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The room is dark, smoky and warm. A young girl sits alone. Her body shakes and shudders. Her eyes are closed and she’s muttering to herself.

A dwarf wets a cloth, rings it out and holds it to her forehead. This is his charge – one of his charges – and he feels responsible for her.

He found her, three weeks hence, but in worse shape than any of the others he mentors, trains, guides. She has more power than he has seen, but many more demons too. 

Her name is Halfreda, and with her parents’ blessing – relief really – he is assisting her. 

The Realm is open to magic and admires all who possess magical prowess, even though they hardly understand it themselves, but the youngsters who have the magic find themselves in an untenable and unenviable position.

A man of his old age – even though he’s a dwarf which leads people to fear and revere him in equal measure – can handle the suspicion that inevitably comes with magical powers, but a young girl who just wants to fit in? It’s more than difficult; it’s unbearable and Halfreda – like many others – has tried to cast aside her powers, ignore her abilities and dull the magic within her.

Halfreda is trying to banish her true self through a mix of stubbornness and alcohol. The dwarf, known to his charges as the teacher, is trying to undo the damage she is doing to herself and coax her to see the greatness she has inside her – to understand the heights she could reach if she accepted and managed her gifts. 

So far Halfreda has resisted, another testimony to the power she possesses, but he is hoping to make progress.

And now? She’s lost to a vision, an episode, some sort of strange occurrence. Again, if she would embrace her true self, she would find that the visions and knowledge she has would slowly drip into her consciousness, become part of her understanding of life without this kind of force. Because she pushes aside her gifts, they struggle to be heard, until they possess her completely.

This is the seventh time in the three weeks he has known her, that she has been taken over by some presence other than herself. 

He has placed her on the floor, so if she wants to thrash around she cannot fall or hurt herself. He is keeping her cool because her skin is on fire, and he is listening closely to all that she mutters in case there is anything of interest or significance being said. 

She is an interesting specimen to observe. She is young and wise, clever but closed off. He is enjoying working with her, but he wishes she would see the sense in what he’s saying: she cannot keep ignoring her true self and quashing her powers. She feels like her life is too hard with the powers she has and that she would be better off, normal without them. But without the resistance, her life would be infinitely better. 

She is the true barrier to her own happiness. 

She will get there. He can feel it and it’s why he is happy to persevere. 

She is good company, witty and bright, but she needs more work than his other charges. 

The teacher is a strange and secretive man, but a good man. He roams the Realm, finding and helping those with magical abilities who struggle with the burden of their true selves. He aids the wise woman of the castle, who is charged with managing all the magical activity within the Realm and ensuring that no ill will is being felt for, or dealt against, the King or any of his family.

He has a mass of knowledge himself, gifts more than he could use in a lifetime, and his life will be a long one; he is happy to share, help, guide. It’s what he does. 

Halfreda is quietening down. Her murmurs are tailing off. He mops her brow again, whispering soothing, nonsensical words, really just reassuring her that she’s not alone. 

She opens her eyes, rubbing her face and frowning. “Another one?”

Her tone is dry and the teacher laughs. “There will always be another one until you accept your fate Halfreda. Stop pushing your gifts away; accept them, embrace them. They are who you are.”

“I hate them.” Her voice is fierce this time, but the teacher laughs again. “Self-hatred is a cruel thing and a waste of time and energy. You are magical and powerful – more than I have ever seen. But until you accept it, my assistance is limited to merely wiping the sweat off your forehead when you have another vision. If you give in and accept your true nature, I could help you become limitless, powerful. You need to think about it. My time is being wasted otherwise, Halfreda, and though I have a lot of it, I don’t like being ignored. Go, go and walk off your vision, feel the earth beneath your feet, the sun on your face. Ground yourself in reality and then think: Is this how you see your life playing out? Battle after battle, alcohol numbing your senses but not your abilities. It’s such a waste of time. Go now and come to see me at dusk. We’ll talk further.”

The teacher walks away from her – the most difficult but exciting of his charges – and heads over to the others. Their magic is limited and easy to get a handle on. There are three other females, as well as Halfreda, under his tutelage, but Halfreda is the one his mind keeps returning to. 

Once he has helped his students understand, cultivate and manage their gifts, they will return to their homes, wherever in the Realm they come from. Two of them are almost ready; they will serve the Realm by working in their little villages as white witches. They will dole out potions and sage advice to the people of the Realm that need it – simple cures for headaches or more intricate spells to ward off evil, or bring a good harvest, or whatever it might be.

Their magic is useful, necessary, but limited.

Halfreda is different.

If she cannot heed his advice, though, he will not continue to work with her. He will send her back to her home and she can continue her self destruction without him. 

Halfreda watches the teacher walk away from her and groans. She cannot bear him being cross with her. She has only known him briefly, but already he is important to her. He is filled with magic and knowledge and a peace she would love to be able to emulate. 

He is wise and so old and if she could only stop this hatred she has of her gifts, she knows he would aid her. Still, she cannot help but fear who she really is. 

She leaves the round house where they all live, with men and women who are friends of the teacher – all filled with magic – and she heads to the river.

The river is her favourite place to be. She loves the sound of the water around her. It drowns out the thoughts in her own head, but she tunes into her subconscious mind and mulls over what the teacher has said to her. 

Is she wasting his time and her own? Should she succumb to the gifts she has always had, try to rein them in, gain control over them, rather than the other way around? 

Once she opens the floodgates of her mind she is overcome by thoughts, ideas, questions, information until her head hurts. This is why she switches off and deadens her senses with ale. 

She lays down on the bank, staring at the blue sky, the birds flying overhead and breathes slowly. She lets memories and feelings in: the shame of being different; the embarrassment of her ‘normal’ schoolmates catching her during a vision; the hurt of hearing people’s unkind thoughts about her. 

Tears slip from her eyes and wet the grass. 

At dusk, Halfreda looks for the teacher and finds him by the fireside. 

“What difference will it make?” She sits next to him. “If I accept who I am and if I give my gifts free reign, what difference will it make?”

“Halfreda. All the difference in the world. I promise you. Aside from your interactions with other people, your life is lived by yourself. You will have family, friends, maybe a husband, children even, but they will come and go from your company. You will not. You must be comfortable in your own skin. You must accept who you are, embrace it, and become comfortable with it. You are you. If you are unhappy with yourself, what will you do?”

“I just hate the way I am, the things you call gifts, I call curses.”

“No Halfreda. Curses are a condemnation. You have gifts and they are an opportunity. Your life would be easy if you used them properly. Imagine a life where luck is on your side, where everything goes your way. Days when you are happy in your own skin. This battle you are waging against yourself is exhausting you. There is no joy in your life... your soul. You will shrivel and die if you carry on. You are only young.”

“And yet I feel like an old woman.”

“Well, you are not one. And yet you have wisdom within you, good sense and magic. Why do you keep turning your back on the magic inside yourself?”

“I have never understood it or liked it and I never wanted it. I want to be normal.”

“And I want to be tall. Please Halfreda. We are going around in circles here and it’s beyond pointless. Will you let me help you and guide you? Or do you want to go home?”

“I don’t want to go home.”

“Well then you have only the one choice.”

She nods, and the teacher closes his eyes, joy filling him. She will be the most interesting of all his students ever. 

“Let’s begin. We have time before food is brought to us.”

Halfreda nods, excitement and fear mingling together to form anxious jitters inside her.

“I know you don’t feel like you are gifted but tell me in simple terms what your magical abilities are – as you understand them.”

“I know things. Some things, certain things but not everything. Like when I am standing facing someone I do not necessarily hear their thoughts – though I do occasionally – but I know if they are good and kind, or if they have bad thoughts in their mind. But then, people’s thoughts change. People confuse me, and I get overwhelmed by the rush of ideas and feelings that I receive from them.”

“So, something we can learn is closing off your mind and filtering out what is useful to you. No one can stand to know all there is to know about everyone and everything all the time. And a man may have hundreds of emotions, intentions and thoughts over the course of an hour, never mind a day. No wonder you are exhausted! You are getting constantly bombarded with actual information and stimuli from the world around you, information that you receive consciously, subconsciously and through the visions you receive.”

“It’s exhausting.”

“When you have a vision – how does it come?”

“I see it in my head like a picture, like real life but with my eyes closed. I can see things, hear things, smell things. But I am not there. I am in the scene but not part of it. No one communicates with me. I just observe. When the spirits come, that is different. We converse. They tell me things – a hundred things I don’t understand about people I do not know, and I get overwhelmed and panic.”

“I am sure.” The teacher takes her hand. “Halfreda, you have taken the first step here with me tonight. Talking about yourself like this – facing yourself – is the first step to understanding yourself. Then you can focus on managing yourself and eventually enjoying and manipulating your gifts for your own good or for the good of those you serve.”

“Serve? I serve nobody.”

“Not yet, but I have had an inkling of your future.”

“Really?” One of Halfreda’s biggest worries has been her future. How will she live and look after herself, as strange as she is? 

“Being magical is a blessing. Please, start seeing it that way. Magic is a difficult thing to understand because the way each person has it and uses it is different. We must learn about you. It should be exciting. And here – here’s food.”

Halfreda is quiet while they all eat. She feels happier than she has since she met the teacher, but wary and concerned as well. She watches the other youngsters around the fire, the ones who are enjoying their gifts, learning to control them, eager to set off into the Realm and assist people with what they have learned and what they know – and she envies them. 

She feels different from them. Her magic scares her and tires her out. But now that she is ready to accept who she is, and is ready to work with the teacher – with her gifts, instead of against them – things will change. 

She smiles as the teacher raises his cup of ale to her before taking a sip, and she toasts him silently with a lift of her own cup. 
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Halfreda wakes from the first dreamless, restful sleep she has had since she was about five years old and laughs to herself, the realisation a tonic to her heart. She must have made the right decision to have slept so well. No dreams, no nightmares, no strange or cryptic imagery flooding her mind. 

Dressing quickly – eager to see the teacher – she is humming as she winds her way through the other people, who share the house, to find him.

He is eating breakfast, the other girls sitting with him. Kinsey – the youngest of the four, only thirteen years old and crippled by visions filled with the darkest of all spirits; the demons and evils of death. Zanna, a cold and humourless thing. Halfreda has no clue how old she is but she is reserved to the point of rudeness, and only ever smiles for the teacher. She is closed lipped about her gifts as well – and Halfreda won’t pry. And lastly Nerida, the same age as Halfreda – their birthdays within days of each other. They feel a kinship. 

Halfreda takes her place and cannot help smiling while she waits for the teacher to finish talking to Zanna. 

“Halfreda – you look like you could burst.” His tone is droll, as it often is. 

“Sorry, but I’m so happy. I slept all night long – no dreams, no nightmares, no-”

“Dreams are a useful tool to assess our frame of mind and bring us answers that we cannot happen upon during our waking hours.” Zanna’s voice is toneless but still manages to be condescending. 

“True, Zanna, but if you had been plagued by terrible dreams and the anxiety-filled sleeplessness that it induces then you’d be glad of a dreamless sleep. Our dreams tell us many things, Zanna, but sometimes they are a cruelty, something we cannot escape from. I’m pleased for you Halfreda. Does your frame of mind have anything to do with our talk yesterday?”

“It does. I am ready to accept my gifts and embrace them.” Even as she says it a shiver runs through her and Nerida nudges her with her elbow as she feels it too. “What was that?”

The teacher laughs, holding out his hand as though feeling for rain or testing the direction of the breeze. “Why, I believe that was the Realm quaking in its boots.”

The four of them – the teacher, Halfreda, Nerida and Kinsey laugh; Zanna remains closed lipped, her expression inscrutable, her eyes cold. 

Halfreda breaks her fast with meat, bread, and ale, a feeling of excited contentment rushing through her. Who knows what she is capable of with the teacher helping her?

The teacher sets the three of his students, with less ability than Halfreda, tasks to take them through the morning; two simple potions, a trek through the woods to gather ingredients and a quick incantation to practice. 

He sits with Halfreda in front of a fire that never goes out and takes her hand. “I am so proud of you. I don’t mind telling you now, that I have had a vision of you in my head since I came to your home: I know your future.”

“Really?” The idea scares her as much as it gives her a momentary beat of calm. Having her future mapped out – is that a burden removed or a frightening inevitability she cannot escape from? 

“You will not want to escape it – it’s a perfect fit for you and what I believe you are capable of.”

“Tell me.”

“Let me tell you something first. I have seen it, I have seen your future, but it can be changed. If you want to or need to, then your actions, your decisions will alter what I have seen. For example, if there was a freak accident right now and a boulder from above flattened and killed you, the future would change.”

Halfreda laughs and shakes her head. “A boulder from above? I hope that won’t happen!”

“It probably won’t, but I am trying to give you reassurance.”

“Really?”

“Yes. The future as I have seen it is mapped out and I think it will suit you; I think you will be good at it, happy. But you are not obliged. This is not a prophecy I see, or a curse. I think I see it because it happens, but I don’t want to frighten you.”

“It doesn’t frighten me. I like the thought of having a future where I’m happy. And useful?”

“So useful. Who is the most important person in this Realm?”

“Aside from myself?” Her lips twitch as she asks the question. “The King, of course, not me, the King.”

“So, if you were to do the most important job in the Realm, take on an important role, what might that be?”

“Working for the King? Doing what?”

“Using your gifts to help and assist him, protect him and the Realm and his family and...”

Halfreda shakes her head. “No. I know what you’re going to say next. No.”

“Halfreda let me finish.”

“No. You’re going to tell me that I have to kill the Kingmakers and I definitely don’t want to do that.”

“Someone has to.”

“Someone else.”

“Halfreda, why? Why are you so aghast?”

Halfreda closes her eyes, the heat from the fire washing over her. “I think it’s barbaric.”

“It’s magical and necessary.”

“Really? How so?”

“You are too young to know but I have lived so many years I know too much. I have seen too much.”

“Tell me then, convince me. I cannot imagine that you could. I know what it’s like to be a young girl with her life ahead of her – a life she is frightened by. The Kingmakers have the worst fate of all who reside in the Realm. I could never...” Her voice trails off and the teacher takes her hand. 

“There is so much we cannot understand or want to accept in this life – people who murder their own blood, innocent babies losing their lives, the wastefulness of a young death. I could go on. The choosing of the King is wrapped in a magic most of the Realm don’t understand.”

“Me included.”

“Maybe you don’t need to understand it?”

“If you think my future is murdering young girls, then yes, I think I need to understand.”

“Halfreda.” There is a subtle admonishment in that one word, but she shakes her head. 

“No. I don’t understand it or like it. There must be a better way.”

“Halfreda. Yours is not to question the magical and mysterious customs of the Realm, whether you work in the castle or not. Why question whether the King deserves his throne or the thief deserves to keep his hands? Pointless questions. Yours is not to change the Realm but to live within it and be useful. I can see that a young girl with empathy for other young girls would struggle with the legend of the Kingmaker, but it is what it is. As I am a dwarf, and you are filled with a magic you never asked for.”

Halfreda shrugs. 

“We had a reign once, just once, where the Kingmaker died before she could perform her duty and it was the worst reign the Realm has ever had, and the repercussions go on to this day. She has a magic necessary for choosing the next King, it is her birth right. None of us like it that much but it is who she is.”

“But I don’t want to work at the castle and assist the King if it means killing time after time.”

“Halfreda. The wise woman of the castle – Marby, is ailing. She is old, and frail and her gifts are dwindling. We will need a new one soon. It’s one of the reasons I scour the Realm – looking for a suitable replacement. The minute I saw you, I knew I had found you. A worthy replacement for the greatest witch the Realm has ever known. You have it all inside you, but I cannot battle with you on everything.”

“Not everything, just this.”

“Halfreda, it was only yesterday I was ready to send you home because you keep fighting your intrinsic self, today it is the Kingmaker. I think you like to be a stubborn, awkward and obstinate female.”

She shrugs. “Maybe. But I don’t like what you’re suggesting.”

“And you don’t have to do it, but you cannot have a tantrum because you don’t like a age-old custom.”

“It’s not a tantrum.”

