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Chapter 1


* * *


Once Upon A Time is how they begin the story. Once upon a time there was a beautiful princess, cursed by a wicked faerie, to prick her finger on a spindle and die on her sixteenth birthday. Another faerie softened the curse and the princess and her entire court fell instead into a hundred-year slumber, while vicious, man-eating thorns grew up around the palace. After a hundred years, a handsome prince made his way through the briars, and kissed the princess awake. They married, had two beautiful daughters, and lived happily ever after.


Everyone forgets about the wicked faerie, whose curse was spoiled, and whose name was disgraced. But I couldn’t. I was reminded of it daily.


‘Faerie! Demon!’ Someone shouted that day’s reminder at my kit sister. ‘Nameless! Oh, gods, protect your children! Get her!’


I looked up. I was too far away to be of much help immediately. My sister and I hadn’t exactly been together. It was sheer folly to be seen beside each other in a public place, but we weren’t very far from each other, either. We would work together to get food to eat. The kit had a gift of illusion, so it was easy for her to conjure up a bird or a dog that would distract stall owners so that I could steal a loaf of bread or a withering winter apple. Unfortunately, the kit’s magic doesn’t work very well when she’s scared, and the moment someone recognized her as what she was, she panicked. Her only choice then was to run, and of course I had to stay with her.


It was usually the kit who gave us away. As a man I could wear a hood, and so blended more easily into human society. The kit was still a child, and female at that, so she couldn’t conceal herself as deeply as I could, hoods being distractingly unfashionable for girls. She was also so stunning her features were too recognizable. Faeries don’t look like ordinary humans. We’re usually considered unnaturally beautiful, just a little too graceful. Our limbs are longer, our heads are proportionately small, our eyes proportionately large. We’re naturally taller. And of course we have pointed ears. Some faeries have wings, which makes them even more obviously inhuman. But there was one literally glaring difference between my family and ordinary faeries.


Most faeries glow with magic. It’s a slight glow, one that makes them look as if they’re perpetually standing in the sunshine, even in darkness. My mother, my kit sister and myself were constantly in shadow, even on the brightest day of summer. If we can hide that we’re faeries at all, we can blend in with human society, if we’re careful. If we stay indoors or stick to shadows no one really notices that we aren’t glowing. Unless someone notices that we’re faeries, in which case, we end up running for our lives from angry mobs.


A whole pack of human boys was after the kit this time, all between the ages of sixteen to twenty, each of them eager to prove himself to his mates. I bolted through them. At first they thought I was one of their own, and they let me through. But then I caught up to the kit and helped her turn the corner, and one of them shouted, ‘It’s another one! Get him!’


The kit was too terrified to do any magic, and my best spells took more time to spin than I had. We ran down the frozen market streets while the boys shouted behind us, ‘Thief! Nameless! Demon! Get them!’


A horse shrieked as a cart piled high with hay pulled into the cobblestone street before us. The kit shrieked back, launching herself up over the back of the cart and over the driver, who fell from his perch like a sack of potatoes. I wasn’t so lucky. The cart came up too quickly, and I skidded on ice. A collision seemed inevitable, and I distinctly heard one of the boys behind me shouting, ‘We’ve got him now!’


He didn’t know much about faeries. The cart had fairly high wheels. I bent backward under it as I skidded, nearly touching the back of my knees with the top of my head. But as I came out from under the cart my loose shirt caught on the splintered wood and pulled up over my head. I heard a clatter, and my heart stopped beating. No! I let myself fall onto my back, and the air was forced from my lungs. I looked up, and saw two things at once.


The first was the kit. She had vaulted from the hay wain and set off down washer’s alley, where half a dozen laundresses plied their trade. The shouts of ‘Nameless’ and ‘Demon’ had preceded us, as had the curses of the fallen driver. I watched as one of the washer women, her face like a gargoyle and arms like iron tree trunks, lifted up her washtub to throw the ten gallons of water and lye onto my kit sister. The second was my wooden drop spindle, fallen from my shirt onto the icy cobblestones, with the last of my wool still clinging to it.


My choice was terrible, and I hesitated a second too long in making it. Before I could sit up to protect my sister or fetch my spindle, a two pronged pitchfork pinned my hood to the cobblestones. ‘Got you!’ the owner of the pitchfork gloated. It was the fallen driver, dirty snow and ice ground into his hood from his fall. My mind refused to work fast enough, and in the corner of my eye I saw the kit plastered against the wall of the alleyway, the steaming wash water impacting her with the force of a body blow.


The rest of the mob would be on me any moment. My magic was stronger than the kit’s, but took more time to implement. I’d lost my spindle. It all seemed finished for me, but I was lucky. The kit saved me.


It was her best spell, the first spell she’d ever learned to cast. The kit yelped and suddenly half the street was engulfed in blue and white foxfire. People screamed. Horses whinnied. Shouts of ‘Fire!’ echoed over the houses. My captor hesitated then dropped to his knees, trying to shield his face.


Yes! I twisted the pitchfork away and threw it as far as I could into the blinding fire. Pausing to snatch up my spindle, I ran to catch my sister and pull her away from the coming mob, which would soon realize the foxfire held no heat.


‘You all right?’ I asked as I pulled her along behind me.


‘My eyes hurt,’ the kit said.


‘If you were human, you’d be blinded for life,’ I pointed out. ‘Come on, we have to hide.’


She blinked at me, and despite the dire circumstances, she giggled.


‘What?’


‘You’ll have a hard time. You’re glowing.’


I looked down at myself. The kit’s foxfire surrounded my hands, and my clothes bled white tongues of flame. It tended to stick to magic, and I was always doing magic. I shook the flames off so that I wouldn’t be a glowing beacon to anyone persuing us. ‘This way,’ I said, and I ducked away from the marketplace.


The marketplace sprawled just outside the main gates of the palace, with a wide margin separating the town from the hedge of thorns that protected the royal house. To the west were the residences of the more affluent townsfolk, who looked upon the somewhat tamed hedges as an advantage, particularly in the summer when the roses bloomed. To the east were the slums, which had been forced in that direction by the more aggressive thorns. I pulled the kit towards the deserted eastern wall of the palace. There was quite a gap between the houses and the thorns here, and the people tended to look on the hedge as nothing more than a hazard. ‘This way.’


The kit baulked as I tried to lead her towards the eastern wall of thorns. ‘That way?’


I glared at her. ‘You have a better idea?’


