere, fairest bloom of all Albemar.” 

The pressure builds in my lungs until I feel like I’m exploding from the inside out. Is this how Snow felt as the ice left her blood? I imagine letting go of my breath and just drifting away. But I am not Snow . . . I wait until the last possible second before heaving myself out of the water and seizing greedy gulps of air. Mother raised me too well. There’s no point in indulging in fits of melodramatics. I only have twelve hours before my heart and fate crash together. 

A small part of me can’t help forbidden imaginings—once upon a time, as a spare royal I would’ve had a fair chance of choosing my own prince. Who, I wonder? I’ll never know now, and I curse Snow every day for never letting me find out.

I may not have a Grand Bane, but if I’ve inherited even a quarter of my mother’s stubborn strength, I’ll make Faylen mine tonight—show him I’m his equal, not just a pretty little isle empress to be displayed at court functions. At the very least, I can meet my destiny without water-pruned fingers. I pull the brass cord attached to the tub and ring for the maids to bring me my robes. 

After a minor eternity of being besieged by petticoats, laces, powders and perfumes, I lock myself out on my favorite balcony with a stolen plate of honey-butter scones. The nautilus balcony’s railings are encrusted with hundreds of the iridescent spiral shells that dazzle my eyes. The balcony also provides me the best vantage point over the harbor city of Leona. Countless scalloped roof shingles made of Albemar’s sungold clay shimmer in the morning light and lend buildings a gilded air. Dark purple blossoms as wide as a man’s hand herald the arrival of summer, Leona’s famed Gloriosa vines ornamenting walls and towers with living amethyst garlands.

But as I devour my scones, I turn away from the city’s gleam and lean against the railing, watching the white-capped breakers smashing against the wharfs in the bay. A strong wind blows over the port this morning, salted wild and loud with the cries of gulls—pushing Sareval’s fleet that much closer to shore with each wave. 

Father once told me that Albemar’s founding ruler and my namesake built the Queen’s Pearl palace so that she could always be reminded of the Fathomsea. Every inch, from turret to cellar is enameled and set with the bounty of the ocean; a rainbow of seashells, vivid coral carvings, and gleaming yards of pearl strands. The first Rosavere Leonesse was a famed cartographer who set out to chart every inch of the Kingdom Isles created by the Starfall. When the star drowned the world over a millennium ago, it broke the continents into a myriad of islands. But Rosavere gave up seafaring after she awoke her Grand Bane, and became the first geomage of Albemar. Her maps are still used today and I’ve memorized many of them, but the Kingdom Isles number in the thousands, maybe even tens of thousands! 

Yet, I’m curious—who would I be if Rosavere had never stopped counting? Just kept pushing beyond this little isle to a wider sea. 

But I should be counting something else myself. Somehow I’m already on my third—no, fourth helping of scone. I’m just about to sink my teeth into the gooey golden pastry when the doors behind me open. The Prime Minister of the Green Guild glides into the shade of the balcony, his burgundy velvet robes sweeping behind him. I think I just lost my appetite. I should’ve known that he’d have a key. Simon Kage holds the lock and key to every isle in the Fathomsea. The Green Guild merchants maintain a tight stranglehold on the supply and demand of all goods in the Kingdom Isles; from the eastern reaches of the Veridian Spiral’s grazing isles all the way to the wild Feylands of the west where only massive sea serpents guarding the mechanical ruins of ancient mankind slow their advance. 

But I am the most prized “good” of all Albemar’s trading wares today. I blush as Kage’s shrewd hazel gaze surveys a smudge of honey next to my lips. 

“Why Princess, you look positively feral today,” he reprimands, pulling a red silk kerchief from his breast pocket and offering it to me. 

“At least I look my age, old man,” I retort, ignoring his offering and cramming the scone into my mouth just to spite him. Kage is at least four decades my senior, but he smiles behind the face of a man in his mid-twenties and courts women that could easily be his granddaughters. I loathe black orchid users for their false hides. I despise Kage even more for introducing Mother to the cursed flower oil and convincing her to make it Albemar’s chief export. Now the Kingdom Isles are infested with black orchid users.  

Kage shrugs and tucks the kerchief back in his pocket. “You flatter yourself. Age has little meaning anymore, sweet child.” 

He reaches out and gives one of my stubborn red curls a tug, and I gag at the faint metallic whiff tainting his gloves. The scent always reminds me of dried blood, though I have yet to see any stains to betray the mark. 