“You dismissed it and refused it. That’s not your place. The Kingmaker knows her role from very young and each one has always accepted it. It’s what they are born for. They need kind words and a true heart looking after them up until that point. They deserve to have someone slitting their throat who isn’t bloodthirsty or savage but full of regret and sorrow at what’s being done. Nevertheless, it must be done. Each Kingmaker is sacrificed on her seventeenth birthday and their magical, special blood kills a prince – or more than one – and crowns a prince. It is the most special of all the ceremonies. And our current Kingmaker, Isla, is almost at her birthday, almost due to be sacrificed. If Marby dies, we need someone to step in.”

“It’s so cruel.”

“It is, but it has always happened and always will. Can you trust me and continue this path – accepting your magic, learning more about it – and see how you feel then? I will teach you more about the Kingmakers, explain all that I know...”

Halfreda nods although her heart hurts. How can she take a role in the castle knowing that every time a Kingmaker is born, she will be the one to kill her? Impossible. 
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The teacher leaves Halfreda by the fire. What is another morning wasted when they have wasted so many already? At least now she is coming to him with her mind focussed and her heart open to her true nature. He has seen her future and believes she will be at the castle, and yes, killing the Kingmakers, but she is stubborn and so heavily opposed to her magical self that there have been moments when he feared he would fail with his mission. 

It’s a mission he has given to himself and nothing bad will come if he fails, but he knows that she is meant to be at the castle. He knows she is meant to be the wise woman – the most magical person in the entire Realm.  

And Marby is suffering. He visited the castle on the last full moon – it is a three-day journey from where he lives – and she begged him to relieve her of her duties. It broke his heart to tell her no. But he did tell her that he had found a suitable replacement. Now he must convince Halfreda that she’s the right person to do it.

He can see why a young girl would feel more strongly about the murder of another young girl – and it is murder. He recognises that but it is also paramount to the smooth running of the Realm.

He sits and closes his eyes, listening to the bustle of the house around him. He lets his thoughts focus on each girl in turn. He is doing good work. Once they are trained and sent on their way, he will travel the length and breadth of the Realm finding more youngsters who need magical training. 

And he is determined that Halfreda will be at the castle where she belongs. 

Halfreda can hear Nerida chanting away to herself in the forest and moves closer, listening to her friend. She has a nice tone to her voice; it’s soothing to hear. 

“Nerida,” she whispers her name, so she doesn’t alarm her and Nerida opens her eyes.

“I thought you were with the teacher.”

“We had a disagreement.”

“Another one?”

“That makes it sound like I argue with him all the time.”

“Don’t you?”

“No. He wants me to go to the castle.”

“Why?”

“To take over from Marby.”

“The wise woman? She’s incredibly talented.” Nerida shifts off her knees and stands beside her friend. “That’s a huge honour. What did you say?”

“No.”

Nerida looks aghast. “Halfreda, why? You cannot keep treating the teacher with such contempt.”

“I don’t treat him with contempt.”

“You do.”

“I don’t. I think he’s wonderful, he’s so clever, so wise, so kind, so...” Halfreda trails off. “What?”

Nerida is grinning at her, a sly look on her face. “I knew you thought a lot of him. You try to act so relaxed, but this is a big deal to you too – being here with all of us, having him teach you.”

“Of course. Why would you think it wasn’t?”

“Halfreda, we have become friends in the last three weeks, but you have no idea how most people here are viewing you, what I thought of you before I spent time with you.”

“What? Don’t people like me?”

“They do, but we all think that you are throwing away a gift that is stronger than any of ours, bigger than we could dream of. Zanna is so jealous of you. We all are, in a way. We have seen only a tiny bit, heard only a tiny bit of what you might be capable of and, well, I can only speak for myself, but I would give anything to have your gifts.”

“You have gifts.”

“Not like yours. I overheard the teacher talking to Mal about you. He thinks so highly of you, but you frustrate him.”

“I’m not trying to. I...” Halfreda shakes her head, but Nerida puts a hand on her arm. “Let’s walk back.”

“I’m not like you, Nerida. You love your gifts, your magic, your unusual abilities. I hate mine. They make me feel odd, an outcast.”

“I do love my magic. And so should you. Anyone in the Realm would swap places with you. It’s so lucky to have magic in your blood.”

“It doesn’t feel lucky.”

“Well, get over it because it is. And you’re lucky that the teacher still wants to help you after you’ve been such a pain.”

Halfreda opens her mouth to argue, but Nerida is laughing too much and so she shuts her mouth and links arms with her. 

Back at the round house, the teacher beckons them over. 

“How was your morning Nerida?”

“Good, thank you. I struggle with the incantations, though. I find it hard to remember the order of the words.”

“Stay calm and keep trying – eventually the words will be second nature to you, as easy as saying your own name.”

Nerida nods, taking in the teacher’s wisdom, eager to learn. 

“Halfreda.” The teacher nods at her but doesn’t engage in conversation. Halfreda feels the sting of his nonchalance but swallows it down. She will show him that she’s happy to be here, willing to learn, and as for working at the castle, she will listen to what he has to say and make her decision when she knows more.

“A little help, please?” The three of them turn to face Menna, her hands full of dishes, a jug of ale tucked next to her side. 

The teacher takes the ale, and Halfreda and Nerida follow her back to the kitchen to collect more food. 

The round house belongs to the teacher, but he spends so much time travelling around the Realm that he is happy for others to dwell there. He always has his charges staying – they vary in number and gender, but there are three rooms in the rafters that they share. There is a husband and wife team, Mal and Menna – both filled with magic. But they are happy to blend in and assist the teacher from the round house, holding fort while he scours the Realm, helping him settle in his wards and teaching them all they need to know. 

There are rooms for travellers. The doors are always open for magical folk who might be passing by. They are plentiful and colourful characters that bring a new dimension to the round house. Depending on their experience, they might be happy to assist the teacher with his students.  

Currently, the teacher, Mal, Menna, his four wards, and three others are sleeping at the round house each night – but many more pass through – stopping for a meal, or a night, or more, as they prefer. 

Halfreda loves the bustle, the way there is always someone interesting to talk to, always something going on. She loves meal times – just letting the conversations wash over her. She will not leave voluntarily. 

Sitting next to Nerida, the two girls nudge each other and roll their eyes as Zanna dominates the conversation, wanting the teacher’s attention all to herself. He is happy to speak to her, but gently brings other people into their exchange. He would never be rude and, truthfully, he isn’t completely comfortable with Zanna. There is something abrasive about the way she talks to the others, something cold about her manner. He cannot imagine a role for her yet – she wasn’t well thought of in her little village – and anyway she doesn’t have the open and kind manner needed for a village witch. Not really. 

Halfreda slowly clears the plates, waiting to talk to the teacher alone. She gets her chance once Zanna finally marches off, her back rigid and her demeanour cold. 

“Tell me about the Kingmakers.”
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The teacher nods and beckons for Halfreda to walk with him. “Let’s go through the woods, down to the river.”

Halfreda follows him, happy to spend time with him. He has a calming presence like nothing she has ever encountered before. A minute in his company is as relaxing as an hour with nothing to do and nothing to worry about. 

“I am happy to tell you all about the legend of the Kingmaker – I think you need to know it, but I must also say this: any person who judges before they know the true facts lets themselves down, as well as those who they judge. I cannot tell you how heart-breaking Marby finds her role when the time comes around to sacrifice the Kingmaker. I know that she weeps. I know that she cannot sleep before or after. I have been at every ceremony that she has performed and afterwards I hold her while she sobs. No one wants to kill the Kingmaker. Every person wishes she could live. Don’t you think her parents, her siblings, would care more than you do? Don’t ever dare to judge, Halfreda. It’s a terribly condescending and patronising thing to do.”

Chastened, Halfreda feels tears filling her eyes. “I don’t mean to be condescending or patronising. I just feel sick at the thought of killing a young girl who has done nothing to deserve it.”

“Halfreda. What does a King do to deserve the greatest seat in the land?”

She shrugs. “Nothing. He is born to it.”

“As is the Kingmaker. Born to a role that none would choose, but that each one willingly carries out with courage and magic; thus, a new King is crowned. We cannot do without it.”

“It just seems barbaric.”

“And I am not telling you that it isn’t. But, it is what it is and someone must do the job. Besides me seeing your future at the castle, someone with great magic like yours should serve the Realm, and the King. And I believe it will be you. You need to understand the legend of the Kingmaker and you need to try to accept something that feels uncomfortable to you.”

“I can try.”

“Of course you can. Don’t think for a second that you are the only one kind or true or gentle enough to find it disturbing. We all do but that does not mean that it is ours to change.”

Halfreda nods. “It upsets me, but I am willing to learn. To listen.”

“I hope so. It doesn’t aid anyone if we have closed minds or hearts. We can all stand to learn, to change, to adapt. It’s one of the reasons I enjoy the stream of visitors we have here at the house. They bring me knowledge I didn’t possess or a perspective I might not have seen. Keep an open mind always, Halfreda. Whatever else you learn from me – and it will be a lot – remember that.

“Kings are magical, more than human. They are closer to the gods than we are. Before the first Kingmaker, Kings were born and not made. The first-born son of a married King and Queen – never a bastard – would rule after his father’s demise. Good, bad, able, dull, whatever his traits, attributes, weaknesses or vices he would be King. What a ridiculous way to rule a Realm.”

Halfreda nods along. 

“The very first King of this Realm was made and not born. He was appointed by the gods and given magic – the first person who roamed the Realm who had magic in his blood. He was the first King. He was so much more than a normal man; not immortal but the nearest thing to it. He was stronger than a normal man, taller than a normal man, more handsome than a normal man. He had a rapier’s wit and a mind so intelligent he made clever men look like dullards. Anyone who met him knew that he was more than a man. He was a King. 

“He recognised that the Realm needed a leader, someone to take charge, show everyone the way. He could protect the weak and temper the strong. He was a magical being. I could go on and on, Halfreda, believe me.”

Again, Halfreda nods along, happy to listen to his deep, smooth voice all day long.  

“He married a glorious woman, and they lived a glorious life. They had reams of children and the Realm prospered under his rule.

Everything that could go right did under his rule. The Realm was in peace, every person who lived here was happier. It was an idyllic time. 

And when he died, his son did a good job. He was born and not made. His gifts were not as great as his fathers had been. He wasn’t quite as tall or strong, as fearless or clever. And so, the magic seemed to dilute with each new generation of royals.”

The teacher pauses, leaning against a tree. “I need to sit.”

They sit under the shade of the tree, and the teacher continues.

“There are a group of us, men and women, all ages, all abilities, who live within this Realm. We have power and magic and we tutor those who need our help – like yourself – and we gather annually to talk, to make decisions, to fix things. We are all in the King’s employ and we all bow to him absolutely. But let’s just say, he is not privy to all the conversations that we have, all the decisions that we make or all the things we set in motion. Keepers, I suppose you could call us, the keepers of the Realm. Not rulers, but keepers. We quietly beaver away making sure that all is well, so that the King can enjoy his reign and his Realm in peace.”  

He shifts slightly. “At one of our annual gatherings, we spoke of this dilution of sovereignty and it caused us all troubles. Among our number is a sorceress so powerful she makes me look like a simpleton. She had an idea...”

He pauses again and looks at Halfreda. “It cannot fall on a King alone to make decisions about the Realm. Even a good King can be blinded by his own hopes and dreams. His advisors are often bent one way or another depending on what they can gain from their position. We are truly unbiased. We are separate from the King and we have seen many Kings live and die. We recognise that while their time is fleeting, the Realm will live on and on.”

“How many Kings?”

“Too many.”

“How old are you?”

“Too many questions.”

“You don’t want to answer me.”

“How wise you are.”

Halfreda grins. “You won’t tell me?”

“I don’t need to. You will find out. I don’t doubt it.”

She grins again, and the teacher continues.

“And so, our sorceress developed the magic of the Kingmaker – a way to find the most potent strain of the King’s magical blood, whichever son it had gone into, and make him King. Thus, Kings were made again and not born and the Realm grew more successful. Each King was better than the one before. Instead of the dilution of power we had been seeing, we were getting a concentrated version. And with each successful reign, we knew we had made the right decision – that our sorceress’s magic was doing what it needed to.”

“And the Kingmaker?”

“The sacrifice. Tragic, but necessary.”

“How so?”

“Her blood makes the decision, makes the choice. She has the magic within her which instinctively knows which sibling will be better suited to the role of King. It hasn’t failed us so far and I don’t believe that it will. She has inside knowledge. She shares the blood of these men and so she has something within her from the sorceress – power and magic which she passes on to the next Kingmaker, and so on.”

“Was there any other way?”

“Maybe, but once we hit upon this idea, there seemed no need to look for another. It did what we needed it to do for the Realm. Each Kingmaker is instilled from birth with the power needed to make the right choice. And as I said, we had one occurrence, just one, where our Kingmaker died ahead of her time, and the following reign was diabolical in every way. We are only now recovering from it and we have some way to go. I cannot stress the importance of her role enough. And it is why she needs someone considerate to take her life. Someone who secretly enjoyed it would not be fair or just.”

Halfreda sighs. “And you see me doing this? Slitting throats?”

“Don’t say it like that, so blasé. It’s not. There are ceremonies and feasts, that lead up to the Kingmaker’s death; rites and rituals that we observe. We all recognise and appreciate her sacrifice. She is so special.”

“So special she must die?”

“She is destined to die.”
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“Now enough talk. We are distracting from the real reason we are here. You will be no use to King or Realm until you harness and accept your powers fully. Walk with me.”

They meander through the trees and down to the river’s edge. “Now a King can command nature. We cannot command it but we use our magic to change things. Have you ever tried a spell?”

Halfreda shakes her head. “No. I try to ignore anything magical.”

“So, it is time to change that. Knowing things, hearing things, seeing spirits, is all well and good but a lot of the information given is wishy-washy to say the least. You need to command your gifts, lead them in the direction you want them to go. For example, you might meet a man in the market and figure that he has ill intentions. You may not necessarily see who those ill intentions are against or what specifically they are. That’s not useful – he could just be planning to kill the family chicken because he is hungry, or he could be planning to murder our King. Quite a difference. Spells are a way of channelling our magic and asking for a specific intention or outcome. I could do a spell for a good crop or make a tincture that will ease the pain of a swollen knee. Either of them is more useful than a random idea of what someone may or may not be thinking.”

Halfreda can see where he is coming from. “So, as I have these gifts, I may as well make them as useful as possible?”

“Exactly. You may always have visions and conversations with the dead. They may just be something you put up with, but they will have their uses. Prophecies often come during visions, and so anyone who has visions could end up being important, but these applications of your gifts are haphazard and vague. We want to know specifics. Let’s go back to the house, to my work room and try something.”

Happy to follow along and do as she is told, Halfreda pushes aside the niggle of unease that she feels and follows him.

The teacher’s work room is fascinating and would be to anyone – even someone with no magical edge. There are rows and rows of heavy-looking old books, hundreds of bottles and jars filled with who knows what. There are fresh ingredients plucked from the woods – roots and stems and petals, all ready to be used in some concoction or other.

“This is not fairy tale magic from stories around fires as the stars come out. We don’t need eyes of newts or feet of frogs, mostly all that we need are fresh ingredients. Plants and flowers that grow. Seeds that grow into new plants all have an intelligence within them; they are alive. We use that energy, that synergy to aid our magic.”

He fetches a pestle and mortar and starts crushing some leaves. He adds some drops of something cloudy, that smells disgusting, from a tall, thin bottle, and then takes a coal from the fire. He drops the coal into the leafy liquid and as it hits the water, a wisp of smoke heads upwards. Watching intently, Halfreda gasps. 

“What?”

“I saw something – as the coal hit the water and the smoke rose up.”

“What was it?”

Halfreda hesitates. 

“Tell me.”

“It was Zanna. She was...” Halfreda shakes her head. “I don’t like this. What if what I’m seeing is wrong – just a trick, because I don’t really like her very much.”

“What did you see?”

“She was stealing. She looked from side to side, then slipped her hand into Mal’s cloak and took a bag of coin.”

The teacher nods. “Our personal feelings about a person can certainly colour how we feel when they are around – whether we feel happy or uneasy, whether our heart lifts at the sight of someone or whether our stomach churns. But magic is a separate entity, it doesn’t hold a grudge, or judge a person, it doesn’t understand preferences. If you had seen Nerida in the vision you would have found it harder to believe. You might not have wanted to believe it. You may not have told me, but it would have been just as true.”