The shouts of the mob behind us grew louder. The kit’s fire would be dying now, leaving, unfortunately, no damage. If I had my way, every last one of the bloodthirsty blackguards would be burned to a cinder, but that wasn’t the kit’s magic. The kit swallowed. ‘No?’ Her fear made it come out as a question.


I pulled her towards the palace and the hedge of briar roses. ‘I’m sorry,’ the kit said as she followed me. ‘I’m so sorry. The breeze came up, and my scarf blew, and …’


‘I know,’ I said. ‘It’s not your fault you were recognized.’


The poor kit was beyond beautiful, and that was most of her problem. I was the plain one in the family, and thanked the stars for my features. I took after our da, a fox faerie my mother had taken up with against, apparently, the advice of general faerie society. Before we’d lost our Light, my ma’s family had been considered rather high rank amidst the faerie clans of the area. Fox faeries were more earthy, more mischievous, more bestial, and usually dismissed by the greater clans. Most of them were loners who made no claim to the great clans of most of faerie society. My mother was the worst off in our family, as she was still tall and noble and beautiful, and moreover, bore wings she could not hide. The kit and I took after earthy Da, and were, fortunately, wingless. I hid my more overt features beneath a hood, summer and winter. It was aggravating that my sister couldn’t wear such a thing without drawing too much attention.


With the kit’s white hair and her white skin and a pair of huge amber eyes which glinted with mischief, she was far too noticeable. She tried to hide her ears beneath her hair, and in winter she could don a scarf, but she was so stunning, and so out of proportion for a seemingly eleven-year-old child she had a much more difficult time than I did. And she was so white that her shadow was obvious.


We were shadowed because we were disgraced. There’s a name for us. The only name left to us. We were of the Nameless.


Humans don’t fully understand what a terrible thing it is for a faerie to be without a name. To a human being, a name usually means only what someone is called. It is a label, an appellation. As one would title a book or a play, to change the title is not to change the play itself.


But to one of my kind, a name is self. To change or remove our name is to burn the parchment the play was written on. The play no longer exists. Oh, the players may remember the parts. They may act out a scene or two. Members of the audience who saw it may remember the play in passing. But the play itself is lost.


I wasn’t born lost. My mother remembers when I had a name. She doesn’t remember my name, of course, or her own. I was an infant when we lost ourselves. My kit sister had a name, when she was born. If I tried very hard I could almost remember noticing it, the blood connection she had with her brother granting me that taste of her instant of self. It lasted about a second before the curse took effect, and her baby glow was cast into shadow. Now she was just another fox kit fae, like me. Nameless. Stationless. Considered a criminal, almost a demon. Laws forbade harbouring us, dealing with us, feeding us. We were lower than vermin. We were considered plague carriers, fit only to be exterminated. Hence the angry mob. Hence why we were risking our lives sneaking into the thorn hedge surrounding the palace at Lyndaron.


The leafless briar roses shivered as we stepped into their winter shadow. They pulled aside as if to welcome us. I knew better than that. I pulled out my spindle. ‘No, don’t!’ the kit cried, looking behind us.


‘You want to die?’ I asked.


The kit frowned. Using the spindle was illegal, but we were already being hunted for our lives. She gestured that I should go ahead.


This wasn’t the first time I’d spun my way around the palace thorns. They were a useful place to hide, if you had no other options. No one would possibly follow you in there, not the most bloodthirsty murderer. To enter the briar patch was death.


I pulled a few fibres from the wool in my pouch and fed them onto the thread I already had on my spindle. I closed my eyes for a moment to find the feel of the thread, and then spun the spindle, letting it swing like a pendulum beneath me. The wool became thread, and I poured my magic in with it, forcing my will upon the thorns. They began to twist and sway, spinning quietly aside. I nudged the kit forward with my foot and followed in after her. Once inside, the magic followed me, closing us into a tiny bubble of clear space into which the thorns could not follow. When we were deep enough inside the hedge I grabbed the spindle and the thread, holding the spell taut around us.


Within a few more minutes several of the mob appeared beside the hedge. They’d brought dogs. I heard one of them yelp as he got too near the hedge. ‘Hey, Ralph, get back from there!’


I wanted to scoff. The damned dog had a name. The kit and I were below even that.


It wasn’t through any fault of ours. The Nameless are made Nameless through a consensus of the faerie clans, usually because of some heinous act. Ordinarily, the Name is stripped only of the malefactor, but in this case the malefactor was the head mistress of our clan. The only way to make her of the Nameless was to strip her of her clan name as well as her own. Which meant the entire clan suffered, including my cousins, my mother and myself.


My mother’s aunt was to blame. As for what she did, the stories were garbled. It was clear she cast some kind of curse on Princess Amaranth, but precisely what it was and what her motives had been had been lost. I was too young to follow the faerie gossip before we were made Nameless, and my ma wouldn’t discuss it, but from what I had been told as a child, she had tried to kill Princess Amaranth, and had cursed the royal palace with the thorn hedge. The very thorn hedge the kit and I were hiding in, as the mob bayed for our blood.


The thorns still surrounded the palace, attacking the unwary. The writhing, twisting briar roses seized innocent victims whenever they could and drained them of their very blood. It was quite a spell. Even twenty years after Queen Amaranth’s resurrection, the thorns still grew over and around the palace. They tried to cut them down, but the only thing that had worked so far was to drive them out with strong ivy, which sapped the ground of the nutrients the thorns needed to survive. Some areas of the thorns, like the western wall, had been tamed by interbreeding them with ordinary roses, but these were expensive, didn’t always take, and needed to be imported from distant countries. The truly deadly thorns were now fewer in number, mostly surrounding the eastern wing of the palace. Unfortunately, the thorns that were left now seemed more aggressive, more hungry for the blood of passersby. Eventually, so the royal family swore, they would have eradicated the thorns for good. I wished the thorns would last forever, and eat the royal family into the bargain.


Unfortunately, they seemed about to eat my sister. ‘Ow!’ she hissed. ‘It has my leg!’


‘Be still!’ I crouched down and twisted my spindle another time. The thorn complained, creaking its hunger, but slowly released its hold on the kit. She heaved a sigh of relief, but only whispered her thanks to me, keeping hidden from the mob and their dogs. Not that they could get at us in here.