“Trust me,” Kage says, “You are fair enough yet, but in five years you will thank me for the gift of the black orchid’s beauty, just like your mother.” 

Just five years? That seems far too close to begin my own regimen of deceit. For while the floral oil cheats time’s outward ravages by keeping skin supple, the heart and other organs still age. And there is one sign that no black orchid user may hide—the horrid shock of watching Mother’s lovely tresses spilling onto the floor still haunts me whenever I finger the tortoise shell comb she still keeps on her bureau.

I slap his hand away from my own hair. “You will refer to the Queen as ‘Her Majesty,’ Prime Minister. And save your foul elixirs to perfume your wigs. I will keep my own locks, yet.”  

Kage shakes his head with a disappointed sigh. “Your pride betrays your youth, Princess. Beauty is an ever-evolving ideal.” He steps past me into the morning light, and my jaw drops as the sun catches a mess of teal and violet highlights mixed in his dark brown wig that shimmer with the subtle sheen of a starling’s feathers. 

“That’s—that’s elvish hair!” I stutter. But the race of elves fell extinct shortly after I was born. “It can’t be real!” I insist. I find myself resisting the embarrassing urge to touch the prismatic strands. 

“‘Real?’” Kage chuckles. “Your naivety is truly sweet.” I bristle as his tone drips with the sickening honey of condescension. “Given time, there’s nothing under sun that the Green Guild cannot procure. Replicate. Resurrect—” He pauses to run a hand through the luxurious iridescent waves, and I can’t help but be a little mesmerized by the shimmer dancing off his fingertips. “Do you like it? I could have a magnificent hairpiece made for you! A fine betrothal present that would be the envy of every isle bride.” 

I must admit, I’m dazzled. The elves’ “starling hair” was famous for its unique luster, but I can’t forget that these are the colors of monsters. Every child in the Kingdom Isles knows the Ballad of Vel Chiliad: how the warring clans of the elves destroyed their own nation with the power of the lost first Grand Bane, verdai—how every last survivor was hunted and executed for the crime of corrupting nature with savage thorns and plant poisons. The beauty of such vile ghosts deserves no celebration. Besides, somehow I find the sheen repulsive when showcased by Kage. I blink and pull my gaze away.

“Save your preening for your lapdogs at court, Kage. What do you want?” I demand. 

Kage raises a finger before grabbing the last scone off my plate and devouring it in a single bite. “Mmm, you’re absolutely right, Princess,” he mumbles. “I trust that you will remember that more than little Albemar’s fate rests on the success of tonight’s festivities.” He licks the honey off his fingers and I decide I hate scones. “It would not do for the favored flower of the Green Guild to disappoint the imperial heir of Sareval—it would not do at all.” 

For a moment, I contemplate seizing the empty plate and smashing it on top of his shiny new wig. How dare this stupid peacock preach to me about my duty! I’ve always borne the burden of being the princess of two houses: Albemar’s royal Leonesse line through my father and the unofficial “emerald royalty” of the Green Guild’s founding family, the Felgardes, through my mother. The Felgarde family founded the Green Guild three centuries ago to unite the Kingdom Isles in trade, but now they’ve been reduced to little more than figureheads and the guild has become no better than a den of bribe-ridden thieves. To disgrace either would be disastrous. The knowledge that my position compels me to obey this toad roils me with a constant storm of frustration.

But since Prince Faylen isn’t here just yet . . . .

On impulse, I grab the kerchief from Kage’s breast pocket and scrub the honey stain from my face. Then I crumple the fine scarlet silk into a wad and it shove back into his pocket with a firm pat. “Don’t trouble your pretty little head on my account, Prime Minister. But perhaps you should take care to remember that flowers often come with thorns—especially roses.” 

Kage intends to say something disagreeable, I can tell by the sneer creeping into his lips. But he never gets the chance. The harbor bells ring out below and I whirl around to face the sea. A legion of black sails dot the horizon, great red birds billowing at their center. How did the fleet enter the bay so quickly? So it’s true that there are no sea crafts swifter than Sareval’s navy! 

The massive metal-bound hulls give the ships the appearance of monstrous whales, but they were never meant to be graceful vessels, but strong. Brute enough to survive the corsair fleets and extreme tropic typhoons of the southern waters of the Solarias.