“So, she’s stealing? Or going to steal?”

“This is where our magic gets tricky. It is magic and not science. It is not always exact or precise. This may be something she wants to do, something she has thought about but will never act on, something she definitely will do or something she has done.”

“Not so helpful then?”

“Completely helpful. It reinforces the unease I feel about her. She is not well liked – not by anyone. She was not well thought of in her village and so far, I am unable to see a future for her.”

“What does that mean?” 

“It means I will watch her more closely because I have more information now than I did have. Though it is still not exact, it is more than I had. I will speak to Mal and Menna about her, so they will have their wits about them when she is near. Also, I will look to my own magic to decide on what happens next. It may be that I do not see her future because she does not have one.”

“Because she dies?”

“Not necessarily, but it could be. Or it could be that she leaves our company here and I don’t hear from her or see her again. I will address this myself. I don’t need you to do anything or say anything. Please.”

“I won’t.”

“Magic isn’t always easy, Halfreda. Often it gives us additional burdens that we would prefer not to have. But reining it in will absolutely be better for you. Mastering your magic and taking control will only be a good thing. Why don’t you look for Nerida and help her with her incantations? Leave this problem with me?”

Halfreda nods and as she leaves the teacher in his work room. He is already pouring out measures of liquid and cutting up ingredients to make another spell.

She finds Nerida in the garden, eyes closed, lips moving, whispering incantations to herself. She watches her quietly for a second, feeling the joy of seeing a good friend lift her spirits, before joining her. 

“Where’ve you been?”

“Just with the teacher.” 

“You’re so lucky.” Nerida’s voice is wistful. “You know that, don’t you? How lucky you are that he wants to help you so much.”

“He helps us all.”

“He helps you most.”

“Because I’m a hopeless case.”

“No. Because he thinks so highly of you.”

“You said. You heard him telling Mal.”

“You can just tell, though.”

“I think I frustrate him, actually. And annoy him.”

“Yes, those things too, but that’s what makes you a challenge for him. The rest of us, we’re easy. Easy to teach and easy to find roles for. You’re different.”

“I wish I was the same as the rest of you. I don’t want to work at the castle and kill Kingmakers.”

“I wouldn’t either. I’ll miss you when you go.”

“Come with me.”

“I can’t. The teacher wouldn’t let me.”

“Why not?”

“He sees me in my little village, being the village witch.”

“Is that what you want to do?”

“It is, actually. I think I’d be good at it.”

“Maybe you could come to the castle for a little while. I don’t even know when I’m going there. If I’m going there.”

“I think you will. The teacher is so wise.”

“He said it’s my choice, though.”

“Why would you choose anything else? The wise woman of the castle is the most respected and revered witch in the Realm. I’d love it.”

“And killing the Kingmakers?”

“Carrying out an official sacrifice?”

“Doesn’t make it any better, wording it like that.”

“I just think it’s a huge opportunity and you’d be silly to let it go. I’ll come with you when you go – if I can. I’d love to see the castle and meet the King.”

Halfreda is quiet. It appears the decision has been made. By her? Or the teacher? It seems everyone assumes or believes she will go to the castle and assist the King. Can she change her future, does she even want to? She shakes her head, clearing out all her thoughts. “Why don’t you do some more incantations, I can’t keep thinking about it, or worrying about it.”

“True. Worry about me instead. I just cannot get them right.”

“You’re overthinking it. Let the words flow. Let the right words come. The more you tense up, the more you trip over your words. Close your eyes and breathe deeply. Start the first one again. Slowly and confidently, like you know you’ll get it right, like you know you won’t make any mistakes.”

Nerida closes her eyes and Halfreda watches her, willing her to get the words in the right order, with the right tone and inflections. Nerida starts to chant and when she gets it right first time, opens her eyes and hugs Halfreda. “I know you helped me! Thank you.”

Halfreda smiles and pulls her friend to her feet. “It was all you. Let’s see if Menna needs help in the kitchen.”

Menna does need help in the kitchen. She gets Nerida kneading bread and Halfreda chopping up fruit. There are many mouths to feed and it takes time to prepare, and cook, three meals a day. Menna spends most of her day in the kitchen, and she’s happy to do it. She enjoys the solitude and being useful to the group in equal measure. 

“We have some fish that Mal caught this morning. Do either of you know how to gut a fish?”

Menna laughs at the look of disgust that crosses both of their faces. “Fine – I’ll do the fish, you stick to your fruit and bread. How are you getting on girls? Are you enjoying your time here?”

They both say yes at the same time, but Nerida elaborates. “I love it. I feel so lucky to have the teacher helping me.”

“He loves to help people. Once you girls are sorted out, he’ll be travelling around the Realm again, finding more lost souls to help.”

“Lost souls?”

“Yes. There are a lot of magical people in the Realm, Halfreda, he doesn’t need to help all of them. There are only a small amount of you, relatively, that need assistance because, for some reason, you can’t get there on your own.”

“I don’t feel like a lost soul.”

“That might be a bit harsh – but it’s what I call you all in my head. It’s not technically correct either, but none of you flourish and develop without his assistance. The people who come here, the people he finds, he finds for a reason. Maybe you would have found your way without him – as some do – but it would be a struggle, no doubt. Anyway, don’t be offended. It’s serendipitous that he did find you. We are happy to have you and so is he. Helping people is what makes him happy. Makes him thrive.”

“He’s so selfless.”

“Selfish too.” Menna laughs as both girls look shocked. “Selfish is not always a bad thing, girls. He knows that I refer to him as selfish and he agrees. It just so happens that what he loves to do, wants to do, feels he should do, is beneficial to more than just him. It’s alright to be selfish sometimes – to look after yourself first – so that you are in the position to look after others. To think of your own happiness first is good, because that is what most people are doing. If you rely on others to make you happy, bring you peace, give you self-confidence, you will be left wanting. Make yourself a priority, ladies, and please, don’t feel bad about it.”

The girls are watching Menna with something close to amazement. They have never been told to be selfish before. Most women and girls, are told to look after others, told that pride comes before a fall, told that they must be selfless and giving always. Yet, here is someone they look up to and respect, telling them to look after themselves.

“Girls, if a mother bird goes hungry or falls ill due to poor self-care, and cannot leave her nest, who will feed the baby birds?”

“No one.”

“Exactly.”

Menna grabs a knife and guts the fish, a look of satisfaction on her face. The teacher is not the only one who can dole out life lessons.
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Sitting around the fire, watching everyone eat the bread that Nerida kneaded, the fruit she cut up and the fish that Menna gutted and cooked, Halfreda feels peace wash over her, until her eyes rest upon Zanna. 

She is a plain looking girl, maybe a touch older than Halfreda, maybe a touch younger – it is hard to say. She dresses plainly too – always in a plain black dress, a plain black cloak, her hair pulled back tightly off her face, making her features look pinched and harsh.

With her food in one hand and her ale in the other, she is pontificating about some point or other, duelling with words, with Kinsey. Kinsey is getting redder and redder in the face as she tries to explain what she means, to make herself understood, but Zanna keeps butting in, not letting her finish. 

Halfreda has felt sorry for Kinsey since they all arrived at the round house together, from different parts of the Realm. On the journey, she was quiet and closed-off from the others. There was a strange negativity coming off her even then. Not that she was negative; she has a pretty face, a quick and easy smile, and a pleasant countenance, but Halfreda could feel waves of animosity emanating from her, from within her. 

With tears rolling down her face, Kinsey had, with the help of the teacher, explained that she was filled with the darkest, most evil demons and needed help to get rid of them. Each day the teacher spends time with her, banishing the demons from her body and mind. 

Every time Halfreda sees her, each day, she can see a change in the energy that surrounds her. She is blossoming and glowing and it’s wonderful to see; a real testament to what the teacher is capable of.  

But Zanna is still battling with her, not letting her speak. 

The teacher intervenes before anyone else can. “Zanna, if you believe in your argument so completely then you can allow someone else to give you theirs, surely.”

She blushes and takes a sip of ale. “I just don’t agree with her. She’s wrong.”

“So say you.”

“So says anyone with any intelligence.”

Kinsey is close to tears and Halfreda sends her strength from across the fire, smiling as the flames lick up, burning a little brighter. 

“I am intelligent, Zanna. I am also filled with evil magic which the teacher is unchaining me from. I don’t need you to tell me about things I already know.”

“Even if you’re wrong?”

“How can I be wrong when I am talking about myself and my own experiences. I know what I see and feel more than anyone.”

“I think you’re exaggerating. To get attention.”

Kinsey shakes her head. “If you could only see the things I see, you would weep. I would never lie to the teacher.”

“Calm, girls. Please keep calm. Zanna – you’re out of order. Kinsey, I know what you see, what you endure and how bravely you face these demons while I draw them out of you. Please ignore our mutual friend.”

Kinsey nods, wiping at her eyes, eating some food just to have something to do.

Halfreda watches Kinsey eat, watches the cold look of amusement come over Zanna and feels fury fill her up.  

She waits until everyone is busy eating again, conversations starting up, after Zanna’s awkward outburst, and concentrates her gaze on Kinsey and the air around her. The demons are fewer, but there is still a black cloud of bad energy that surrounds her. 

Halfreda watches Kinsey through the fire, the flames licking up, obscuring her face, and the darkness that emanates from her. 

Whispering inside her own head, Halfreda calls spirits to her. She has never invited them before. It’s not the wisest thing she has ever done, and for a moment she is overwhelmed by the images flooding her mind, the feel of invisible fingers touching her skin, the clamour of voices pushing for her attention. 

Focussing intently, determined and pushed onwards by her fury against Zanna, she sends most of the spirits away, just concentrating her energy on Kinsey, calling a demon forward, calling one to her side. 

She feels her energy draining. A shiver of black ice touches her spine and she knows she has one: a demon spirit. Harnessing her powers like she has never done before, unsure if it will even work, she uses one part of her mind to keep the demon shackled to her side, and stares at the fire, urging the smoke to increase and the flames to dull down.

Oblivious to the chatter continuing around her, she calls the smoke towards her as she pushes the demon away. She focusses on bringing them together, hoping that what she wants to happen, will.

She wants the smoke and the demon to collide; the wreathes of smoke giving the demon a physical form; to frighten Zanna and avenge Kinsey.  

The air changes, and the chatter dulls as she stares intently at the air in front of her. It’s happening and she feels a rush of power, the smoke is solidifying, taking a shape and taking a form.  

With a final push from her already exhausted mind she sends the smoky demon straight at Zanna and as she does, it whirls around her like a tornado, a spine-chilling scream coming from its wispy mouth. 

Human screams join the wail from the demon’s mouth and only Halfreda is silent as she stands up and directs more energy at the wraith, only stopping when she feels a pull on her arm. 

She turns to face the teacher and as their eyes lock, the demon disappears. Zanna has fainted to the floor and Halfreda cannot help the smile that makes her lips twitch, even as she lowers her eyes from the teacher’s condemnation. 

Menna rushes to Zanna’s side, and scoops her head into her lap. Mal feels her forehead and the teacher takes something from his pocket and holds it under her nose. Zanna wakes with a splutter, and a cry and Halfreda sits back beside the fire. Everyone is calm now and quiet; the strange tension that follows an unsettling episode filling the air in place of the demon. 

“Are you alright, Zanna?”

Zanna turns and points at Kinsey, her voice verging on the hysterical – a change from her usual robotic tone of voice. “You did that!”

The teacher kneels in front of her, holding her face, making Zanna look at him and not Kinsey. “Zanna, it wasn’t Kinsey. It really wasn’t.”

Menna leads Zanna away from the fire before things get worse and slowly, conversation starts again; everyone shaken up and quiet.

The teacher brings Halfreda ale and a small, dense, square of sugary fudge. “You’ll do yourself a mischief engaging in things like that.” His voice is quiet, but Halfreda is sure he’s not too cross with her. “May I ask why we were entertained in such a way?”

“Because she’s horrible. She was being so nasty to Kinsey. Kinsey’s only a baby.”

“I agree with both of your points but I’m not sure that was helpful or appropriate. Have you ever summoned a spirit before?” 

Halfreda shakes her head, overcome with an unnatural tiredness. She sits before she falls and the teacher gives her more fudge. “That was extremely dangerous, Halfreda. Without knowing what you are doing, that could have had terrible consequences. How did you even know what to do?”

“I just did what I thought was right, what I thought would work.”

The teacher considers her, his expression unreadable.

“Are you cross with me?”

“Not cross. Bemused, I think. Why would you ignore your powers for so long, barely be convinced to tap into them, and then conjure a spirit into physical form the next day, with no preparation or experience?”

Halfreda shakes her head; put like that it sounds ridiculous. “I have no idea.”

“Besides, deserving or otherwise, who are you to dole out justice?”

With no answer to give, Halfreda keeps her mouth closed: point taken.
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When the teacher leaves Halfreda’s side, Nerida takes his place.

“Was that anything to do with you?”

“It was.”

“It was incredible!”

“Ssh. The teacher is cross with me.”

“I’m sure he is. It was amazing.”

“But dangerous and stupid.”

“Maybe. But it worked out well. You scared Zanna – and I’m guessing that was the point?”

Halfreda takes her arm and leads her away from the fire, to the edge of the vegetable garden. “I had a vision. Earlier, with the teacher – I saw Zanna stealing from Mal.”

Nerida covers her mouth with her hand. “Oh, no.”

“I don’t know if she’s done it, or just thinking about it, but I can’t stand to look at her. Then when she was being so horrible to Kinsey – I had to do something.”

“I’m glad you did. It was scary, though. I don’t know how you did it.”

“Neither do I really. I’ve never done anything like it before. Probably won’t again, either.”

“Oh, Halfreda, you have such power.”

“And the teacher wants me to use it to kill innocent little girls.”

Shaking her head, Nerida follows Halfreda. As much as she envies her powers, she doesn’t envy the position she’s been put in. None of them would want to ignore the teacher’s advice, but if Halfreda moves to the castle, she will have to kill the Kingmakers. There’s nothing else to be done.

They come across Kinsey sitting outside the room she shares with Zanna, leaning against the door, a forlorn look on her face.

“Are you alright, Kinsey?”

The young girl shakes her head. “Not really. Zanna is in there. Menna gave her a tonic of some sort or another to make her sleep. But I don’t want to go in there.”

“I don’t blame you,” Nerida says, placing her hand on Kinsey’s shoulder.

“Why don’t you gather your blankets and come in to our room. You could sleep on the floor between our beds. It won’t be the most comfortable but...”

Kinsey nods, getting to her feet, relief covering her features. “Really?”

“Of course. She was so mean to you earlier.”

“I know – but I didn’t attack her with that demon, I promise-”

Halfreda looks awkward. “That was me, Kinsey, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for you to get the blame, I just wanted to stop her being so horrible all the time.”

“She is horrible, isn’t she?”

“She is. Come on, we’ll help you.”

Luckily, Zanna sleeps through the three of them gathering Kinsey’s nightdress and bedding, and the three girls are soon tucked up in their beds. 

“Thank you.” Kinsey’s voice is small, just like she is and Halfreda is glad that she did what she did. She is proud of herself. 

She lays in bed, and soon the other two are asleep. She listens to the snuffling sound of them sleeping and shuts her eyes. She relaxes her body, wriggling her hands and feet. Was she stupid to do what she did earlier, summoning a demon to her side? Probably. She has never done anything so bold before; she has never accepted her powers so brazenly, encouraged them and flaunted them. 

She grins, thinking about Zanna fainting onto the floor. It was so satisfying, dangerous and foolish but so good – and easy.

So easy. You’d think summoning a demon to your side and giving it a physical form might be a little more difficult, even if it was just to stop a novice such as herself from doing it. But it had been simple. 

She thought it, and it happened. 

She sits up, reaching for the ale she keeps by the side of her bed. The room is tiny, just two beds, two small tables and a chest at the end of each bed for their clothes. Suddenly, she feels claustrophobic. It’s only because of the warmth from the three of them, she’s sure. 

She pulls on her cloak and slips out of the room, treading carefully and closing the door quietly. 

Could she really be the most powerful witch in the whole Realm? The wise woman of the castle? Was that her future? 

There are too many questions, ideas and thoughts filling her head. She cannot breathe. She’s too hot.