Many in Lyndaria don’t know how spindles work, even in the ordinary way. They’ve been banned since before the interregnum. I’ve had to make my own. Even if I was human, if anyone saw what I hid beneath my tunic I’d be arrested. Once they found out that the malefactor was also one of the Nameless, I’d probably be executed. The Nameless are not allowed second chances. My drop spindle looks a bit like a wooden top, with an extremely long handle. When I attach a bit of hand-twisted thread to the lower end, I can start the spindle spinning, and use the weight of the round ‘top’ section to pull the thread from the wool. Which is what I was doing now to still the thorns, pulling from the little bag of wool I always kept on a belt beneath my tunic. I have the Spinner’s Gift. It is usually considered a women’s gift. It isn’t a very common gift in men. I inherited it from my mother, along with my Namelessness.


In Lyndaria, which looks down on magic to begin with, this is a thrice-cursed gift. I am a faerie, I am Nameless, and I am a spinner. If the queen knew of me, I’d be above mass murderers on My Lord Provost’s list of Evildoers To Be Disposed Of. Spinning magic caused the interregnum, and caused beautiful Queen Amaranth to spend a hundred years asleep in her briar-guarded palace.


I sometimes wondered why the thorns were so difficult for me to subdue. If it was indeed my aunt who had summoned them, they should respond to the traces of her blood I carried in my veins, and bend to me like a lover. But they didn’t, and I was forced to maintain a constant spell with my spindle.


‘Let ’em go, Reg!’ shouted one of the mob. ‘They’re long gone or eaten by the hedge. Let’s get out of here. These plants scare me.’


‘Too right,’ another replied. ‘Do you know how many hundreds have died in their clutches?’


‘I heard a story about a pair of lovers,’ began another voice, and as he told his tale they all began to fade away down the paths. A dog barked one more time in our direction, but was quickly called back.


We weren’t out of the woods yet. I still had to bring us back out of the briar patch without getting caught and bled. ‘You go on ahead of me,’ I told the kit. The sweat was beginning to stand on my brow. The thorns were battling me with a hundred years of strength.


‘R-right,’ the kit said, and took a hesitant step away from the palace wall. I kept up a constant spin as I walked behind her out of the hedge. Finally we were far enough away to be safe. I heaved a sigh of relief and let go of my thread.


I had been a bit cocky. With a crack, a branch of thorns lashed for my ankles, trying to drag me back into their clutches. I was out of range, but only by an inch. The kit yelped, and I jumped out of the way. ‘Whoops!’ The kit grabbed me and pulled me away from the hedge. ‘I’m all right!’ I snapped. I was ashamed of myself. I should have kept the spell going until we were well out of range. You’d have thought that a hundred and twenty years of Nameless wandering would have weaned me away from such folly. I pushed the kit away.


It was only then that I noticed how cold she was. The water was dripping from her rags, and her eyes were red. ‘Let me see to you,’ I told her.


‘I’ll b-be all r-right,’ she said. ‘I’m just c-cold.’


‘How are your eyes?’


‘Fine. A b-bit blurry.’


‘Here.’ I was tired from spinning the thorns into submission, but I could do this. I reached for the kit’s white hair and twisted two hanks of it into an elf knot. She sighed with relief as the pain faded from her eyes.


‘Thanks,’ she said.


‘Can you get home alone?’


‘You’re not coming with me?’


I shook my head. ‘Not unless you think you can’t make it. We shouldn’t try going back through town together.’


She shuddered. ‘I c-can’t. N-not all wet like this,’ she said.


I nodded. ‘Don’t move.’ I pulled out my spindle one more time and tried to shake the weariness from my eyes. With a deep breath I set the spindle going again. ‘Spin!’ I told her. She spun quickly, turning sunwise like my spindle, and the water around her flew out in a sudden circle, dropping in a ring around her, and splashing my trousers.


She looked at me. ‘Sorry,’ she said.


I sighed. ‘It’s all right,’ I said. ‘It was my spell. Can you make it now?’


‘Still cold, but I think I’m all right.’


‘Good. You go the outskirts. I’ll go through the town. I’ll meet you at the burrow.’


She nodded and slipped through the poorer houses back towards the distant forest, and our burrow.


I looked down at my sodden trousers. They were freezing in the snow. I didn’t want to waste the wool to shed the water from them. And I’d sent the kit the safer route – I would now have to make my way back through the hostile town in order to walk back to our tiny, filthy burrow. I was a bug. A Nameless, filthy, sodden bug. And inside that huge, beautiful palace behind me sat Fair Queen Amaranth, her prince charming, and her two devoted children. And what did I have? A price on my head and an empty belly.


It wasn’t fair. So Queen Amaranth had to spend a hundred years asleep because my aunt was a drag at parties. All was well now, wasn’t it? Why did they have to continue to hold her curse against my family? After all, what had we ever done? My ma, the kit, myself, my cousins, what exactly had we done to warrant the theft of our identities? Queen Amaranth the Asleep knew who she was. Everyone knew who she was. Even I wasn’t allowed to know who I was. My cousins had all disappeared years ago. They had probably been killed, the same way the kit and I were always in such danger. We were alive only because of the strength I had in my hands, the skill I had with my spinning, the knowledge I constantly sought as I strove to improve my magic. Only these had been our protection, since Da left.


That thought did cheer me up a little. Not as much as seeing Queen Amaranth and her daughters carted off to be eaten by trolls would have done, but the thought of my magic always warmed me. And there was one good thing about having to go through the town. I could stop off at Madam Paline’s bookshop.


There was a book at Madam Paline’s I was slowly getting through. It was a trick reading at Madam Paline’s. She didn’t approve of people without money going through her stacks. However, she was trying to slim her waistline (a venture which struck me as pointless. If you have enough for food, you should have the courage to accept the consequences. It’s far better than starving). So she would frequently skip lunch. If I arrived shortly after midday, I could tie a knot in my spool and tease her hunger, which would make her head off to the nearest tavern.


I could have stolen the book. I frequently considered it. I stole food, clothes, wool and flax. Somehow, whenever I left Madam Paline’s, it was without a book in my hands. Part of it may have been because I knew I couldn’t keep it safe – my family and I frequently had to run from our makeshift lodgings, and were almost never able to take anything with us. But there was more to it than that. I may not have been honest, I may break the law every day of my life spinning my magic, but I wasn’t about to steal from a bookseller. If the booksellers went out of business, where would I find books? And particularly from Madam Paline’s, the only place I’d ever found any books on magic.