Now that I have seen Sareval’s navy fleet with my own eyes, I can well believe Mother’s assurance that my marriage to Faylen will seal Albemar’s safety forever! If only I could seal my uncertain dread away. I squint as one of the crimson birds seems to detach from the sails and veer towards the balcony.

“Does that foul creature mean to land here?” Kage says incredulously. “What insolence!” He grabs my wrist and pulls me towards the balcony’s doors. 

I yank my arm free. “Kindly cower by yourself,” I snap. Anticipation courses through me; I’ve never seen a live pyrehawk. The hybrid of phoenix and desert hawk is Sareval’s most dreaded weapon and also the most stunning. Each bird possesses flaming feathers that can set an entire nation on fire in an hour and a curved beak that can tear a man’s throat out in one plunge. Yet I don’t believe this pyrehawk means to slaughter me as it carries a slender bundle in its talons. 

I try not to flinch as the heat of the bird hits my face from the downbeat of its wings. Huge golden eyes regard me, and suddenly I lose my crown and kingdom and am reduced to a soft little mouse. The pyrehawk gives a single ear-splitting shriek before dropping the bundle into my hands. Ignoring me completely, it dives straight as an arrow to the harbor below, scattering terrified seagulls in a cinder-streaked path. 

I blink away the after-image of embers in my eyes. I can’t believe such lethal radiance hovered only inches from my face! It was almost like touching the sun—

I bite back a gasp as a filmy gown unfurls between my hands. I’m expecting something hideously gaudy, but it is actually a rather pleasant green color hemmed in emeralds. But my pleasure sours as Kage grabs a slender scroll that has slipped free from the gown and opens it. 

His brow arches. “Ah! The tender games of young love. The Crown Prince of Sareval wishes you a most auspicious birthday and asks that you wear his gift at the betrothal ceremony this evening. It would please him greatly, it seems. You will accept, Princess.” His eyes cool. 

My fingers dig into the gown and I have to force my hands to relax so that I don’t tear the delicate material. One flick of Kage’s finger will stop the flow of goods to all Albemar’s ports and send my people spiraling into starvation—but I won’t let them suffer for my mistakes. For the first time since waking this morning, I find myself relishing that I’m almost done with these weary princess games. The Green Guild’s stranglehold on my little kingdom will be broken tonight with a coy green dress and a dance that twines new power into the fraying royal line of Leonesse.

“Of course, Prime Minister.” I smile and curtsy deeply as the lowest peasant. Just you wait, old man. When I am Empress . . . I shall make you grand high minister of sewers. 
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​Historical Excerpts II
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Partial transcript of Rosavere Leonesse’s address to the Fathomsea Cartographer’s Society

—Dated 790 After Starfall (ASf)

Some say our ancestors murdered the world and the Starfall was mankind’s salvation. The sun took pity on the poisoned soil and dead waters and wept a single tear, cleansing even as it drowned our earth with the fierce fires of magiation. Others claim our ancestors forgot the ancient gods and the Starfall was mankind’s punishment, taking back the land where once they stood too proudly. 

I stand before you now on the eve of an audacious enterprise: It is my intent to map the new horizons of our world as we search for the epicenter of the notorious meteor that destroyed the old one. 

Time has washed away most of the artifacts and records that once linked all isles and races together. But I am certain that my crew and I will uncover myriad clues in the geologic anatomy of each new isle that will bring us one step closer to the lost heart of the impact crater that forever changed our earth. Our proposed journey may even yield a hint to the true origin of the two Grand Banes—

––––––––
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From the private journal of cartographer Rosavere Leonesse 

—800 ASf

Each isle we have encountered has been affected by different degrees of magiation. The rate of mutation in life surrounding astral impact zones astounds me. From the mile-high bamboo trees of Ochis to the palm-sized lions of Tasselway, there is no end to the intricate diversity among plant and animal species! Some histories speak of the star fracturing in the sky before striking the earth, and I wonder if perhaps the varying distribution of astral minerals gave rise to the many unique life forms?

But there are two Grand Banes common to all lands in the Kingdom Isles—gloriphagy and verdai. These “blessed curses” are almost like two sides of the same coin. While human children born with unsealed souls can transform inanimate substances, elves may affect only living plants with their verdai, corrupting the very seeds with their thoughts and teaching them to grow out of season. 