Struggling to even see straight she uses the wall to guide her, hands flat against the bricks, sweat pooling at the small of her back. 

The room rushes around her, everything is fuzzy and then she faints. 

She becomes aware of the world around her again, slowly.

The first thing she hears is the teacher’s voice, soft and melodic. “Well, that was interesting.”

“Interesting? I wouldn’t call it interesting. It was terrifying.” Menna’s voice is hoarse with worry. 

“Visions often are. Watching someone familiar act in such an unfamiliar way is disconcerting to say the least. The way they move and sound is so different to their normal selves, it’s eerie.”

“That’s the right word. Eerie. But what she was saying. Do you think she’s right?”

“Hard to say. She’s talented. We saw that earlier.”

“Talented – but stable?”

“I think so. Despite the drinking. She’s just young to have such powerful gifts. It’s why she’s here, so I can help her, guide her.”

“True. I’m not happy, though.”

“There’s nothing we can do. If what she says comes to pass, then there’s nothing we can say or do to stop it.”

“We could try.”

“Impossible and you know it. It could be an illness or a terrible accident.  Nothing we can do. We won’t inform Zanna of what’s been said. It would traumatise her. Although I don’t like her, I would never do that to her.”

“Agreed.”

“What about Halfreda? Will you tell her about it, what she said, what she saw?”

The teacher touches his palm to Halfreda’s forehead. “If I am right, Menna, she has heard everything we have just said.”

Halfreda opens one eye. “Sorry. I wasn’t trying to eavesdrop. I feel...” She swoons slightly, even though she hasn’t moved. 

“Menna, fetch her a tonic, please?”

Menna nods and bustles away to the kitchen. 

The teacher helps Halfreda to sit up, supporting her against the wall, straightening her cloak. 

“That was quite the vision. Do you remember any of it?”

Halfreda shakes her head. “It might come back to me. Sometimes they do. How many have I had since I’ve been here?”

“This will be number eight.”

“I only remember two of them.”

“It’s not unusual. Also, you may remember something from the vision but not remember that it was from the vision. It might feel like a conversation you’ve had, a book you’ve read or a play you’ve seen. It might feel familiar to you, though you won’t know why. None of this is exact, Halfreda. But you heard what I said about this one?”

“I wasn’t trying to be deceitful. I just felt dizzy.”

“I didn’t think you were eavesdropping or being deceitful. I don’t have many visions but when I have them, I know that coming out of them is like coming out of a long, deep, strange sleep – a sleep with vivid dreams that feel real. Also, you probably hurt yourself when you fell, and you thrashed around a fair bit, so you’ve probably got some bruises to come.”

“Was it scary to hear? What did I say exactly?”

“You said a lot: some of it in a language I didn’t recognise, some chanting, some incantations I knew. Then you spoke, in our language, but a voice I didn’t know – it was not your own – you spoke of Zanna.” He pauses. “You foretold of her death.”

Halfreda turns white, covering her face with both hands, crying. “That’s dreadful. I’ve never done that before, have I? I don’t want to have this power, this responsibility, this knowledge. It’s awful.”

She sobs silently until Menna comes with her drink. “This will make you feel better.”

Halfreda takes the drink but sees the expression on Menna’s face, the look in her eyes: fear, apprehension, distrust, and she cries harder. 
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Nerida wakes Halfreda the next morning, but she buries her head under her blankets. She does not want to face the day and she especially does not want to face Zanna. 

What sort of gift is that? Telling of someone’s death. It makes her feel culpable, responsible for the death. Is she? Does she dislike her so much that she brought the vision to pass? She needs to speak to the teacher, and so reluctantly, she climbs out of bed. 

Kinsey is smiling up at her and together the three of them head for breakfast. Zanna is there, sitting alone, and when Halfreda meets her eyes she feels a shudder run through her, bile rising in her throat. Have I sentenced you to death? As the thought crosses her mind Halfreda pushes it away. She will not think of death, but she will speak to the teacher. 

There is an uneasy feeling throughout breakfast, with only Menna, Mal and the teacher chatting to the passing visitors, and the few that are staying in the round house. The four girls are quiet, barely looking up from their food. 

Once they have eaten all that they are going to, the teacher tells Zanna to help Menna in the kitchen. He tells Nerida and Kinsey to collect ingredients from the woods and he sends them off with a list and a basket each. Then he draws Halfreda to his side.

“I imagine you would like to talk to me?”

“I need to.” She buries her head in her hands, crying quietly. With anguish etched over her features she looks up at him. “Did I do this? To Zanna? Has my dislike done this to her-”

“Halfreda, we all die, however well liked we are, or however much we are disliked.”

“So, it’s not my fault?”

“No. You have a powerful magic, but I cannot see that you have cursed her in some way. It may be that you had the vision, specifically you, because there is that connection between you, but you are not the cause. I told you I was unable to see a future for her. Maybe you have just confirmed why.”

“So why do I feel so awful? Foretelling of a death feels more than just stating the obvious that we will all die.”

“It is. A foretelling is more; she will not die peacefully in her old age, a happy and contented old woman. We know that much. Again, it may be that her death will be unusual and that’s why you had a vision of it. Hundreds of people die daily, especially the older amongst us, the frail, the very young, the ill, there is nothing interesting about that. A vision is usually something worth having, worth knowing.”

“But why me? Why do I need to know?”

“It could be a warning. Maybe it’s a vision of something that will happen, but it could change...” The teacher looks thoughtful, a frown on his face, as he mulls things over.

“Should I tell her then?”

“Maybe I should. I know more of the details of the vision than you, and she won’t enjoy you telling her anything.”

Halfreda nods.

“Leave it with me. I will consult with Mal and decide. Generally, telling someone that their death has been foretold is a terrible idea – it makes them jumpy, makes them disregard safety. They get foolhardy and stupid. But there may be something here...she is young and...” He tails off again. “Halfreda. Stay away from her today. Please. Leave it to me.”

“What should I do?”

“Go to Nerida and Kinsey, or back to bed. Just don’t go near Zanna.”

Halfreda heads through the woods, hears chattering and laughter and veers in the other direction. She shouldn’t be around people. For all the teacher tells her she is special and has wonderful gifts; there must be something wrong with her. It can’t be normal for someone to foresee the death of another. It isn’t normal and she knows it. 

She heads to the river; where she always goes when she needs peace. She sits on the bank and watches the water tripping over the small rocks, and pushing its way between the rushes. 

If she could slip into the water and float away, she would. 

She feels a spirit near her and closes her eyes; she doesn’t want to talk today. She doesn’t want to allow spirits to enter her consciousness. She doesn’t want another vision or a magical encounter. She wants to close her eyes and pretend to be normal – pretend that she doesn’t have these useless gifts.

Maybe she needs to speak to the teacher again tonight, after the evening meal, and tell him that she’s changed her mind; that she wants to go home.

She shakes her head. That’s not really what she wants. She likes being here with Nerida and Kinsey. She is learning from the teacher and Menna and Mal. The strangers that visit the round house become friends and teachers also, however short a time they stay for. 

She likes the comfort of knowing that the teacher sees her future, knows she will be happy and useful.

But this vision of Zanna, this unwelcome foresight of someone’s death is something she doesn’t want. Doesn’t need. She is already too new to this, too new to her acceptance of her gift. She doesn’t want to accept this strange new reality where she sees the death of her friends or family. Who will want to be in her company if they are fearful that she will make some sombre or macabre announcement as soon as she looks at them?

The teacher was right to send her away from the others. 

She rests her arms across her face, even with her eyes closed the sun is too bright. 

A shadow falls over the rest of her, and she knows it is Zanna before she opens her eyes. 

“I know it was you who set that spirit demon on me yesterday.” Zanna’s voice is hard and cold. 

Halfreda keeps her arm across her face, her eyes closed. She shakes her head. “The teacher told me to stay away from you.” There is no anger in her voice, no inflection at all. 

Zanna steps closer to her. The hairs on Halfreda’s arms prickle. 

“I blamed Kinsey, but now I know it was you. I overheard the teacher talking to Menna.”

Halfreda opens her eyes and seeing Zanna towering over her, hastens to stand, shuffling away from her and taking a deep breath. “I am sorry for that, truly. I felt annoyed at the way you were arguing with Kinsey and I wanted to get back at you. I was foolish. I had no idea how to handle it. I’m sorry.”

Zanna snorts and steps closer again to Halfreda. 

Halfreda hears the teacher’s words and sees the look on Menna’s face again; the fear, the distrust. She cannot be near Zanna, not now that she has this knowledge about her. It wouldn’t be fair. 

“Please Zanna.”

“Please Zanna.” Zanna mimics Halfreda, an angry sneer on her face. “You didn’t worry about me last night. That demon could have killed me. Possessed me. Who knows? How dare you play with somebody like that?”

Halfreda holds her hands up in a placatory manner. “I am sorry. I know you won’t believe me and you don’t like me, but I am sorry. Please let’s go back to the round house-”

“You’d like that, wouldn’t you? Let the teacher take your side again. You should have heard him talk to Menna about you. He’s just so impressed with you, it’s sickening. You’re not the only one around here with abilities or powers. He doesn’t see any of us because of you.”

Halfreda decides to run. Zanna will not listen to her; does not want to hear what she is saying, and Halfreda cannot stand to be near her. 

Not only is she feeling Zanna’s anger towards her, but Halfreda is feeling a tingling through her whole body at being so close to her, knowing what she knows. She feels her breath start to catch, become shallower. She feels a sweat break out in the small of her back, and she feels like a bad thing is coming towards her, rushing at her. 

As she turns her back on Zanna, Halfreda hears her run at her, feels her hands push at her back probably a split-second before Zanna even touches her. 

Halfreda stumbles to the floor, cracking her head on a rock, feeling a dizzying numbness steal across her body. She sees Zanna stand over her, sees her lips move, but cannot hear what she is saying. The sounds she is making have joined the fuzz of noise that is filling her head. A cloud of sound, making her head ache and her eyes roll back. 

Zanna lifts a rock, holds it above Halfreda’s head, pondering her decision. She knows no one is around to witness this; she could do what her anger is asking her to do and nobody would know. 

She lifts her arm, the rock heavy in her hand. She lets out a low scream of hatred as she throws it at Halfreda’s head. 
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The rock flies, not far to travel to reach the desired target, but luckily for one, unluckily for the other, Kinsey and Nerida had followed Zanna down to the river. Kinsey shoves Halfreda away so that the rock bounces benignly on the grass where her head would have been, and Nerida grabs hold of Zanna from behind, closing her arms tightly around her, binding her. 

“Kinsey. Run back. Get the teacher!”

Leaving Halfreda safe but confused on the floor, Kinsey runs. Nerida struggles to keep hold of Zanna. Screaming, Zanna cracks her head backwards violently, breaking Nerida’s nose and tearing herself free. 

Zanna launches for Halfreda again as an arrow whistles through the air and pierces the delicate skin at the base of her neck. She drops to the floor, blood geysering out of the wound, harmless. 

Nerida is crying, holding onto her gushing nose. Halfreda, in a state of shock, is sitting with an arm around her. Mal’s arm drops to his side, bow spent. Menna pats his back and the teacher kneels beside Zanna. “She’s dead.”

Mal lets out a shout of regret and Menna leads him away. 

Halfreda cries, heavy sobs making her shoulders shake. The teacher helps Nerida to her feet. Kinsey takes Halfreda’s arm but she shakes her off.

She knows it is her fault – triple told – that Zanna is dead. 

She set the demon spirit after her, saw her death in a vision, and then had this awful encounter that resulted in her death.  

Mal comes back to the group and drops down next to Zanna. He gathers her in his arms and turns back to the round house. They all follow, except for Halfreda. 

As quickly as she can, she runs in the opposite direction. 

There is nobody to chase after her, and she runs through the woods until she is spent. Using all her mental strength, she pushes her thoughts, words, ideas, feelings, tears, emotions away. She fills her head with calm, with quiet, with nothingness, silently repeating the words: leave me alone, leave me alone, leave me alone. 

She lays on the floor, in the shade of a tree, and draws a protective shield around herself. She imagines she is invisible. She focuses on being silent and unobtrusive. She slows her breathing right down until her chest is barely moving, and concentrates on keeping completely still. 

What she is unaware of is the extent of power that her conscious mind yields; while she is there in body and mind, she is also not there. Anyone walking past would trip over her, an animal would walk past her without concern. A bird might land on her arm believing she was part of the woods, and not a person at all.

She opens a small window in the centre of her mind and allows thoughts to slowly come back to her, sounds from around her to slowly come back to her, and she listens carefully as she lies so still that she melds into the floor. 

She isn’t stupid, though she can be irrational. She could be wise if she wasn’t impulsive, and she could be the wielder of great power if she slowed down and allowed the teacher to guide her. She also has an intuition about her magic that most would envy. When she called the demon to attack Zanna, she had no guide or real idea of what she should do or say or will but she made it happen. 

This is the same. She doesn’t know if anyone else can do what she does, she has never asked, but she knows that she has ‘hidden’ in the main room of the house she shared with her parents, and they never once knew that she was there. 

Her powers are a part of her and, when she’s not fighting against them, they work for her and are as natural as breathing.  

She closes her mind to her tumble of emotions about Zanna and allows logical thoughts to enter only; almost as though she is giving someone else advice other than herself. Zanna being dead, Halfreda’s vision of her death, are unfortunate events, but not her fault, not her doing, not really. She knows the truth of that, when she’s lying so calm and quiet, so still and relaxed. 

Cultivating that calmness is something she needs to do. Her gifts will always be hampered if she cannot control her emotions. 

She can hear feet running and voices calling her name. She closes her mind again, curling her body inwards, closing off her thoughts and slowing her breathing. 

She is unaware of how close Kinsey stands to her and Kinsey is equally unaware of Halfreda, almost tripping over her feet as she continues through the woods calling for her.  

When Halfreda opens her mind up again and moves her body, it is dark. She has no way of knowing how long she has been so still for, but her clothes are damp and the air is cold. 

She sits up, tucking her knees into her chest, cradling them. Was she stupid to run away? Shouldn’t she just go back to the round house? To Nerida – to see if her nose is alright. To ask Mal if he’s alright after killing Zanna. To spend time with her new friends, who she has known for such a short time, but already feel woven into the fabric of her life in the most important of ways. 

She should. 

But something is stopping her.

She closes her eyes, listening to her body and mind, tuning in to the feeling in her gut. She would be welcome back at the round house, everyone is worrying about her, but no harm will come to her here. She isn’t in danger.

Opening her eyes, she decides to walk through to the edge of the woods, down to the river, circling back around to the round house from the other direction. It will give her time by herself, but ensure she’s home early enough that nobody will worry too much.

She closes her eyes once more, picturing the teacher. He is small, and though he is half the size of a man, he is full of wisdom, kindness and courage. Unusually, she cannot think of one negative quality about him. She smiles to herself. He must have one, and yet she cannot see it. Not that she wants to find bad things about anybody, but most people are a balance of all things. He is not. 

She sends a message to him, unsure if he will receive it but willing it to him. She pictures him, in the round house, what he might be doing, who he is with, what he was wearing and she imagines her message, a thought given wings, like a bird or a butterfly, winging its way to the teacher, and reassuring him that she is safe and will be home soon. 

In her mind, she pictures him smiling, nodding as he hears the message, the frown of concern smoothing off his face. He laughs a little louder, chats a little easier and she, too, is smiling as she heads off on the long walk home. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




10


[image: image]


Still waiting for Halfreda to return home, but sure she is safe and on her way, the teacher greets the newest visitor to the round house with a smile and a pat on the back. This visitor is no stranger, but an old friend. 

“Abe!” The teacher’s voice expresses his delight. They laugh and hug, grin and slap each other on the back. “Come in, come in, we are just about to eat.”

“I always had good timing.”

“You never did! You are late for everything, if you bother to turn up at all.”

“I have never missed a meal, however.”

“At one table or another. Oh, I am pleased to see you, beyond belief. We have had an unhappy day and we need cheering up. Stories from your travels or news of the Realm.”

Abe nods, glancing around at the sombre faces: anguish etched onto Mal’s face, despite Menna reassuring him that Zanna’s death was foretold and not his fault. Nerida looks awful with a broken nose and two black eyes. Misery tugs down the corners of her mouth when she thinks about Halfreda and what trouble she might be in. 