Besides, Madame Paline’s was considerably warmer and more comfortable than our tiny, filthy, freezing burrow. So I’d tease her to luncheon and spend an hour reading blissfully amongst the stacks. The book I’d just found was called The Ages of Arcana, an old book on magic theory, which had miraculously escaped the purge. Most books on magic were burned with the spinning wheels when the then-Princess Amaranth was cursed at her christening. While the laws against spinning had never been revoked, the laws against magic were eventually lessened, until magic as a whole was only frowned upon, but not forbidden. Still, most of the old grimoires and spell books were lost in the purge, so a book on magic theory was a rare find indeed. I was very much looking forward to reading through another chapter. Particularly as there was a chapter there about the theories of healing magic. I wanted to be sure I could protect the kit’s eyes.


With one last impotent curse toward the palace, I set off for Madam Paline’s.




Chapter 2


Will


There was a trick to sneaking out of Rose Palace without being horribly killed. It took a pinch of magic, a great deal of courage, and some plain old-fashioned quickness. Willow had mastered the trick some three years since, but even she felt nervous when she passed the hedge. She was always afraid that the leaves of the ivy used to combat the thorns would turn out to be the briars, and they’d find her bled white in the morning, hung upside-down with her skirts around her ears.


They said that the palace wasn’t always so dangerous, but no one Will knew really believed it. For more than a hundred years the palace had been immersed in deadly briar roses, and Will was sure that a hundred years on they’d still be finding the unaware hung up in their twisting coils.


The thorns were a curious curse. No one was really sure why they were included in the curse that had troubled Will’s mother. Everyone knew the story of beautiful Princess Amaranth, and how the thirteenth fairy arrived at her christening and cursed her to fall down dead when she pricked her finger on a spindle on her sixteenth birthday. The curse was softened by the youngest fairy who had not yet given her gift and, instead of dying, Amaranth fell into an ensorcelled sleep for a hundred years.


Many people were of the opinion that simply letting her die would have been kinder for the kingdom. The interregnum caused chaos and confusion and wars without cause and seemingly without end. The kingdom would have utterly dissolved but, as luck would have it, politics intervened. Seven years after the princess’s curse befell, the king of a neighbouring country, Hiedelen, pledged to annex Lyndaria, and sacrificed his firstborn son to the thorns. Prince Alexi had tried and failed to pierce the hedge at the palace at Lyndaron. His death was witnessed by hundreds, and as much of his body as could be retrieved from the thorns was carried in a state procession through Lyndaron to be buried back in Hiedelen.


From that first princely sacrifice, the Hiedel line had sacrificed one son a generation to the thorns. Their perpetual sacrifice rallied the people, and Lyndaria was ruled through those hundred years by the Hiedelen kings. Will had to honour those four dead princes. Everyone did. The princes’ memorial was a national holiday.


Will’s father’s name was Ragi, and he was the Hiedel prince who finally made it through the hedge and woke the sleeping beauty with a kiss. (Ragi always said it was a little more complicated than that, but that was the official story, and no one had ever written down anything different.) Twenty years before, Will’s mother had been awakened and become queen. Everyone thought that the thorns would disappear then. But they didn’t. Instead they renamed the palace at Lyndaron ‘Rose Palace.’ The kingdom was too poor to build another royal seat, and the city of Lyndaron couldn’t be moved from the banks of the River Frien. It was cheaper to battle the thorns from the palace than to build a new one.


They told the story far and wide. It had almost become a legend already. The beautiful princess, deep in an ensorcelled slumber, in a palace guarded by briars, is one day awakened by a prince, and they live happily ever after. The thing about ‘ever afters’ is that ‘ever’ is a very long time, and ‘after’ involves more than people expect. Including, it would seem, Will and her sister Lavender.


Will’s mother was the sleeping beauty herself. Will’s sister Lavender, the eldest, had also always been considered the beautiful princess. And Will? Well, she was glad she didn’t make people scream when they looked at her. No one fell at her feet with protestations of adoration, either.


Not that she needed suitors. She’d been betrothed from the age of nine, when the Hiedelen king’s youngest grandson was born. Will had grown quite used to Narvi, who was also some distant cousin of hers – very distant, she thought, if her suspicions were correct. They sent him to Rose Palace regularly to learn Lyndarian law and for official functions. He spent three months out of the year at Rose Palace. He was a nice enough boy. Of course, she didn’t love him.


It wasn’t expected that either of them would amount to much. Narvi was little more than a lesser duke, and while Will had the title of princess, it was not a title of inheritance. Lyndaria would go to Lavender. Will’s fate was most likely to be shunted to some cornerstone duchy and invited to Midwinter’s and royal christenings. Narvi and Will would marry dutifully when he turned sixteen. Their children would be marriageable pawns to strengthen Lyndaria’s alliances. That was always to be the case, and Will had been content with that. Until she had the misfortune to fall in love.


She knew how banal it was. It was not something she was proud of, and not something she indulged. But she couldn’t help it. Anyone could understand why she should love Prince Ferdinand. One had only had to look at him. Prince Ferdinand was tall and courageous, with white-blond hair, a hawkish profile, ice-blue eyes that could pierce to the core of your soul, and a dignified and genteel manner. He was also betrothed to Will’s sister.


To understand this, one had to understand Lavender. There could be no mistake about it – Will’s older sister Lavender was beautiful. Small and willowy and graceful as a swan, a fine embroideress, an excellent dancer. Hair like autumn leaves. Eyes like the summer sky. Skin soft and pure as spring rose petals. Voice clear and crisp as a sunny day in winter. She looked just like her mother, and was as beloved as Queen Amaranth had always been.


Will loved her, she supposed, but in truth she also loathed her. It turned out that, contrary to popular opinion, those two emotions were not exclusive. And when looked at together, it wasn’t hard to figure out what Will’s resentment stemmed from. Her name of Willow was a cruel joke fate played on her parents and herself. Willow was not willowy. She was not graceful. She was not delicate. She was tall and stocky, a combination which made seamstresses throw up their hands when they tried to fit dresses to her. By the age of sixteen she could wear her father’s clothes, and frequently did when she snuck out of the castle. By eighteen, even her father’s clothes were tight in some awkward places. She was not shaped like a man, but she took after her father. She felt, with some resentment, that she should have at least had the regal bearing of the Hiedelen line, but she didn’t.


Her father didn’t, either. He’d been considered the black sheep of the family, and wasn’t even the son of King Lesli himself. He was the son of King Lesli’s brother, the Prince of Ethelbark (a small province of Hiedelen). Ragi wasn’t even a prince. Technically he was the Duke of Rendaren (an even smaller province of Hiedelen) and when he was selected as the representative of Hiedelen to try and wake Princess Amaranth, he was convinced that King Lesli was mostly trying to get rid of him.