Yet I sense that there is an even stranger power running through the root and soil of this newly charted isle. The crater in the center of Albemar is many times larger than any discovered elsewhere, and a peculiar heavy silver metal warps the forest growing inside it into a garden of living blades. Somehow, I find myself irresistibly drawn to these dire woods, even in my sleep! The sigh of leaves almost blends into words, but I can never quite catch them. The whispers flow from somewhere in the deep shadows of the silver forest. 

Tomorrow, we enter the Wildershade . . . . 

––––––––
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Excerpt from the Chronicles of Queen Rosavere I, First Geomage

— 810 ASf

Don’t bite. 

I warned them to eat nothing before we studied the new Starfall metal contaminating these woods, but my crewmates were starving. The Wildershade wouldn’t let us go; our party of seven wandered in fevered circles for days, the thick canopy dropping leaves heavy and sharp as dagger points every time one of us dared climb a tree to gain a better vantage point. 

A monstrous boar taller than a horse and glistening with argent hide gored two men to death before it was brought down by our bows. Yet the creature still won in the end; its metal-tainted meat left the other four foaming at the mouth. The violent convulsions took hours to kill them off. I buried my crewmates’ corpses and vowed to taste nothing in the Wildershade, until—

I saw the jewel on the bough. 

A lone ruby fruit glowing in the poison silver glade—

Why did I bite it? I knew somehow deeper than the marrow of my bones that this fruit was anything but safe. But the draw was immensely powerful and I was too blinded by its radiance to gaze away. There was nothing so red in all existence! Even my blood paled in comparison. Perhaps I wanted to make the apple’s color my own. Now I pay for that desire again and again—and so must my children. They will forever be shackled to the Third Grand Bane of this world, prisoners of Albemar.

Forgive me, if you can. I cannot.
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​Chapter 2: Frostbite
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I may not have inherited either of my parents’ Grand Banes, but tonight I don’t feel my usual crushing sense of powerlessness—

For this evening and this night only, I am a Grand Beauty. 

By the time the palace bell tower tolls in the twelfth hour, a delicate lily aroma has soaked into my skin and my tangled locks have been viciously tamed into an intricate mass of braids piled atop my head. As I sit on my stool in front of the vanity mirror in my dressing parlor, Mother weaves ruby barrettes, star sapphire beads and emerald pins into each braid so that with every move my hair gleams with sudden hints of sparkle. 

My new gown is spun from Sareval’s legendary moonwing worms and lies strangely insubstantial against my skin, almost like a green mist that never quite settles. I don’t like it. A pin pricks my scalp and I yelp, shifting on my stool.

“Stop fidgeting, Rosavere, or I’ll stab you again,” Mother commands as she adjusts a peridot pin in my hair. 

“Sorry, Mother,” I murmur, my eyes smarting. I wish my lady’s maid Annelise were attending me instead of Mother. No, it is Nana Lune’s presence I miss most tonight—my old nursemaid’s ominous grumblings were never more bite than bark, and her arthritic knuckles could smooth any snarl. Of course, I can’t blame Nana for leaving the palace after what happened to her nephew Micah in the Wildershade . . . the huntsman was all she had, but I had rather thought I was her family, too. 

I raise my eyes to the glass oval set on the oak dresser in front of me. Ever since that night of splintering mirrors that claimed Father’s life, no looking glasses are allowed in the palace except in private chambers. Mother loathes them; I can’t even remember the last time I shared my reflection with Mother in a mirror. 

She picks up a silver hair pin only to pause with the point an inch from my head as she notices it is crowned by a simple white pearl. A faint frown purses her lips. “I’m quite certain I instructed the maids to bring me only jewels this evening,” she says. “No matter.” 

A tingling shiver shoots through me as the same breath she blows over the pearl gently brushes my ear. Her aura ripples over the pearl in a faint lavender mirage, the spiritual energy from her unraveling soul a barely visible gleam in the looking glass. The pearl quickly facets into a lucent green diamond that precisely matches my gown’s hue. 

Pride fills me as the gem’s reflection winks in the mirror, for Mother is the only gloriphage in all the Kingdom Isles who can completely transform one substance into a flawless replica of another. The average gloriphage-made diamond will always betray tell-tale specks of its original matter, especially if the weaker aura sealed into it unravels over time. Of course, Mother’s seals never unravel unless she wills it. 

“It’s beautif—” I start to say, and then cringe as Mother yanks my head back into proper position. How foolish I was to forget: feeble thanks please her little where obedience will do nicely. But as she slides the green diamond pin above my left ear, I stiffen.