Abe sits down amongst them and works his own peculiar brand of magic. Without knowing why or how, the group feels instantly lighter, burdens lessening, smiles widening. 

Abe is one of those funny creatures – never stopping anywhere too long, but making friends everywhere he goes. In his company for the merest of minutes, people feel as though they have known him a lifetime. He’s easy company, always affable, and has a canny ability to leave before he ever outstays his welcome. 

He fills their ears with tales – most exaggerated but all of them rooted in truth. He tells of the castle, the King, the court. He tells of his travels – the trouble he gets into and the trouble he causes.

By the time Halfreda walks through the door and joins the throng of people around the fire, he has everyone laughing, feeling that glow you feel when life is good. You can’t always pinpoint exactly why or put your finger on the reason – if you could you would feel wonderful every day – but you feel almost magical; flooded with a serene happiness. 

The silence is heavy as everyone turns to look at her; pretty, dejected, sorrow etched on her features. The teacher stands first and hugs her, whispering in her ear. “Thank you for your message. Is that a new one?”

Halfreda nods. She has often thought about people and wished they knew something she knew, but she has never tried to send a direct message with her thoughts before. To know it worked gives her a thrill – of excitement and fear. 

Halfreda finds Mal in the crowd and shakes her head when she sees the upset on his face. “I’m so sorry, Mal.”

Menna stops her, putting a hand up. “Please, Halfreda, I have explained to Mal what I heard and witnessed from you last night. He knows he bears no fault in this.”

Halfreda nods, accepting the admonishment – however slight – from Menna. Menna is worrying about her husband and not about the foolish concerns of a young girl. Halfreda accepts that. 

Her eyes come to rest on Nerida and Kinsey, sitting together, both looking as miserable as she feels. They all rush together in a bundle of skirts, arms and tears. 

Nerida pulls back, the pain from her nose causing her to wince. 

“Halfreda.” The teacher gestures for her to sit and she does. “We are all glad you came back and that you’re alright. We also understand your need for solitude this afternoon – Mal had that same need; we all have it sometimes. Let’s not speak of it any more, at least for this evening. I would like to introduce you to a new face at our hearth tonight. Halfreda, this is an old, dear, friend of mine, Abe. Abe, this is one of my newest charges – and I mean no disrespect to my other charges present or past, when I say she has the most exceptional gifts that I have seen in one so young.”

“How old are you?” Abe takes Halfreda’s hand and shakes it, closing his eyes as his skin meets hers. Halfreda pulls her hand back, feeling a strange tingle settle across her fingers. 

“I will be twenty next month.” 

Abe nods at her, rubbing at his palm, as though touching Halfreda has left a mark. 

The teacher watches their interaction with interest. “Abe was just telling us about the trouble he’s been causing in the Realm. Would you like something to eat, Halfreda?”

Halfreda nods and absentmindedly takes the bread and soup that Menna passes her, unable to take her eyes off the stranger at their table. 

She eats her food, letting Abe’s lively stories and mesmerising voice take her away from seeing Zanna’s dead body, over and over, in her mind. 

By the time the candles gutter out, most of the company have headed for their beds. Kinsey and Nerida, after whispered conversations with Halfreda, slipped off with it unsaid, but understood, that Kinsey would be sleeping in their room from now on. 

The teacher lights a fresh candle, the flickering light dancing across Abe’s face, and landing on Halfreda. 

“I am glad you came today, Abe. It’s almost as if you knew.”

“I did know. I always know that you’ll be pleased to see me. Though I am only being facetious of course, I see that it’s more than that tonight.”

“Halfreda has visions, Abe.”

Abe nods and turns to Halfreda, the interest evident in his eyes. “I do too.”

“Really?” 

“Yes. Not always, but ever since I suffered an accident. I took a tumble off my horse three years ago – cracked my head and broke my arm. I’ve not been the same since.”

“He’s got that right!” The teacher gives him a playful shove and Abe laughs, good naturedly. 

“Someone I will never forgive, pointed me in the teacher’s direction – and the rest, as they say, is history.”

The teacher is laughing as he answers. “Forgive them? You know it was the luckiest day of your life when you walked through my door for the first time.”

“Too true. I joke, but this man changed my life. And the visions, they don’t come so often now – barely at all.”

Halfreda looks up with interest, but the teacher shakes his head. “No, Halfreda. Abe’s visions have drastically reduced, but only because they came from some malfunction in his mind – yours are a gift, part of your make-up. Yours will never leave you. Although we can train them, and you, so that they don’t keep attacking you, like they currently do.”

She cannot help the tears that flood her eyes, and Abe is quick to put a consoling arm around her, ignoring the look of reproach the teacher gives him. 

“Halfreda, I have known you only a few hours, but I can see from the way the teacher talks to you, as well as about you, how impressed he is with you. It’s high fortune to have him looking after you.”

“I understand my fortune in having him guide me, but it’s only because of my misfortune, in having my ‘gifts’ in the first place, that I need him.”

She continues to weep as the two men clear up around her. When the dishes are all gone, the candles are out except one, and a cup of ale is pushed into her hand, she finally wipes her eyes. 

“Halfreda, go to sleep. The girls are probably up there waiting for you. I don’t need three tired charges tomorrow. Good night.”

The tone of his voice brokers no argument, and she knows better by now than to try. 

He is right, as always, and Nerida and Kinsey rush to her side when she pushes open their bedroom door. 

The room has been changed around slightly, now filled with three beds, three chests, and three crying girls. 

“I can’t believe she’s dead.”

“I can’t believe she tried to kill you, Halfreda.”

“I had almost forgotten that. She hated me so much.”

“She hated everyone. Don’t take all the credit for her nastiness.”

“True.” Despite wanting to talk, and cry and take comfort from the girls, exhaustion takes over. “I need to sleep.”

“We all do.”

“Is Abe staying the night.”

“Abe? I have no idea...”

Nerida and Kinsey dissolve into giggles and Halfreda shakes her head. He had fascinated her, she couldn’t deny it, but she didn’t realise she had been so transparent. She’d have to be more subtle tomorrow. 
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Halfreda feels a beat of happiness when she sees Abe at the table the next morning. She feels an affinity with him, probably because of the visions he has experienced. 

He smiles warmly at her as she takes a seat opposite him; she couldn’t sit close to him, and besides, she wants to watch him – subtly. 

Nerida sits next to him, raising her eyebrows at Halfreda. Her eyes and nose look worse today. The bruises blackening even more, and the swelling making her look odd. 

The teacher greets the group. “Yesterday was unpleasant. I have sent someone to inform Zanna’s family and we will wait to hear what they would like to do with her. Please don’t venture into the basement room; she is resting there. Halfreda, I know you feel responsible, as do you Mal, but again, I urge you both to brush off those feelings. I know that sounds too easy, and callous almost, but I knew Zanna more than all of you. She was a difficult girl to please, a difficult girl to like. The way she attacked Halfreda, Mal had no choice but to stop her. Visions and prophecies aside, she had a choice. She chose to attack, even when Halfreda tried to apologise. I think we’ll leave it there. But let’s have a gentle day today, please. No drama.”

It sounds so easy when the teacher says it – brush off the feelings of guilt, have a gentle day, but Halfreda still feels sick when she pictures Zanna’s face. So clearly seeing the anger and hatred she felt. 

Kinsey presses some bread into her hand. Halfreda nibbles on it, glad to have something to do.

Once again Abe has all eyes on him. The way he talks, using his hands to gesticulate, and the clever spark in his eyes, have many of the females around the table feeling coquettish. Halfreda watches him as he speaks. He is very handsome, but unusually so. His jaw is slightly too large for his face, his eyes a touch too small. She’s not sure whether the attraction she feels for him has more to do with his personality than the way he looks. He has a captivating way of commanding attention, and the mood does feel lighter for his being there.  

The teacher doles out tasks and assignments as they eat; giving Nerida and Kinsey a list of ingredients to collect from the far side of the woods – away from where Zanna was killed. 

Mal is to keep Menna company in the kitchen – the bread stocks are running low and batches need to be made, with maybe some fishing called for after lunch. 

Halfreda, he takes to one side and tells her that she needs to have a restful day, a gentle day, but one where her mind is occupied; busy work, he calls it. 

“Abe, would you keep Halfreda company today – sorting out some old boxes in the attic? There are hundreds of papers to sort, recipes that have become muddled up, documents that pertain to all sorts of interesting things I am sure.”

Abe nods his agreement, smiling at Halfreda, who blushes despite herself. “I’d love to. Always happy to do my bit while I’m here.”

“How long are you planning to stay?” 

The teacher asks the question that Halfreda was thinking. 

“As long as you allow me to, but not too long that you get fed up.”

The teacher rolls his eyes at Abe’s standard response. He is a mystery to people; even the teacher who knows him better than most. But he loves a joke, and a riddle, and hates being pinned down to anything. 

“Well, in that case, I’m fed up of you already.”

Abe’s laugh is so loud that it makes Menna pop her head back in the room to see what’s going on. The teacher waves her away and Abe laughs even more. 

“Come on Halfreda. Let’s get out of his hair before he really does throw me out.”

Halfreda willingly follows him, allowing her eyes to travel over the back of his head, down his back...she shakes her head, embarrassed by her own thoughts. Then she smiles; it makes sense to her suddenly. Abe is the first younger man that she has ever been in the company of. Boys at school thought she was odd, so did the boys in her little village. Apart from her father, the teacher, Mal, and a few other short-term visitors to the round house, she has never been in the company of a man she found attractive. She has never sat around and watched the way a man talks, walks, laughs. She cannot take her eyes off him as they go up the stairs. She imagines touching his hair, curling her fingers around strands of it, running her fingers down his spine, feeling his skin with hers; the heat, the soft warmth. 

She stops herself from touching him as they turn into the attic, her fingers so close to him. She shakes her head again, to clear out her thoughts about him. She can’t just reach out and touch him; it would be inappropriate and embarrassing – for them both. 

Clasping her fingers in her lap, she takes a seat on the floor, legs curled under her. 

Abe grabs two boxes from a pile of eight and puts one in front of her. He takes the lid off the second box and empties the contents into a heap in front of him.

“So, the teacher wants to keep you busy today?”

“I am glad of it.”

Abe smiles as he considers her, happy to keep her company, happy to help the teacher out. “You came close to dying yesterday. That must have been scary?”

“It was. I-” She shakes her head, but Abe reaches out, placing a hand on her arm. 

“Please – it will help to talk. That’s why we’re up here. Not really to sort boxes and recipes. The teacher is a wily old thing; if he cannot ask you outright to do what he wants, he will get you to do it anyway.”

“I know he wants me to talk, but when I think about it – her – I feel sick...I feel responsible.”

“Well, I know you’re not. She tried to hurt you. She could have killed you.”

“I had a vision of her death, the night before she died. I feel like I cursed her.”

“The teacher says you have strong magic – but that strong? What does he say?”

“He says it was nothing to do with me but he would say that. He knows how much I hate my magic, my gifts, my differences. He knows that if I knew I’d killed her I would turn from magic completely. He wouldn’t let me do that.”

“I don’t think he would lie about something so important. He would tell you the truth and try to persuade you to continue working with him – and you should. I have never heard such pride in his voice as I hear when he’s talking about you.”

“I know he thinks my magic is wonderful, but it has always been a burden to me. I was just starting to trust, to work with him, to accept myself, when this happened.”

“Then you should definitely continue. Don’t let fear stop you. Or guilt. Or any other negative emotion. This girl sounds like she was bad news, and that’s not something you can blame yourself for.”

“I do though and I probably always will.”

“Well then, you need to find a little space in your head, or your heart, to put that blame. Tuck it away and pay no attention to it. It will eat you up if you focus on it and you’re only a young girl. If it had gone the other way, if she had killed you, instead of Mal killing her, do you think she’d be sitting here crying about it?”

Halfreda snorts. “No. She would have been glad.”

“Then you must stop thinking about her. Not another thought or word or worry.”

Halfreda opens her mouth to argue, but he places his hand over her mouth, the soft warmth of his palm against her lips. She uses all of her will not to move her mouth at all, and breathes a sigh of relief when he moves his hand away. 

“Now get sorting, or I’ll be in trouble with the man himself.”

“Well, we can’t have that, can we?”

For the first time since Zanna’s dead body hit the floor, Halfreda feels a genuine joy and lightness fill her. 

Maybe she is at fault, maybe she isn’t, but the teacher and Abe are right; she has to stop thinking about it. 

In companionable silence, they leaf through papers, make piles of similar looking, or sounding, documents and show each other occasional things they think might be interesting to the other. 

Pretending to read a bound stack of papers, Halfreda watches Abe, her interest in him growing as the minutes and hours of the morning pass by. 

They hear the teacher calling them for lunch and Halfreda is disappointed to have to share him with everyone else.

She drinks in her fill of him as she follows him downstairs, knowing that if she takes too much notice of him during their meal, Nerida and Kinsey will tease her mercilessly. She mentally shrugs as he smiles over his shoulder at her, and allows her to walk ahead of him to the table, does it really matter if other people know how she feels about him?
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Halfreda fills her plate with savoury biscuits, and then passes Menna a recipe she found in the attic. “I thought you might like to make this one day...” Halfreda still feels slightly uncomfortable around Menna – she can remember the look on her face after she saw her have the vision, and she does feel responsible for Mal’s unhappiness at killing Zanna. Even if she didn’t curse Zanna, Mal only killed her to save Halfreda. 

Menna smiles at her and Halfreda feels marginally better. “Thanks, Halfreda, it sounds lovely.”

With Kinsey one side of her and Nerida the other, Halfreda feels free to watch Abe as he eats, chats and laughs with everyone around the table. He doesn’t pay her any special attention, but she’s happy that she spent the morning with him. Instant attraction isn’t so unusual; Halfreda has seen it before, but the feelings she has are new to her. And scary. 

“Mal,” Abe’s voice brings Halfreda out of her reverie. “Do you mind if I come fishing with you after lunch?”

Mal beams, pleased to spend time with Abe. 

Halfreda feels crushed; she had assumed they would go back to the attic and finish sorting the boxes together. 

Feeling the teacher’s eyes on her, she smiles, despite feeling ridiculously abandoned.  

“Halfreda, maybe the girls would like to help you finish sorting in the attic?”

Nerida and Kinsey agree immediately and Halfreda refuses to look at Abe. It’s ridiculous she knows; he has no way of knowing how she feels about him, but she feels rebuffed, anyway.

Without a word she pushes back her stool and smiles brightly at her friends. They cram in the last bits of their meals and follow her out of the room. 

Abe watches her go, a small smile playing on his lips. The teacher catches him and shakes his head. “Abe.” The single word holds a warning, and Abe lifts his hands up. 

“I’m not doing anything.”

“She’s young. Inexperienced. Naïve.”

“I thought you said she was the most advanced and gifted witch you had ever seen.”

“Her magic is incredible, her abilities beyond my ken, but her knowledge of men, and the wonders of love are zero. You cannot break her heart, Abe. She has an important future in the Realm; I feel it and know it, and I won’t let you play with her.”

“I wasn’t going to. I just enjoyed her company this morning and you said yourself she needed cheering up; her mind taken off that girl that was killed.”

“Yes, by busy work, not falling in love.”

“Can I help it if I’m irresistible?”

The teacher snorts and walks away, leaving Abe grinning.

Halfreda pushes a box towards Nerida and another one towards Kinsey. “We got through a lot this morning. It shouldn’t take long.”

“Abe is so handsome...” Kinsey has a dreamy look on her face, holding a sheaf of papers but not bothering to look at them.

“He’s not the most handsome man I’ve ever seen,” Halfreda says, still feeling slighted that he chose Mal’s company over hers, even though he has no reason to spend time with her, really, other than being told to by the teacher. 

Nerida gives Halfreda a playful shove. “Who is the most handsome man you have ever seen, then?”

“His name was Jensen, if you must know. A teacher in my school. Too old for me, but so handsome, kind and clever. Abe has piggy little eyes and a strange looking chin.”

Nerida and Kinsey grin at each other, smothering their giggles. They have never seen Halfreda so haughty.

“Well, he is the most handsome man I have ever seen.”

“Kinsey, you are only thirteen, how many men have you seen?”

“Hundreds.”