There was some question as to Ragi’s legitimacy. Apparently he’d been born more than nine months after the Prince of Ethelbark died in a ‘hunting accident’. Princess Meggi (who was herself of the Hiedelen line, though rather distant) insisted that she’d been pregnant when he died, and it was a story she stuck to. Despite this, all his life everyone had looked at Ragi askance. The fact that he had made it through the thorns was taken as proof that he was in fact a legitimate prince.


Will was inclined to believe otherwise. Though she never told anyone her findings, her study of the hedge had led her to believe that the briars had a taste for royal blood. One was considerably more likely to get through if one was an honest woodcutter’s son than a royal prince. But all of the honest woodcutter’s sons that had made it through the hedge (and there had been a few) had all succumbed to the sleeping beauty’s contagious sleep once they set foot in the palace. There was a small pile of honest miller’s apprentices and virtuous woodcutter’s sons discovered in the receiving hall upon Amaranth’s awakening. They were all so handsome and bold and kindly and clever they promptly ended up married to Amaranth’s ladies-in-waiting, most of whom had lost their betrotheds during the interregnum.


Which was why the hedge was so confusing. One could only battle the sleep if one was of royal blood, but that was less than helpful in getting through the hedge. And it wasn’t that the hedge invited virtue, either. There were several thieves discovered upon Amaranth’s awakening, too, who had planned to rob the sleeping palace. Many of them were wretched and sinful in the extreme.


In the end, it was the thinness of Ragi’s royal blood which enabled him both to bypass the hedge and battle the sleep. Unfortunately, that same thinness of blood left Will looking, she felt, like a soldier off the battle field, or the daughter of an ogre. Her face was too strong to be considered handsome as a woman, and her body so large that she towered over visiting princes. She towered over Ferdinand, too, which only served to remind her how futile her love was.


Prince Ferdinand was fiercely in love with Lavender. He had saved her life. She was abducted by a dragon while out picnicking on Midsummer’s Day. (Will had told her it was a stupid thing for a princess to go and do.) She was missing for six months, and all were sure she’d been killed. Will had had the horrifying prospect of being groomed as the heir. They’d already fitted a new wardrobe for her, and had doubled her diplomacy lessons, which left her even less time to pursue her magic. Then Prince Ferdinand arrived on a white horse with a white hound at its heels, holding a white hawk on his arm, with Lavender riding pillion behind.


The adventure surrounding Prince Ferdinand’s rescue of Lavender was daring and clever. He was the youngest son of the king of the distant country of Illaria. His father had set him out to make his way in the world. Very traditional story – Ferdinand gave his last piece of bread to a beggar woman, who turned out to be a faerie and gifted him with the three animals who led him over hill and dale, through a dozen different adventures, until he finally slew the dragon through courage and cunning and freed the kidnapped princess. And almost from the moment he arrived with Will’s sister, Willow had been desperately in love with him.


It was torment. It was also flat stupid, she knew, far more foolish than going picnicking on Midsummer’s Day while being a princess. Ferdinand was handsome and clever and bold. He had wit, a sense of honour, a charming and noble grace. Who wouldn’t have fallen in love with him?


Anyone with a modicum of self-control, Will supposed. But, she reasoned, not everyone knows themselves well enough to control themselves. And those who do, don’t always have the power. Like the roses, she thought. They could train them and guide them, but if they left them alone for long they’d take over the entire castle.


The evening she realized she was in love with Ferdinand was agonizing.


It was less than three days after Lavender’s return. They were holding a ball in honour of her survival, and her betrothal to Ferdinand. Will hadn’t wanted to go. For one thing, though she was glad Lavender had returned and Will was no longer going to be saddled with the running of the kingdom, she was envious of all the extra attention Lavender was receiving. Moreover, Will couldn’t dance. She may have been fast for a noble, and she may have been strong for a woman, but she felt clumsy when it came to dancing or embroidery or curtseys. Her deportment tutor had given up on her years before, focusing her attention on Beautiful Princess Lavender. (Sometimes, Will suspected that this might have been one of the reasons why she was so dismal at it, as she was mostly forced to struggle though on her own.)


At this celebratory ball Will mostly loitered around the buffet table, tripping on her skirts (which were not accurately tailored to her frame) feeling as useless as a fifth leg on a horse. Amaranth and Ragi and Lavender and Ferdinand danced like butterflies around each other, while Will sat stuffing her face with pheasant, trying to figure out how soon she could make her excuses and escape.


‘What are you doing here all alone?’


Will turned and gaped at Ferdinand, whom she’d barely spoken to in the three days since his arrival. They hadn’t had much time for ordinary pleasantries. What with hearing his story, confirming the destruction of the dragon, contacting Ferdinand’s kingdom, announcing Lavender’s return to the populace, and arranging the betrothal, there hadn’t been a moment of his day that wasn’t scheduled. He and Will had been formally introduced, but that was about it. Will found him a little intimidating. As far as the men in Lyndaria went, he was quite tall, and fair. His skin was tanned golden from his adventures, and it made his fair hair look almost as white as his beasts’. He tended to dress in black, which made his fairness shine out all the more, though for this ball he had brightened his sober colours with a lavender cravat that matched his beloved’s dress, and of course the medals of bravery that Queen Amaranth had bestowed upon him at Lavender’s return. ‘Ahm … just … here,’ Will said. She was famed for her wit. She had no idea where it had gone in that moment.


‘We haven’t had much chance to get to know each other,’ Ferdinand said. ‘I hope we can come to be friends, Willow.’


‘Will,’ she said. ‘Call me Will.’


He smiled, easily. He had a nice smile. ‘Will.’ He took her hand and kissed it gently. ‘I had a sister,’ he said. ‘We spent many hours together before Father shut the door on me.’


‘Why did he do that?’ Will had heard the official story about his dragon slaying, but hadn’t heard much about him otherwise. He still held her hand. Will found it distracting.


‘A prophecy that I’d come to more if I was banished from the kingdom. Scant evidence for disowning your youngest son, but inheritance was difficult. I had two brothers, and Victoria needed a portion of land and a title as her dowry.’ He made a small, sad sound in his throat. ‘I miss having a sister.’


‘I didn’t,’ Will muttered.


Ferdinand laughed. ‘I suppose you don’t get to be queen, now,’ he said. ‘That must be frustrating.’


‘What?’ Why was he laughing, Will wondered, if he thought she was ambitious and jealous? ‘Oh, no, keep the kingdom, I honestly don’t want it. Please. Take it off my hands.’