“Place it on the right, please,” I say quickly. Mother raises her brow at my sudden request, but withdraws the pin. I want no reminders of her tonight; my half sister always wore her mother Isabeau’s pearl crescent barrette tucked behind her left ear. I sit perfectly still and make a mental note to remember where Mother positions the green diamond pin in my locks so I that can place it in a box of my favorite trinkets later.  

A rare feeling of contentedness washes over me as I watch her slim gloved hands work in the glass. Barely three generations ago, Mother would’ve been torn from her family and exiled because her gloriphagy made her too dangerous to live among respectable society. Only the discovery of the Phantom Moth changed her fate as its gray silk threads can bind even the most stubbornly unsealed soul back to bone. Mother’s ability magnified a hundredfold after Father’s death, and I’ve rarely seen the bare skin of her hands since. 

While the silhouette of her fingers is delicate and fine-boned, everything else about Mother’s touch is blunt and efficient. Sometimes I think becoming a widowed queen at twenty-five washed all her tenderness away. Still, I hoard a dim memory of how once she laughed: a silvery sort of trill that was always the first sound to greet me in the morning. Maybe I was just dreaming then— 

I startle as Mother tucks a wayward curl behind my ear. Her hand brushes my shoulder and I relish the sudden contact, however brief.

“Your loveliness does our isle justice, child,” Mother whispers. “Remember that.”

I gulp at her fantastic praise. There’s a fine line between lanky redhead and willowy scarlet beauty, and I shall walk it with confidence tonight. Of course, fair silks and rare jewels help. 

Mother needs none. Her stunning albino complexion and false waterfall of pale pearl tresses lend her an unearthly glow at any angle or hour. I just wish it didn’t come at the price of black orchid oil. Still, she deserves the queenly title of Living Star of Albemar, more “Snow White” than my sister ever was, but as for me? I must make Sareval’s crown prince believe that he has picked an Imperial Rose Red, not a wayside briar. 

“Thank you, Mother,” I say with proper demureness. “I’ll make you proud tonight, I promise.”

“I know.” Mother doesn’t smile, but her gaze approves me and this warms me from the tip of my toes to the crown of my head. 

Five minutes later I realize that perhaps I should have started out with smaller, more diplomatic promises. Maybe, “I won’t wretch my guts out,” or “I’ll try not to swoon in the punch bowl.” As I dawdle on the terrace just outside the ballroom, strains of harpsichord music meant to announce my arrival waft through the heavy brocade curtains. Each note paralyzes me in place like a poison dart. What if Faylen loathes me? What if I loathe him? Anger at my ridiculous indecision courses through me, but I’m rooted to the spot. 

Mother must’ve grown impatient waiting for me to make my royal appearance, because the air ripples with a lavender mirage as a tug of her will draws the curtains open. Almost immediately, a sea of upturned faces swallows me in their gaze. 

The thirteen pearl-strung chandeliers overhead reflect my own pale countenance a hundred thousand times over in each tiny bead. I hold my head high as I descend the staircase, for the weight of a kingdom never shows on a lady. Kage bows ever so slightly as I pass, casting a critical, weasel-eyed glance over me. I’m just a pawn to him—to all of them. Yet I must be all things this evening—haughty and alluring, innocent yet coy as the moon’s hidden face. My head spins with a thousand admonitions. 

“Mince, darling, mince,” I can just imagine Mother whispering. Proper ambulation lessons are banished from my mind as I lay eyes on Prince Faylen. 

Did he have to be such a gorgeous fiend? 

Faylen kneels at the foot of the stairs in a full coat of golden armor that glitters under the chandeliers like my own private sun. Worse, his chiseled physique would make even a marble statue weep hard stone tears of envy. His bowed head is bare, but who needs a crown with that magnificent mane of blond hair brushing his broad shoulders? Such ornaments would just be gaudy. I try not to wince against the glare. 

It’s obvious we are woefully mismatched. But my hand doesn’t tremble as I extend it to Prince Faylen. “Arise,” I command. 

Faylen obeys at once, towering a foot and a half above me in less than the space of a breath. His warm copper eyes betray his Sarevali heritage as he meets my gaze and I’m reminded of the pyrehawk’s eyes. I deliberately meet his with my own storm blue stare. Mother says dominance must always begin with the eyes, moving only later to gentle touch and the well-aimed lance of words. My glance holds fast even as his large, calloused hand swallows my own and enfolds a coil of red satin ribbon in my fingers, and a dare—
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