Halfreda snorts and this time Nerida and Kinsey can’t control their giggles. Halfreda throws a wodge of papers at them and then laughs herself. She cannot stay cross with them, not after the awful day they all had yesterday and the way they have quickly banded together, a tight knit trio of friends.

“I admit he is handsome. And I admit my head has been turned, slightly, by his arrival. But, I am no lovesick little girl. I am the most powerful and magnificent witch the teacher has ever seen.”

Nerida laughs and bows. “Oh, wonderful witch, all powerful master, show us a trick.”

“Enchantress, spell weaver, bestow upon us unworthy peasants your clever and cunning magic.” Kinsey strides around the attic theatrically as she talks, tripping over a box.

Halfreda doubles over laughing. “You two are ridiculous. I can take neither one of you seriously. And the only trick I should be doing, is sorting this stuff out for the teacher.”

Kinsey straightens herself up. “Why don’t you make him a love potion?”

Halfreda rolls her eyes. “Kinsey. That is even more ridiculous. I don’t want to be in love. And I don’t want him to be in love. And I definitely don’t want to trick a man to fall in love with me. My first love, my true love will be a man who chooses me, picks me and wants me, not a man who is duped in to loving me.”

“Make one for me, then. I don’t mind tricking someone.” 

Nerida throws herself backwards laughing at Kinsey, and Halfreda has to join in. They are still giggling as they finally start looking through the papers, and the afternoon flies by until they are interrupted by Abe. 

“The teacher says that supper is ready. And, can I talk to you Halfreda?”

Halfreda nods, words suddenly failing her. She cannot believe how she is behaving. 

Her friends leave the room, gesturing behind Abe’s back and making stupid faces. Halfreda closes her eyes, calls on some sort of inner strength and then smiles up at Abe. 

“Halfreda, I enjoyed spending time with you this morning. I hope I didn’t offend you when I chose to spend time with Mal instead of you this afternoon.”

Shaking her head and spluttering, Halfreda’s words fail her once more. She is blushing again. Abe smiles and takes her hand, and the tiniest part of Halfreda’s mind that has remained coherent is sure he is enjoying her discomfort. 

“I enjoyed spending time with you. Maybe a little too much. I am aware of how important you are to the teacher, and I don’t want to be accused of distracting his brightest charge.”

“I, um, I, ah, I would be happy to be distracted-” Aware that her voice has gone squeaky and that Abe’s grin has spread wider, she clamps her mouth shut, her blush burning deeper when he takes her hand and kisses, not the top of it, but her palm. Her insides squirm and heat floods her whole body, down to her toes.

Her silly grin covers her face as she follows him into supper, like an obedient and naïve puppy, but she cannot help herself. It is as though an invisible string links them. She sits beside him and keeps her adoring smile trained on him all through lunch, aware of her friends smirking and nudging each other, but happy to tune them out.  

She has no idea what has come over her but she kind of likes it. 

“Halfreda.” The teacher’s voice is stern when he breaks her reverie of adoration, and she scowls as she turns to him. “My work room now.” 

Begrudgingly she follows him, past the kitchen and down the deep stone steps that lead to the basement of the round house, and the room the teacher spends most of his time in.

He is an astonishingly clever man, and if Halfreda wasn’t feeling so love struck now she would be gazing around in awe. The teacher has filled this room with every type of potion, lotion, poultice, cure, ingredient to be found in the Realm. He studies ancient texts and writes new ones of his own. He is always on a quest for more knowledge, more information, further advances in the things he does and knows. 

This room is his favourite place to be, and his charges don’t get to spend that much time down here; it is too important to him. He would rather take over Menna’s kitchen when they have to do spells or potions and she doesn’t mind letting him. This room is his work room, but also his haven. 

He points to a chair. “Tell me, Halfreda, have you ever felt the way you are feeling about Abe for anyone else before?”

She shakes her head; embarrassed and affronted at the personal nature of the teacher’s question. 

“I don’t think-”

“Halfreda. I love Abe. He is like a son or younger brother to me. I can tell you one hundred good qualities that he possesses but I must also tell you about his very worst one.”

Halfreda is blushing, shaking her head. 

“Please, Halfreda. I am looking after you in lieu of your parents and I am responsible for you. Even looking past all the great things I think you will accomplish in your life, I have that simple responsibility. To keep you from harm.”

“Abe doesn’t wish me any harm.”

“Absolutely not. But his worst quality – he adores to be adored. He does not settle, he does not stick around in any one place for long. He leaves a trail of broken hearts behind as he travels throughout the Realm. I cannot allow you-”

“Allow?”

The teacher takes her hand, shaking his head. “I know you think I am crossing a line here, embarrassing you and making you feel uncomfortable, and I don’t wish to do that but I cannot allow this to continue. Abe is a wonderful man, but he is a rat. Women fall in love with him, they cannot seem to help it, and the further they fall, the happier he is. He loves it. And I cannot let you become another one of his casualties. He will not stay. He will not succumb. He will allow you to fall in love with him and then he will leave. He will break your heart. He will hurt you.”

Halfreda sits on the bench, next to the work table and rubs her face. “I have never been in love. But I know it is something we all must go through; having our hearts broken, falling in and out of love. Looking for our true love.”

“Yes. But I know this man and he is not a man for a young innocent to fall in love with. He will not reciprocate your feelings, or gently lead you into your first romance. He will break your heart and leave without notice.”

“What do you want me to do? I didn’t ask to meet him, or ask for his company. You instructed me to spend time with him today.”

The teacher hangs his head. “That was wrong. When he saw how upset you were that he wanted to go fishing with Mal, he smiled. That was when it hit me. And I apologise for putting you in that position with him. I won’t do it again.”

“What if I want to be in that position with him?”

“I am sorry. I want you to be safe and happy and I would never interfere in your personal life, usually. You are right – we all have to find our way, fall in love, break hearts as well as have our hearts broken. But you are young, innocent and this is your first time away from home. Your parents have trusted me.”

Halfreda closes her eyes. She has always been a good judge of character – her intuition guiding her, never steering her wrong. But she feels an undeniable attraction to Abe. 

“What do you think of potions, spells?”

Halfreda looks up sharply, unsure of this change of direction. “I think they can be useful and potent. But I have no interest in them. Yet.” She adds the last word in so as not to offend the teacher. After all this is his favourite room, full of spell books and the recipes needed to make a spell that might do anything you desired. She is cross with what he’s saying to her though; upset and ashamed that he needs to take her in hand, manage her, reproach her.  

“Magic is a strange thing, Halfreda. If a child pretends to make a potion in their garden, filling a little pot with blades of grass, and strands of a spider’s web, nothing will happen. You cannot make an accidental potion, an accidental spell. Magic needs intention. That’s why you can announce to the world that you could just die of hunger, but you won’t be setting a curse upon yourself. Magic – spells – need intent.”

Halfreda nods along, trying not to cry. 

“I can make a cure for a headache, easily – that is less a spell and more of mother nature’s gifts being utilised appropriately. But if I choose to make a love spell, for example, I would need specific ingredients, specific intent.”

Halfreda nods again, unsure where this lesson is heading. 

“So, I can make a poison – or a remedy, but again I would need intent, a focussing of my thoughts, my desired outcome... I can also make an antidote. For example, a love potion is required to make one person fall in love with another. Generally, the potion is consumed – without knowledge – and the victim is bombarded with feel-good experiences all centred around one person. Hence, the potion works.”

Halfreda is still nodding, but thinking about Abe – the stories he tells, the way he makes her feel.

“Halfreda. Pass me that pot.” 

The teacher points to a clay pot and Halfreda dutifully passes it to him. He barks out instructions – five pinches of this, some ground up root of that...it goes on for several minutes, the whole time the teacher instructing her on how careful she must be, how precise. He mutters words she cannot hear as he combines all the ingredients and finally mixes it with a liquid he pours from a tall see-through glass vial. 

He decants the finished concoction into a goblet. 

He passes it to her. “Drink.”

Confused, she shakes her head.

He touches her hand. “Halfreda, you need to drink this.”

“Why?”

“Because you are under the influence of a man who enjoys befuddling females; adores the thrill of the chase and abandons the prize once he wins it. You need to have clarity and distance when you next spend time with him. This will help.”

She takes the drink but hesitates. “I don’t want to feel clarity. I like the way he’s making me feel. I don’t want to drink it.”

The teacher looks at her quizzically. Halfreda – haven’t you heard my warnings? Do you think I am joking with you? I would never do that.”

“I like how I’m feeling. About Abe. I like him.”

“He’s very likeable. But dangerous. I want you to see him as someone disinterested might see him – to be able to view his flaws as well as his good points.”

“It’s the first time I’ve been in love.”

“You’re not in love. You’re bedazzled by him. Look, he is here for a few more days. Spend time with him, if you please, but remember, he will be gone soon, however you feel about him. He does not stay in one place for long, even if there is good company and a warm bed.”

Halfreda looks at the liquid and feels a sense of grief, almost. Nodding to the teacher, her eyes filling with ridiculous tears, she downs the drink in one.

“Now how about making a more useful potion? A simple sleeping draught. Depending on the strength, a dose could make someone sleep for a night – useful if they are having troubles and strife – or a week or more – useful if you need to disable someone for a longer period. What do you think?”

She nods, sadness still colouring her face. 

“Do not mourn what you did not have – you are wiser than that Halfreda.”

She closes her mind to thoughts of Abe and the loss of her first love and assists the teacher as he makes two different strength sleeping draughts. “We will give one to Mal tonight – he is not sleeping well since...And the second, for the longer time, we will give to an animal. It will not harm them, but if we tuck them away safely, down here, we can monitor them and see how long they sleep for. Go and collect one of the chickens, some hay, feathers, anything soft and downy to make a little bed for it.”

Halfreda leaves the potion room and heads up the stairs, feeling strangely empty knowing that the potion she has drunk will dull her obsession with Abe. 
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She gathers all the things the teacher asked her to, as well as a squawking chicken and heads back inside. He passes her the sleeping draught they made for Mal. “Can you take it to him? I think he’s gutting fish in the kitchen. I hope you forgive me, Halfreda, about Abe.”

Halfreda feels tears fill her eyes. “There is nothing to forgive. You rescued me from my life; it was unbearable. I know I haven’t made it easy for you – not always listening the way the other girls do – but I am grateful to be here, and glad that you are looking out for me.”

“And Abe?”

“Well, if he is meant for me, it shall come to pass, regardless of this potion. Correct?”

The teacher nods his head, smiling at her. “You are wiser than I give you credit for. Maybe you didn’t need the potion.”

“I’m afraid I did.”

She nods to him, and heads to the kitchen. Mal is gutting fish, Abe is next to him doing the same. Menna smiles at her. Halfreda passes her the draught. “This is from the teacher.”

“For Mal?”

Halfreda nods, feeling Abe’s gaze upon her. She turns to look at him and smiles. He mutters something to Mal, grins, wipes his dirty hands on his apron and saunters over to Halfreda. “Are you well?” Concern colours his features, his eyes full of empathy for her plight. “The teacher seemed so cross...”

Halfreda shakes her head. “No – he just wanted to show me how to make a sleeping draught. I brought him a chicken.”

“You brought him a chicken?” He leans in closer to her. “What for?”

She is aware for the first time of the difference between how he speaks to, and looks at, Mal or the teacher, and the way he looks at her and the other females. He has positioned himself between her and Menna and Mal, cutting her off, making her the sole object of his attention. 

“For the sleeping draught. To see how long it knocks the chicken out for.”

Maybe sensing a change in her demeanour, Abe leans even closer, reaching out and tucking a stray strand of her hair behind her ear. She takes a step back – unflustered and unblushing. 

Abe stands up, and if she wasn’t watching him so intently she would have missed the look on his face: confusion and anger.  

She gives him a simple nod as she leaves the room, feeling his eyes on her as she walks away. It is better to walk away than have her heart broken by a cad, but he is the most captivating man and she cannot help – even with the potion working its way through her body – a quick glance back at him. He looks abandoned and lost, and she has to resist the urge to go back to his side.

Joining everyone for the last meal of the day, Halfreda feels relaxed and happy. Ready to face Abe and see how different she feels with the full strength of potion working. 

He is already sitting, nestled between Nerida and Kinsey. Halfreda sits opposite them, taking a long slug of ale, and smiling at her friends first and then Abe. 

He barely looks at her, just nods and turns his attention back to Nerida. Halfreda closes her eyes for a second and smiles. She is not bothered by his lack of attention. She really isn’t. 

She wants to laugh but doesn’t. Instead she observes how he behaves with Nerida and Kinsey. Kinsey is very young, so he is charming to her, smiley and friendly – like a jovial big brother. But with Nerida, he has happily switched his charm and attention from Halfreda to her friend. 

He touches her arm, a lot. He dabs at a little sauce by her mouth. He brushes crumbs off her lap. Halfreda is detached but shocked by how transparent his flirting is, but also how effective. Despite teasing her friend that she likes Abe, Nerida is happily lapping up Abe’s attentions. She is smiling, laughing, fluttering her eyelashes and Halfreda almost wants to laugh. He is so obvious. And yet, without the teacher’s potion, she was exactly the same way with him; falling in love, despite not knowing his character or intentions. The teacher was right and Halfreda catches his eye across the room, nodding her thanks to him, and feeling ever so foolish. She had almost let herself be swept away by this man – her first crush, and now he had swiftly moved on to someone else, her friend no less. 

The teacher interrupts her, and she is glad not to look at Abe for a while. 

“We have had a better day, thank you. Zanna’s family will arrive later and her body will be gone by the morning. I shall head to my work room for a while and see you all tomorrow.”

They all bid goodnight to the teacher, and Halfreda decides to head to bed herself. 

She doesn’t even look at Abe as she wishes Nerida and Kinsey a good night. Nerida looks slightly awkward but Halfreda gives her the biggest smile, and sends as much peace as she can her way. Kinsey jumps up, “I’ll come with you.”

Halfreda never wants to use her magic for an unfair advantage, or to hurt anyone, or to force her will on people, but she sends the smallest of warnings from her mind to Abe’s as she walks away. She cannot tell Nerida to be careful of this man, she cannot warn her in any way without it sounding like sour grapes, but if the teacher is right – and Halfreda knows he always is – she must keep her friend safe.

She doesn’t look at Abe to see if her warning has worked; she knows it will. She is getting more and more confident of her powers as time passes and only five minutes after her head hits the pillow, Kinsey still chattering on about this and that, Nerida comes into the room. 

“I am too tired to stay awake a moment longer.”

“I know that feeling,” Halfreda says and smiles. 
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After a dreamless sleep, Halfreda heads to the garden before breakfast. She is unsure whether the effects of the potion are still with her, or how she will feel when she sees Abe. She wants to clear her head, shake off the fog of sleep and prepare herself. Feeling foolish about how quickly she fell for his charms, she wants to be ready in case the potion doesn’t work. She does not want to fall under his spell again.

She sits on a bench and closes her eyes, the hot sun warming her eyelids. A shadow falls over her and a bolt of panic makes her spring up, as she remembers Zanna’s attack. 

In front of her is the most beautiful woman she has ever seen. The woman smiles. “Halfreda?”

Halfreda nods, unsure what to say. Her senses tell her that the woman is a friend not foe, but her instincts are all over the place between Zanna and Abe; she’s not feeling her usual self. 

The woman holds out a hand, creamy skin and white blonde hair shining in the sun. She looks like a creature from another Realm. Halfreda cannot move. Never before has she seen such a splendid woman. Is she a woman or an angel? A spirit? She does not look like a normal woman. She looks different. 

Before Halfreda can shake the proffered hand, the teacher barrels past her. The woman scoops him up off the floor and hugs him, leaving Halfreda feeling like an intruder on their reunion. 

“Ofia! How did I not know you were coming?”

“Are you losing your edge?”

“I hope not! But maybe, maybe!”

The teacher is beaming and Halfreda can see a mutual respect between them – some affinity, some equality. “Halfreda, let me introduce you to my favourite person in the whole Realm. This is Ofia – sorceress, enchantress, bewitcher of man and beast.”

Halfreda has never seen a woman more splendid, yet she cannot help but smile at the teacher’s description, and the look of pure elation on his face. “I am proud to call this woman my friend, my confidant, my colleague.”