He cocked his head, like a bird. There was something Will found quite birdlike about Ferdinand, something hawkish, like his white falcon, which was currently perched atop the back of the Queen’s throne. He rarely went anywhere without the thing. He said it was known to talk, and gave him advice as he battled the dragon. His horse, hound and hawk were magical of origin, that much was obvious, but Will suspected whatever magic they had possessed was spent in the course of winning Lavender. ‘You don’t want to be a queen?’


‘I never wanted to be queen,’ Will said. ‘I barely like being a princess. But look at her!’ She gestured to her sister, who was dancing prettily with their nine-year-old cousin Narvi. Will frowned at her supposed betrothed. She wished their engagement could be thrown by the wayside. He was too young for her. ‘The whole country went into mourning when she disappeared. Have you been hearing what they’re saying? They all thank the gods they won’t have this hulking beast of a princess as the heir. Lavender’s perfect.’ Will sighed. ‘I wish she’d just develop a flaw or two. Or that I wasn’t …’ She gestured down at herself, protruding awkwardly from her ill-fitting dress. ‘Me.’


Ferdinand placed his warm hand on her shoulder, sympathetic. ‘I felt the same way about my brothers,’ he said. ‘They were both taller and stronger than I, better at the sword, better with the lance. And yet, they never had a chance to use their skills. You don’t have to be better than everyone else. You only have to be good enough.’


Will eyed him. ‘Who are you quoting?’


He grinned. ‘Prince Ferdinand of Illaria. He’s a very wise philosopher.’


She laughed.


‘You have a nice laugh, Will.’


Will’s laugh caught, and she blushed.


‘I hear you’re interested in magic.’


Will looked about, to see if anyone was listening. ‘That is something of a family secret, you know.’


‘Yes, so Lavi tells me. She warned me not to bandy that knowledge about. Why?’


Will shook her head. ‘Magic is somewhat frowned upon in Lyndaria. It’s caused so much mischief. Until recently there’s been an out and out ban on witches. The laws have gotten more lenient, but it’s still not considered, as it were, couth.’


‘I’m not sure I approve of that,’ Ferdinand said. ‘There were all kinds of magicians in Illaria. And I owe my happiness to faerie gifts. Without magic, I would never have rescued my Lavender.’


‘I agree,’ Will said. ‘But that didn’t stop a century of Hiedelen law which made it illegal. It’s hard on magic users. Particularly the faeries. So many of the clans have emigrated out of Lyndaria, and I think that weakens us. When my mother was born there were thirteen faerie clans, most with at least a half dozen members. A representative of each of them were present for her christening. It’s why she’s such a fine queen.’


‘What happened to them all?’


‘Well, during the interregnum one of the clans was condemned, made Nameless and disbanded. Eight clans left Lyndaria for more magic-welcoming kingdoms, two clans died out, and one, the Winnowinn clan, retreated to a fastness in the highest northern mountains. I’ve met a few of them. They’re pale and icy. Their glacier is what feeds the Frien, you know, so we’re very respectful of them. They don’t like to talk much. The last one, the Caital clan, was reduced to only a single member, Mistress Cait herself. It’s rumoured she lives deep in the enchanted forest. Since she’s supposedly the one who enchanted it, that kind of isn’t surprising.’


‘Have you ever met her?’


‘Not so as I would remember. Technically, Mistress Cait is my godmother. Both mine and Lavender’s. I’m told she was at my christening, but I haven’t seen her since. She was the one who saved Mother’s life when the thirteenth faerie gifted her with the virtue of Death. Cait gifted her with Life, and the two virtues clashed and created the hundred year Death in Life of the interregnum.’ Will frowned. ‘It all comes back to the interregnum. Hiedelen’s hold on us, the kingdom’s poverty, why everyone distrusts magic.’


‘So, then, why do you … indulge?’


‘It’s a bit hard to explain,’ Will said. ‘You see Lavi, right?’


He turned his gaze back to her. She was dancing gracefully with King Ragi, who was at least keeping up. She was dressed in swan white with lavender trim, and her autumn coloured hair caught the torchlight. Will was annoyed to see that it glowed as brightly as the flames. Ferdinand’s face softened a bit as he looked at her. ‘Yes.’


‘Well, she got most of my mother’s virtues. The useful ones, anyway.’


‘Virtues?’


‘Yes. When Mother was christened she received eleven virtues from the representatives of the faerie clans which had been invited.’ She ticked them off on her fingers. It was a well known litany. ‘Beauty, Wisdom, Kindness, Generosity, Patience, Wit, Bravery, Honesty, Mercy, Nobility and Grace.’


Ferdinand blinked. ‘You have that memorized?’


Will frowned. ‘Why wouldn’t I?’


‘Lavi couldn’t get through more than five.’


Will laughed. ‘I’m not surprised. Let me guess, Beauty, Kindness, Patience, Grace and Nobility.’


‘How do you know that?’


‘Because those are the ones we know she’s got,’ Will said. ‘I’m left with Honesty and Wit, which tends to annoy people, Bravery, which is useless in a princess, and Mercy, which pretty much makes me feel guilty for being a princess in the first place, without the kindness which enables me to want to do anything about it.’


‘Perhaps you were also gifted with the Wisdom to know you can’t,’ Ferdinand said. ‘I can give my last crust of bread to a starving beggar woman, and have. That doesn’t mean she won’t be starving again tomorrow.’ He frowned. ‘Who got Generosity?’


‘Probably her,’ Will said ruefully. ‘But Mother raised us both with a sense of altruism, so it’s hard to tell.’ She pointed at her costume again. ‘You’ll notice this dress isn’t silk. Fine linen, but not silk. We don’t waste taxes on frivolities. We feed our people, instead. We are not a wealthy kingdom. The interregnum raped our land, and most of our wealth ended up in Hiedelen. Half that dragon money you brought us is probably going to go to healers guilds and orphanages.’


Ferdinand laughed again. ‘Why didn’t you mention Wisdom?’


Will shrugged.


‘Could you have grown your own virtue?’ he asked.


‘What?’


‘Modesty.’


Will blushed again. ‘What makes you think I’m wise?’


‘Because I know Lavi. She’s clever enough, but she’s silly. She’s delightful, but I wouldn’t call her wise. Unlike you.’