Ofia smiles at the teacher and her laugh is a magical sound. “You flatter me. I am proud to know you – you merely put up with me.”

“Ofia is a keeper, like me.”

Halfreda almost misses the sharp look Ofia gives the teacher, though it leaves her eyes quickly, it was definitely there. Irritation? Halfreda isn’t sure. They are friends, good friends, she can tell. But there is an edge to this encounter. 

“You are loose lipped with our secrets...” Ofia smiles, but the smile has a hint of ice to it.

“Halfreda is special. You’ll see. I’m so excited for you to meet and get to know each other. How long are you here for? What for?”

“For a few days. I have been visiting Marby in the castle – she is ailing fast and I always see you if I can, you know that.”

The teacher is so enamoured of his visitor that he has missed the two subtle signs that she is not as happy as he.

Halfreda sees them and tucks them into her mind. Little pieces of knowledge which may or may not be important or relevant. 

When she closes her eyes for a second, she sees nothing negative about Ofia, no warnings or spirits come, and yet...what? She shakes her head and follows them inside. She feels a sudden beat of excitement – she cannot wait to see how Abe behaves with this woman – she is not a woman; she is a goddess. Older than Halfreda by maybe a decade, she is mesmerising and Halfreda is smiling as she heads for breakfast.

Halfreda feels like the most uninteresting creature as she sits with her friends for their meal. Ofia hasn’t taken a seat yet, she is talking to Menna, who is patting down her hair and smiling nervously. Nerida and Kinsey are open-mouthed. It is hard to describe how unreal this woman is. It isn’t just how beautiful she is, it’s how she moves, how she talks, how perfect every part of her is. “Who is she?” Nerida’s voice has a hint of panic to it. She is watching Abe watching Ofia with a sinking look of acceptance on her face. As quickly as Abe turned his attentions from Halfreda to Nerida, so he turns them to Ofia, and no one could compare or compete. 

Eventually the teacher clears his throat, a loud enough cough to gather the attention of all the diners. “Friends, this is Ofia – a dear, dear friend of mine.”

Abe jumps out of his seat to greet Ofia, bangs his head on the beam, and stifles a groan of pain as Ofia smiles widely at him.

“Abe. It’s been too long.”

“I know, my darling, darling Ofia. I have missed you.”

Ofia takes a seat opposite, and two seats down from Abe. It might have been a long time since they’ve met, but she obviously isn’t as keen as he is to get reacquainted. 

Halfreda feels like an audience member in a play now when she watches Abe. She is so far removed from him and his charms, it’s quite funny to see. 

There is more or less silence as they all begin to eat; Menna’s cooking as always is wonderful, and Halfreda again feels like an observer. Nerida looks sad; Abe hasn’t glanced in her direction even once, and Kinsey is open-mouthed as she watches Ofia. Ofia is regaling them all with stories now of her journey to them, when Halfreda hears her name. 

“Ah Halfreda – what an honour,” the teacher says, smiling fondly at her, pride evident in his face. He is proud of all his charges, but Halfreda especially so – he sees great things in her future. 

Halfreda blushes, having missed whatever it was Ofia said. 

Ofia repeats herself sensing Halfreda’s discomfort. “I was just telling your teacher that news of your powers have spread far and wide. I was on the other side of the Realm, visiting a good friend of mine when a band of players stormed through the town, bringing cheer, song and revelry and tales – oh the tales – of a young girl working with the teacher. The most able pupil he has ever had. So bestowed with magical gifts that he barely knows what to do with her.”

The teacher snorts at this. “Of course I know what to do with her – though I am glad news of her prowess is spreading. She is made for great things, my Halfreda.”

Ofia leans in. “Like what?”

“I see her in the castle, replacing the wise woman.”

Ofia nods, eyes on Halfreda. “She will need replacing soon. Are you ready?”

Halfreda opens her mouth to speak, shakes her head and blushes all at the same time. “I-”

“We are almost there, Ofia. I am hoping we have some time. Halfreda needs a little convincing.”

“It is the most special job, not everyone would be able to do it. The Kingmakers, the sacrifice – so much responsibility.” She cocks her head to the side, watching Halfreda like she is observing an animal in captivity. “You’re right, she’s not there.”

Halfreda sits up a little straighter. “I am. I was shocked, I admit, when the teacher first told me where my future might be – but I have learned about the Kingmakers now. I know how important they are, how difficult their lives are. I am ready. I can do it.”

Ofia smiles – too easy to convince youngsters to do as you bid.

The teacher raises an eyebrow at her and Ofia shrugs. He knows it too – though he is surprised at how quickly Halfreda jumped at the possibility of life in the castle after seeming so reluctant. 

He just adores Ofia, sees her for the beautiful, mischievous creature that she is – beguiling, bewitching, troublesome. Halfreda and indeed the other residents of the little round house are in awe of her. She dazzles wherever she goes. He also knows how much magic is in her – capabilities that outdo even his. But she is wily too – anything to get her own way. He has no idea why she would want Halfreda in the castle, but it seems Halfreda has shifted her thinking quite happily. 

They eat, drink, talk and laugh until it seems as though the whole day will pass at the table. Abe fetches more ale from the kitchen, pouring for Ofia first, touching her shoulder and reminding her of some time they spent together by the East river. Ofia talks to him but pays him no special attention. She enjoys talking to everyone – even spending time with Nerida and Kinsey, leaving them dizzy with admiration. 

The teacher pulls Halfreda aside at the end of the meal. “Is that right? Is your decision made? Influenced by Ofia, but you’re happy with it?”

“Not influenced so much as...I finally see the sense in what you’ve been saying to me. You know us all and you know the paths we might follow. I trust your guidance. And yes, maybe I didn’t like her hinting that I might not be good enough for the role. I am good enough, aren’t I?”

“You are the only one for the role.”

Halfreda is happy as she helps to clear the table, taking dishes through to the kitchen and storing uneaten food for later. 

She watches Ofia whenever she is in her sight, and she is as mesmerised as everyone else. She can understand why and sees her behaviour in a detached way. Ofia is breath taking, beautiful, there aren’t enough ways to describe how marvellous she is and yet the words, the descriptions, don’t do her justice. Not really. 

The teacher doles out jobs and tasks for the day and keeps only Halfreda and Ofia back. Ofia is a guest and isn’t needed for anything other than the pleasure of a visit. Abe has skulked off to assist Mal with hunting, not getting the attention he requires from Ofia. 

They settle in front of a fire in the teacher’s work room and Ofia reaches out a hand to Halfreda. “Do you mind if I touch you? Just your face. See what I can gather?”

Halfreda looks nervous and the teacher smiles. “Ofia has unmatched abilities, Halfreda. Let her guide you, if possible. She will see more than I can.”

Halfreda shifts position so she is in front of Ofia. Ofia faces her and holds Halfreda’s face in her hands. Her hands are cool and dry, and Halfreda feels her eyes closing. 

“This one,” Ofia mutters, shaking her head, smiling with wonder almost. “This one is like none I have ever known. She sees spirits, she hears them. She knows things, feels things. She has much intuition and much power. The castle is the only place for her. The Kingmakers are a unique breed. You know it was magic that made them?”

Halfreda opens her eyes and nods. “The teacher told me.”

“He shares much with you.”

“He was trying to convince me to go to the castle.”

“And yet you don’t need convincing. I see it. You know where you belong.”

Halfreda nods again. “I was reluctant. The sacrifice...it seems so...”

“And yet, without the sacrifice the magic won’t work. I know what I’m doing, and the decision to use Kingmakers the way they are didn’t come lightly – it wasn’t simple or easy. Life isn’t simple or easy. This Realm will be around long after you and I are gone, and it has to be protected.”

Halfreda nods, watching Ofia watching her. It feels uncomfortable to be scrutinised so closely, especially by someone more powerful than she is. The teacher described her as the greatest sorceress or some such thing. Why the interest in Halfreda?

“Close your eyes again. Let me see...”

Halfreda obeys and she can hear the teacher leave their side, and bustle around the room. She can hear him leafing through books, moving potions bottles, pouring something.

She can feel Ofia’s hands getting hotter, warmth spreading from her touch to Halfreda’s skin. Not an unpleasant feeling, just a new sensation. She feels more than warmth...she feels tingles, she feels like Ofia is taking something from her, or giving something to her...not just observing which powers or abilities she possesses. The feeling is strange and disconcerting, Halfreda is too hot, she can feel herself getting faint. Then a rush of cold from Ofia’s skin to hers, so icy cold that Halfreda’s eyes shoot open. She can see the teacher busy, not paying them any attention, she can see the room around them in bright, sharp colour. She can see Ofia watching her so intently, her eyes staring, her pupils like pools of ink. Halfreda wants to move, to break the contact between them but she’s stuck. She tries to move, just the tiniest bit, not to escape but to show she can, but she cannot. She’s frozen. 

She feels panic bubble inside her – this doesn’t feel good, it doesn’t feel like Ofia wanting to see her gifts, it feels like she wants to possess her. She wants to scream, to move her head and shake away Ofia’s grip, but she can’t.

Her breathing is getting faster, she’s almost panting, she does not like this, she wants to... 

It stops. Warmth floods her body, happiness and heat, a relaxing blend of contentment and calm. Ofia’s gaze focusses on her and her smile is beautiful. Her gaze is full of wonder and delight, and Halfreda forgets all of her discomfort and smiles back. 

“This one,” Ofia announces, standing up and moving to the teacher’s side. “She’s the one.”  
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The teacher tells Halfreda to find Nerida and Kinsey and enjoy the rest of the morning with them. She agrees, feeling full of happiness and lightness – almost running as she heads out of the round house looking for her friends. She finds them easily, knowing where they are and threading through the trees until she sees them.

“Where have you been?”

“With Ofia... and the teacher.”

“Oh, you are the luckiest thing in the world. That lady is a Queen.”

“Not really.”

“You’re right. She’s better than a Queen she’s a...” Kinsey trails off, she cannot think of a better compliment for Ofia.

“She is so wonderful,” Nerida says, looking forlorn for just a second. “Abe likes her.”

Halfreda tuts. “Abe likes anyone. Me, you, her. Don’t fret about him.”

“I’m not fretting, just wishing.”

“Wishing?”

“Wishing he liked me again.”

Halfreda smiles. “He is the most handsome man.”

“And Ofia is not interested in him at all. You can tell.”

That was true, and Halfreda was glad it gave her friend some comfort. 

“I cannot believe you have agreed to go to the castle,” Nerida says, changing the subject.

“I was always going to do what the teacher advised.”

She knew it was true even as she said it. They were all here because they had put their trust in the teacher. Whether it was initially instigated by their parents didn’t matter. As soon as they met him, as soon as they moved to the round house, their fates were set. Whatever he said they should do, they would do. Why would they argue with him or ignore him? He has wisdom, knowledge, and understanding that they didn’t. Ignoring his guidance would make all the time they spent with him, all the work they did with him pointless, worthless. None of them wanted that. They also all wanted to please him – they adored him and would do anything he said. They knew he would lead them the right way.

“Killing people though?”

Halfreda shrugs. “I don’t like that – I cannot imagine doing it. And yet, again, why would he steer me wrong?”

Both Nerida and Kinsey are adamant. “He would not.”

And so that was settled. 

The three of them lie down on the soft grass, eyes closed, listening to the sounds of nature going on around them. A cricket, a bird, a wolf howling.

Halfreda sits up. “Did you hear that?’

Nerida opens her eyes but doesn’t move. “What?’

“A wolf?”

Kinsey sits up. “No. I didn’t.”

“Me neither.”

Halfreda shakes her head and lies down again. She definitely heard a wolf – no doubt. She drifts off again, happy to be with her friends, happy she’s made the decision to go to the castle. It could be months or years before the wise woman dies. She could live with the teacher for many many moons before she is called upon to make her first sacrifice. And she hopes that’s how her future plays out. Making the decision to do something and then actually doing it can be very far apart.

Knowing she will live at the castle, look after the King, tend to him and his family, kill Kingmakers, is very different to feeling the weight of a knife or dagger in her hands, holding the shoulder of a young princess – only seventeen years old – and pushing the blade into soft, innocent skin. Will she be able to do it when the time comes? Even though her teacher and Ofia say it’s her destiny? 

She hopes so. Her choice is made. She would never let him down – not for anything.  

She is drifting between awake and asleep, that wonderful place where your body seems weightless, and although you’re aware of the world around you, you can actually feel yourself slipping away, off the edge and gone. She hears the wolf again and wants to find it. Asleep or awake, she’s not sure. She knows no one else hears it and she keeps really still. She will know where the wolf is, in the same way she knew where her friends where. It’s one of her uncanny abilities – just knowing stuff, not always useful stuff but it’s an ability she takes for granted.

The wolf, she can see it now in her mind, is beautiful. Soft and grey but fierce. It is stalking around the outside of the round house, walking in circles prowling, lithe and lurking. She watches it. She watches it stop and howl, head back, mouth wide, teeth glistening, saliva dripping. It could kill her in a heartbeat but she knows she must not fear it. It wishes her no harm.

She is getting hotter, still on the floor, still half asleep and half awake. As she starts to writhe and thrash, Nerida and Kinsey watch her with alarm. “Run to the house. Get the teacher.”

Kinsey does as she’s told, sprinting to get help. They know what’s happening – she having a fit of some kind, maybe a vision, maybe something else, something darker.

The teacher, Abe and Ofia arrive in a breathless huddle and stop at Halfreda’s feet. She is still on the floor, hands gesticulating madly, eyes open but unseeing.

She starts to talk, mutter, laugh, all incomprehensible. Then she sits, then she stands – a strange fluid motion, like a puppet being pulled up by strings; her body seems to have no bones. 

She flings open her arms, unsteady but not falling. Her voice is not her own as she begins to speak:

“One Kingmaker will have more magic than most.

“She is unique.

“She is special.

“She will live. 

“She will rule.

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

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

“Only a King can command nature.

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

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

“May the gods bless her and keep her.”

At the last word she drops on the floor, a rag doll, eyes closed, mouth slack. Nerida and Kinsey sit in shocked silence, each taking one of her hands, each only looking at the other, worried looks exchanged but no words.

The teacher steps away from Halfreda, after checking she is alive and uninjured. “I have no words.”

Abe shakes her head. “Did she just...” His voice trails off. None of them can believe what they just saw, what Halfreda just said. A prophecy or a fantasy? They will only know if it ever comes to pass. 

They are interrupted by a rush of horse’s hooves. A young page in livery stops before them. “The wise woman is dead. The King commands you bring her replacement at once.”

They look at Halfreda in a heap on the floor, having just announced that at some point in the future one of the Kingmakers will live. She will not die. She will not be sacrificed. Instead she will rule as the greatest Queen the Realm has ever known. 

The page takes their shock and silence as grief for the wise woman, and tells them that the King expects the replacement in less than three sleeps. Then he nods and rides away.

Halfreda groans and sits up, rubbing at her head. She takes in the situation quickly – her friends holding her hands, the shocked looks on the faces that surround her. “Did I...”

The teacher nods. “Yes, you had a vision. Nothing interesting. And we’ve had a rider – the wise woman is dead. The King is expecting you.”

Nerida and Kinsey cannot hide their shock. Nothing interesting. Halfreda’s vision was very interesting – they can’t wait to tell her. 

The teacher leans in close to Ofia. “She cannot know this. I need to think. Take the girls and take the memory from them. We’ll talk later.”

“Why not tell her?”

He shakes his head. “I am not even sure of it. When she had the vision of Zanna’s death she blamed herself completely when it came to pass. She was sure she cursed the girl. I just feel this will be the same. I may be wrong. I cannot think. I need time. Take the girls. Abe and I will take Halfreda. Actually, I will take Halfreda – you need to take care of Abe as well.” 

“Take care of me?” 

“A stiff drink to take away the shock. It’s never pleasant seeing anyone in that state – even if you’ve been there yourself. Besides, the girls are scared. Help Ofia, Abe.”

Abe doesn’t need telling twice to spend time with Ofia, and so he slips an arm around Nerida, while Ofia supports Kinsey. They look almost demented with excitement at what they’ve seen and what they need to tell Halfreda. 