Will had never really been given a compliment before. Not on anything that ever mattered. Whether someone told her that her dress looked nice or that she’d done a good job at her riding lesson had never mattered to her. But to have a handsome, charming prince approach her and call her both Wise and Modest did strange things to her insides. ‘Thank you,’ Will said, and her voice came out very soft.


‘So how does that lead you to magic?’


Will shrugged, and tried to find her voice in amongst the billows of feathers which seemed to be choking her. ‘Not much else to do. Besides, maybe—’ She bit her tongue.


‘Maybe what?’


‘Maybe … once I’ve learned enough … I could change people’s minds. Our ban on magic leaves us vulnerable to another kingdom with military mages.’ She shivered. She was ashamed to realize it probably had more to do with Ferdinand’s hand on her shoulder than it had to do with fear at a non-specific potential threat. ‘Maybe I could make a difference there. Maybe there’ll be something I can do to make things better here. Besides trip over my feet at dances like this and dutifully marry my young cousin.’


‘You’ll find something,’ Ferdinand told her, with an air of certainty. ‘You’ll do something amazing with your life.’


‘Why do you say that?’ It actually came out as a whisper, and Will hated herself for it.


‘Because I did,’ he said. ‘I think I was more like you. Youngest son, didn’t really seem cut out for much. And look at me. Lyndaria’s hero, wealthy on dragon’s gold, betrothed to the most wonderful princess any man could ask for.’ He flashed that beaming, charming smile at her again, and her heart throbbed, melting all over her stomach. ‘You’ll find what you’re meant for, Will. I have faith. Each virtue went where it was needed the most.’ He held his hand out to her. ‘Would you care to dance?’


Will shook her head. ‘I didn’t get Grace.’


He laughed. Will found she wanted to make him laugh. She liked hearing him laugh. He sounded like a mother hawk chuckling to her chicks. ‘I’ll lead,’ he said. ‘Grace is supposed to be my job. All you have to do is let yourself follow me.’


Will found her hand reaching for his, and he led her out to the dance floor. And he was right. With his strong hand on her waist, his sure feet guiding her, the gentle pressure of his fingers warning her when the steps changed, she was as graceful as her mother, who was twirling like a snowflake across the ballroom with King Ragi. Will stared into Ferdinand’s ice blue eyes, and saw herself reflected there. And for once she wasn’t horrified by what she saw. Though she was an inch taller even than him, he carried himself with such nobility that they didn’t look out of place together. Her hair like winter leaves and her eyes like a glowering sky didn’t seem so plain when she stood with him. With Prince Ferdinand guiding her around the dance floor, Will felt as if she’d earned the virtues of Beauty and Grace and Nobility.


And when the dance was over he bowed regally, kissed Will’s hand, and went back to her sister, taking Beauty, Grace, Nobility – and Will’s heart – with him.


Will was shuddering as she made her way to her chambers. She shouted at her chambermaid (not granted the virtue of Kindness) ripped off her ill-fitting party dress and dropped it on the floor, (not gifted with the virtue of Patience) flung herself onto her bed and cried and cried and cried and cried and cried.


It was awful. It was stupid. It was dangerous. She was deeply, desperately in love. In love with her sister’s betrothed. Her perfect, beautiful, flawless sister. It was hopeless. It was wrong. It was cruel, to Will, to Lavender, to Ferdinand. Will had only one choice, and that was to swallow the huge lump of unrequited love, force it deep down inside, and bury it there until it died, or it killed her.


So Will did the only thing she could do. She buried herself in her studies. She avoided Lavender and Ferdinand as much as possible. She avoided her mother and father. She avoided the courtiers. She avoided everyone. She reread every magic book she had, hoping she’d somehow missed a spell to make someone fall out of love. She was half afraid she’d actually find it. If she did, she wasn’t sure who she would use it on – herself, or on Ferdinand. If she could make him fall out of love with Lavender, could Will make him fall in love with herself? Could she cast such a spell on Lavender, cause her to reject him? No. That would have been wrong. Whenever her thoughts reached that height she was hit by Mercy again (which was a virtue she frequently wished would simply go away) and she knew she could never do such a thing.


It didn’t matter. She never did find such a spell.


Once Will had fallen in love with Ferdinand she tried to think of nothing but her magic. Which was why she had to escape the palace secretly. A princess of Lyndaria couldn’t be permitted to go into the city alone, and certainly couldn’t be seen buying books on magic. Which meant she had to wear father’s clothes, hide her hair, and sneak through the secret passage and past the thorn hedge.


Trying to practise magic without a teacher was exhausting. It involved a lot of trial and error. Most of the time when Will recited a spell or brewed a potion nothing happened at all. Sometimes the wrong things happened. Sometimes very wrong things happened, such as the time Will had inadvertently summoned a demon. She had been lucky in that it had been a night demon, and she was able to keep it busy with riddles until dawn, but that had been a close one.


The spell Will used for subduing the thorns didn’t always work. It was, if one could describe a spell as such, temperamental. Ideally it was supposed to bend the thorns from her, as if she was a hot fire they needed to pull away from. Usually the best she could do was keep them still, and keep them from actively seeking to pierce her flesh. Sometimes all it did was slow them down, and sometimes it did nothing at all. And sometimes, (rarely, but often enough to aggravate her,) it seemed to anger the briars, and make them come at her even more violently than usual.


So. Which would it be today? Will took a deep breath, closed her eyes, and recited the spell.


For everything that grows and every leaf


That hangs upon the climbing vine or tree


with sweet flower, wondrous belief,


That my poor will can overpower thee


For I am nature’s strength, her arm and hand


That can, for beauty’s sake, for wonders great


That binds the fruitful bounty of the land,


And so becomes the instrument of fate.


Ah, that was good. It was going to work today. The winter thorns parted, leaving her a small window from her palatial prison. Will carried her cloak rather than try to wear it through the briars. She tensed up her muscles, waited until the thorns looked peaceful, and started to run.


They closed behind her as they always did, but her spell made them slower than usual. She could almost hear them growling as they grew and grabbed, trying to catch her in their coils, hungry for her royal blood. She leapt the last few steps in one bound and landed rolling, holding her cloak against her face to protect it from the dirt.


She took a deep breath once she’d made it. Now that she was out of the briars’ reach they seemed to mutter in disappointment and then settle back down into false dormancy. ‘Until next time,’ Will said with a slight bow to her adversary. The briars never bowed back, but sometimes, she felt as if they’d heard her.


Will knew she was mad, but she almost liked the violent briars. Not the sort of secret she could tell anyone, though. ‘I don’t know how anyone could stand to live here!’ visiting nobles always said. At least until they saw the palace in summer.


Rose Palace was considered the most beautiful castle in the seven kingdoms. The tamer roses climbed the walls, framed the arches and lined the paths, only swaying prettily when people passed by, wafting their scent into the air. Even the predatory hedge, which had completely overrun the East Wing and which they could not seem to tame, was stunning for three seasons of the year. The roses grew in a subtle rainbow, no two colours clashing. Will always thought that evil faerie must have had a brilliant sense of colour, for all the artistic arrangement of her roses.


In the spring, summer and autumn Rose Palace was permeated with the scent of roses. People claimed that it was like an ocean of scent, and if the wind was right the fragrances of the many roses could be carried for miles into the country, causing farmers amidst their pigstys to suddenly lift their noses into the air and inhale deeply. As the spring roses faded and the summer roses took their place, showers of petals fell to earth. The palace employed special teams, with long poles to keep the thorns at bay, who collected those petals. They were used for perfumes and sachets which were sold all over the seven kingdoms. It was Lyndaria’s most profitable export.


Those who lived in the palace did not need buy those perfumes; the scent permeated the very walls. Even in the dead of winter, to walk into Rose Palace was like walking into a garden. The courtiers’ clothes always smelled as if they had been washed in rose water – which in truth, they might as well have been. The heavy tapestries exuded a constant scent. In the summer months, those who lived in Rose Palace could tell where people had been by the scent they carried with them. A subtle sweetness? They’d just been near the receiving hall. A spicy tang? They’d been ambling near the queen’s chambers. A savour of fruity musk? Must have been consulting in the kitchens.


In the winter it was not so overpowering, but the scent of roses never really faded. Once people visited Rose Palace, they believed they understood why the royal family never left it, despite the deadly, predatory thorns. They forgot to take into account Lyndaria’s inherent poverty. The interregnum was not kind to the kingdom. It was hoped that Lavender’s marriage to the wealthy Ferdinand would help with that. Will hoped they wouldn’t leave their seat at Rose Palace, regardless. Her albeit limited control over the briars gave her a sense of self. She didn’t have much control over what else went on in her life.


Not that she could control the briars very well. Most spells she couldn’t do, anyway. She had no formal magical training. There were no more official magicians living in Lyndaria, not openly. Will had never even met any magicians, unless you counted the faeries, and it wasn’t really fair to count them. Faeries were in a class by themselves.


No one recognized Will as she walked through the town to the booksellers. No one ever did – her face was not as well known as her sister’s, and no one expected to see a princess in that part of town. Madame Paline’s book shop was the worst book shop in the city. It held penny dreadfuls and ancient warped door stopper books which would be better turned to papier mâché than read. Her tomes were worm-eaten and weather-beaten and dusty and musty and often profane. Which was why Will could occasionally find books on magic there. Any used magic books which found their way to the more reputable booksellers were usually burned unceremoniously.


Will was at Madam Paline’s for over an hour and found nothing. She browsed and dipped, searched corners and peeped into unlabelled books. Her hands grew dirty and her father’s doublet was smudged and she sneezed from the dust. Then, in the most unlikely of places, her search was rewarded. It was hidden behind a collection of out-of-date atlases, which showed the continent of the seven kingdoms with the borders from when they were still five kingdoms. It was called The Ages of Arcana, and it seemed to be a book on magic theory, and the history of spell making. Will’s heart caught in her throat as she held it, a treasure beyond all sense. What she didn’t understand was what it was doing hidden behind the atlases. It was so unlikely a spot that she was pretty sure it had been hidden there deliberately.


Still, it was hers, now. She carried the book with her to the front desk, where Madam Paline lounged reading a penny dreadful.


‘I’ll take this one,’ Will told her.


Madame Paline held up a finger, as she was clearly at a good spot in her romance. ‘One minute,’ she said absently.


Will sighed. She did have to grant that Madam Paline, for all her unsavouriness, did adore books. Or rather, reading, as she didn’t bother to take good care of the books themselves. Madam Paline charged her books by the pound, so Will set the book on the paper scale next to the desk and pulled her purse from her waist. It was likely to be rather expensive, by Madam Paline’s standards, because it was old and thick with a heavy binding.


With a creak the scales shifted, and The Ages of Arcana was snatched from under Will’s nose.


Will’s head snapped up, annoyed. ‘You’re excused, sir,’ she said, grabbing it back.


The little hooded figure whose sticky fingers had tried to purloin her book shocked her the moment he turned to look at her. The first thing she noticed was a pair of piercing red-brown amber eyes, which caught her with the same power and strength as a falcon. They were so stunning they made her feel ill.


‘Am I?’ he said with a smile which made his teeth glint. ‘Ah. Good to know. I shan’t ask for such pardon, then.’ There was a cutting edge to his last words, and he snatched the book back from her again.


He was still dressed for the winter weather, bundled tightly against the cold. The thought which echoed back and forth in Will’s head was, ‘Fox.’ His clothes were russet, rumpled and dirty, as if he slept in a burrow. The patch of forelock which peaked through his hood was ginger, as was the hint of beard which considered gracing his chin. His skin was darkish and dappled, as if a man naturally disposed toward pale, freckled skin had spent so long out of doors that his complexion finally relented, and stopped burning him. Moreover, he was a little man. He slunk, like the old faerie tales of the red fox Reynard. A fox at the hunt. And Will had the unnerving sensation of being a silly goose.


The only remedy was not to act like one. She glared. ‘That’s my book, sir.’


‘Have you paid for it?’ he asked.


‘Not yet.’


‘Then it does not, in point of fact, belong to you. Would you care for a copy of Lyndarian Property Law? I don’t quite have it memorized, but I’m sure if we dig in the stacks we can find a copy here somewhere.’


Will wanted to laugh, but she kept her face stern as she looked down at him. She was used to her great height intimidating people, and she liked to use it when she could. ‘No, thanks ever such.’


‘In the meantime,’ said the little red man, ‘this book is not yours. And until such time as it is, it is well within my rights … to read it.’ And he plunked himself down in the nearest chair and opened the book at the ribbon.


Ah! Will realized. This must be the perpetrator who had hidden the book. Which technically meant that he had found it first. But, just because he expected to be able to read it anytime he wanted to without buying it didn’t mean that she had to defer to him.


‘I happen to be in the process of paying for it,’ Will pointed out.


‘Not done yet!’ the Reynard barked.


‘Give it here, and it will be!’ she demanded.
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Magic never sleeps . . .
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