The teacher takes Halfreda and watches Ofia take the others to his work room. He will ask Menna for a sweet drink, and he will give Halfreda a potion – a tonic – to lift her up. He cannot say why but he feels very sure, very clear, that she should not know the contents of the prophecy – the vision she just had. The words she said, if they come true, will change everything. He needs time to think. Time to process. And he is happy that only Ofia and himself know the true nature of what was said. 

He tucks Halfreda into a chair, places a blanket over her and tells her to rest while he fetches a tonic.

Inside his work room, Ofia has lit candles. Abe, Nerida and Kinsey are sitting on the floor, eyes closed. 

“Am I wrong, here, Ofia?’

She shrugs. “I am unsure. This is unprecedented.”

“I just have the strongest feeling that we need to protect her from this. If she is to go to the castle, if she is to work with the Kingmakers, keeping them calm, making the sacrifices, she has to know that one will live, but she cannot know that the prophecy came from her.”

“Why not?”

“Because she will feel responsible? Really Ofia – I have no idea what to do with this.”

“She will know about the prophecy?”

“Yes. She will have to test each Kingmaker. What did she say about nature?”

“That a true King can command nature and the Kingmaker who lives will be the same. We should tell her, we should-” 

“No!” His voice is sharp. “Sorry Ofia. Just sort these three out for me. Give me time to think.”

She nods. “You need to leave. Or your memory will be taken too.”

He nods. “I will take a tonic for Halfreda, she looks washed out. She will probably sleep now.”

“It will do her good.”

The teacher kisses Ofia on each cheek and leaves her alone with the three charges. She will strip their memory, using her powers, and then he can decide what to do.

He feels as though Halfreda will blame herself for each Kingmaker’s death if she knows the prophecy came from her. She will have to know who the chosen one is, but, if she has to give each one who comes before her false hope, it will eat her up. He is sure she needs to be kept in the dark about it. 

He takes Halfreda the potion and a drink from Menna, and strokes her hair until she falls asleep. Ofia comes to his side. “It is done. They will remember nothing. How long will this thing take to pass? What if Halfreda is dead and gone before then?”

“Does that even matter? Ofia, I have never been so scrambled in my thinking as I am here. A prophecy that tells of a Kingmaker who lives. Who rules! The Kingmakers come from your magic. Is this right? Should we forget about it, or do we tell Halfreda?”

“I think it is meant to be. I feel it quite strongly.”

“Then I bow to your wisdom in this. We will get her to the castle and, before I leave her to her future there, I will explain about the prophecy – just not from whence it came.”

Ofia nods and takes his hand. “You have had some wonderfully talented charges over the years, but this one really is unique. She will change everything.”  
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Halfreda wakes up in the chair, sees the flames burning brightly in the fire, and the teacher hunched in front of it. 

He senses her waking and turns to greet her. He smiles but appears weary. “How do you feel, Halfreda? Do you remember anything of your vision?”

She shakes her head. “No. Did I say anything interesting? Did I curse anyone to death?”

He smiles, although it doesn’t reach his eyes. “Stop it. You know Zanna’s death was not your doing. You said nothing of interest this time. Only incoherent and foreign mutterings. Did you hurt your head?”

“I don’t think so. I am sore.”

“No wonder, you dropped to the floor afterwards.”

“Am I right in saying that Marby has died? Or did I dream that?”

“No, you are right. The King has commanded our presence.”

“How does he know about...” Halfreda trails of at the look on the teacher’s face. “You told him about me?”

“Of course. It has been a worry for him.”

Halfreda nods. “I’m scared.”

“Of course you are, dear girl. I am scared to take you, to leave you there. I thought we had more time.”

“Will you leave me straight away?” She looks panicked.

“No, I will stay with you, ensure that you are settled, go through all your duties – there is much to do when we get there. Tomorrow we will have a party, a fond farewell to you, and we will leave the next morning.”

“And Nerida and Kinsey?”

“Their future is not with you, Halfreda. You know that as do they. They have futures ahead of them, that while they are not so grand or important as what you will do, are theirs alone. I know you will miss them, so find them now. Talk and laugh while you can. There is serious business ahead, and I do not just mean your role in the Kingmakers sacrifices, but the work at the castle – keeping the King safe is the most important thing.”

“I’m not ready,” her voice is just a whisper and she’s crying. The teacher folds her into a hug. “You are ready and although the time is now, and it has made the move sooner, I would not let you go if you weren’t ready. I would not put you through something you couldn’t face, and I would not stand you for a role you weren’t prepared for. All is well. Go. Go to your friends and we can talk again later.”

With some relief and some trepidation, Halfreda leaves the teacher’s side and heads to her friends. She knows where they are already. She does not feel ready for the next stage of her life, the next step on the journey forward. She wants to stay here, stay a child – growing older, but with someone else in charge, telling her what to do and making decisions for her. At the round house everything is taken care of; she does not even have to choose what meal to eat. How will she keep the King safe, tell people what to do, kill the Kingmakers? It is the part she fears the most, and yet she has the strongest feeling that her future lies at the castle. The teacher would not lead her the wrong way. 

Nerida and Kinsey are sitting on the grass, near the kitchens, a small pile of cakes between them and some ale. She takes a seat and a cake and smiles at her friends. They smile back but seem unconcerned about her earlier vision. She frowns. “I am well, thank you for asking.”

They both smile at her and nod. Neither speak. Halfreda is about to tell them off for their lack of care when she notices something strange about the pair of them. They are both sitting, legs tucked under the same way. They both have a drink in one hand, with the same amount of ale. They have a cake in their other hand and as she watches them they take a bite, at the same time. They are in synch but in a very odd way, as though they are under a curse or a spell.

“Girls!” 

They both turn their heads and smile at her. Neither smile reaches their eyes. 

Halfreda shakes her head and eats her cake. She is surely just shaken from her vison and her fall. Why would anyone curse her friends or want to put them under a spell?

“So tomorrow is my last day.”

She expects cries of dismay, real tears even, but both girls nod and smile as though it’s the most wonderful news they have ever heard. Frustrated, Halfreda stands up and rushes off – it’s a sign that something is remiss that neither makes a move to follow her. 

She crashes through the trees taking her frustration out on the branches, leaves, trunks, and then stops. If she is to leave after just one more day, what does it matter how little her friends have to say or do with her. She is leaving for life in the castle. A life of importance and prestige. She will see neither of them again. 

She leans on a tree, closing her eyes and trying to picture a life of relative comfort, magic and royal life. It is hard to do. 

“Hello, Halfreda is it?”

Halfreda turns to see Abe smiling benignly at her. He has a strange look on his face too; the same as Nerida an Kinsey. Why would he be checking what her name is? Surely, he knows by now, after she almost threw herself at him. 

“I’m sorry. I know that I know you, but I’m feeling a little foggy this afternoon. You really are the prettiest thing.”

Halfreda wrinkles her nose at him. She might be pretty, but so was Nerida and most definitely Ofia. He was – as the teacher warned her – a slimy toad, and she was glad she took the potion that made her see him for what he really was. 

“Really. You are.”

Halfreda smiles thinly, a tear slipping down her face. She has no idea why she’s crying, not really. Not for anything she might have lost with Abe – there was nothing there to lose. He was handsome and compelling, but he didn’t like her the same way; he just liked the chase. The fun of it. 

She shakes her head. “Thanks, Abe. I’m going now.”

She walks away from him, from Nerida, from Kinsey. She does not want a party. She does not want one more day. Her friends are behaving strangely as is Abe. Her head does hurt from her fall and now she knows she must go, she is ready for it. 

She rushes back to the round house, tears blinding her slightly. She finds the teacher in the dining room, drinking ale and gazing at the flames in the fire. He does that a lot. 

“I want to go!” She shouts it far louder than she intended. 

“What? Why?”

“Nerida and Kinsey are acting strangely, and then I saw Abe in the woods and he couldn’t even remember my name. If I am to go to the castle, if the time for my new life has come, then I do not want to delay. I would go sooner rather than later. Please.”

The teacher nods, taking in what she has said. When a memory spell is performed, the initial side effect, is that all memories are taken. They eventually come back, quite quickly, but in reverse order. Abe and Halfreda’s friend will remember things from long ago, and then they will remember the previous years, then days and then hours. The memory of Halfreda’s prophecy will remain forever buried, but everything else will return. Just not quite yet.

Poor Halfreda, believing no one cares that she is to leave. And yet, what use is there in delaying it? She will never see Nerida or Kinsey again. She may see Abe on his travels – he does love a stay at the castle, in luxury, but it will not be for a long while. 

He nods. “I fear that Ofia has been practising spells and maybe caught a few people by accident.”

“That makes sense,” Halfreda says. “But I would still go. Why wait?”

The teacher pauses and cannot think of a good reason to stay. In fact, he can think of good reasons to go. The sooner they go, the sooner they get there. There will be less drama, tears, worry if they head off tonight. “Go to pack. Whatever I decide. If we leave tonight or not, you will need to be packed.”

Halfreda nods and rushes to her room. 

Sitting on the floor, with her trunk open in front of her, she closes her eyes. What will her new life be like. What will her new role demand of her. Is she ready? She breathes deeply, and calm washes over her. Calm, clear headed, focussed. She is ready. She can leave behind her childish things – friendships that are destined not to last; first loves, destined to break her heart; the memory of Zanna; the uncertainty about her future; the hatred she has had for her true self and magical abilities. 

She is ready to be Halfreda: the wise woman of the castle, closest advisor to the King, killer of Kingmakers. She asks for help, patience, understanding, a long and happy life, a life of servitude, but joy. She is ready for this. She is willing to go. 

It is time. 
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Convinced to leave, and packed up before her friends come back and regain their memories of her, Halfreda sits atop a horse, and wipes a tear from her cheek. No one is standing outside to watch her leave. No one is bidding her a fond farewell. Menna has gone to market with Mal. Abe is still wandering – as far as she knows – with little memory in the woods. Her friends have not returned, and Ofia is busy in the teacher’s work room. 

Halfreda feels sad now that what she wanted has come to pass. A party would have been nice. Tearful hugs and promises to never forget each other would have been preferable to this miserable send off. 

And yet...what will be, will be. This is it. She asked to go and go they will. 

The teacher has no need of a guide or a guard. He has performed spells on himself and Halfreda, they will get to the castle without delay or issue. There will be no problems or setbacks, just a smooth and quick journey, with the wind at their backs. 

“Ready?”

Halfreda nods. Has her time in the round house really come to an end like this? Sloping off as though she has something to hide. 

The teacher senses her hesitance. “Halfreda, when you asked me earlier if you could leave straightaway, my instinct was to say no. I felt like you needed to stay, say goodbye properly, and yet that is the nature and the joy of this little house. There are visitors we have had since you have been here, and I would bet you cannot remember their names. Even my charges never stay long. It is not a place for long term residence; it is a place to pass through. Only Menna and Mal dwell here permanently, and I know they will be sad to have missed you. Mal has asked me to tell you that he blames you not for what happened with Zanna. Menna says the same.”

Halfreda takes a deep breath. That is good to hear.

“Really. All are welcome here. But most are just visiting. You will remember your friends and Abe – even Zanna. They might come into your mind, and then they will go again. They are not part of your future. I am. I will visit you even after I leave you. This is life, Halfreda. People come and go and only ourselves are constant. Love your own company, be happy in your own skin and you will do well. You are ready. Let’s go.”

Feeling infinitely better, Halfreda refuses to turn and look at the round house one last time. She has no need of it. Her childhood is over. Her time here is over. It is time for the next part of her life. And she is so excited by it. More than ready for it. 

The horses canter happily away, fed and watered, fuelled ready for their journey. The teacher plans one stop and then a late arrival at the castle tomorrow. They will have a good trip and the King will be glad to see them. 

They are silent as they travel, each lost in their own thoughts. The teacher feels anxious for his brightest charge. She will have to learn of the prophecy and her role in testing the Kingmakers. She will need to test Isla and if she is not the prophesised one, Halfreda will have to sacrifice her. He will stay with her for the first one. He will hold her hand and guide her through the celebrations and the sacrifice. He knows it is what she’s made for, but he worries for her none the less. 

Halfreda thinks only of the journey. She doesn’t allow her mind to dwell over her past or panic about her future. She watches the trees, the road, the people. She enjoys the feel of the horse and the fresh air. She focusses only on what she is living through until the teacher tells her it is time to stop.

They eat and drink and head straight to their rooms. The stable boys who live at the inn will look after the horses and ensure they are ready for a long day of riding tomorrow. Halfreda just wants to sleep. The teacher bids her good night and gives her a sleeping draught. “Take it, you haven’t slept a night alone in a long time and even a warm room can feel cold when you are used to company.”

Halfreda does as she is bid and drinks it down, happy to listen to the teacher again. Will she regain her free will when he leaves her at the castle? Not really – her life will become the King’s to control. And yet there is a strange sort of peace in the kind of life she is heading to. 

Always a clean bed, a warm bed. Always food to eat. Always something to do. No big decisions to make. She will fall in love, she can feel it, but she will never take a husband. The King – however many she puts upon the throne – will be her master. And she will happily serve each one to the best of her ability. And her abilities are phenomenal. She will do well at the castle and enjoy herself. She drifts off to sleep with these assurances in her head. All is well. All will be well. 

After a good, deep, dreamless sleep, Halfreda dresses and meets the teacher for breakfast. He is in good spirits, laughing with the innkeeper and he greets her jovially when she sits down. “What would you like to eat?” Without waiting for her answer, he asks the innkeeper for a little bit of everything he has, with some wrapped up for the journey. 

Halfreda smiles. “I will never take a husband.”

“No, you will not.”

“But I will love and be loved.”

“That’s right.”

“I am ready.”

The teacher smiles. “I know. I can see a difference in you this morning. I want you to step into this role with authority, Halfreda. Don’t second guess yourself. Don’t question if you are getting it right, making good choices – you will be. For everything you do is right, because you have done it. Trust. Everyone looks to the wise woman and although I have told the King how much faith I have in you, there will be some who question such a young wise woman. The King, the Queen, three princes and a Kingmaker – that is a lot to take on. They will need your guidance, and I will make sure you know exactly what is expected from you before I leave you. But I beg you, act with the absolute knowledge that you are where you should be and that you are doing what you should be.”

She nods. “I will. I can do it.”

They are silent as they eat – the innkeeper filling their table with a huge array of meats, breads, cakes, even some fish. 

The teacher wipes his mouth and finishes his ale. “It is time.”

She takes her place atop her horse with confidence. By night fall she will be at her new home. 

The teacher is next to her on his horse, a package in his hands. “This is for you.”

She unwraps a beautiful thick dark cloak, blacker than black, softer than soft. “It’s beautiful.”

“There is something about a wise woman. She is mysterious, all knowing, her ways are not always clear. A cloak...adds to that.”

Halfreda grins. “Like a costume.”

“Like a shield. When you put that on, you are more than just you, you are Halfreda. Wise woman of the castle.”

She puts it on, slipping the hood over her head, and she understands then that he has imbued the cloak with some magic. Something to help her. She can feel it. “Thank you.”

“You are most welcome. Let’s go.”

They ride quickly, easily, stopping under the shade of a tree for two meals. When they arrive at the castle, it is dark and the sun is setting.

At first sight of it, ahead and up the hill, Halfreda feels like she might be sick; there are more than just butterflies in her tummy. The swooping, sick feeling of responsibility is back. She takes a deep breath. 

It looks magnificent. Looming but elegant, sturdy but welcoming. She pulls her cloak tightly around her and nods at the teacher. 

She may not be ready, she may want to turn her horse around and flee, but she has a strong feeling in the pit of her stomach, and she knows that she is home. 
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A stable boy greets them once the guards let them into the courtyard. Everyone recognises the teacher and Halfreda is glad to lurk behind him, watching and waiting, taking everything in. A servant in the finest livery steps out of the castle and together they follow him inside. 

Halfreda cannot keep up with them because she wants to look at everything within the castle. There are beautiful tapestries adorning the walls, elegant ladies bustling around, wonderful smells coming from behind closed doors. There are so many people milling around and, as they turn into a great hall, Halfreda is suddenly overwhelmed. There are more than a hundred people, queuing up to petition the King, gathered in groups chatting and laughing. There is music playing, ale being passed around. She can see too many things, hear too many things, and she is also privy to too many people’s thoughts. There are spirits jostling for her attention as well and just as she feels her palms start to sweat, her vision clouds over. The teacher touches her back to propel her forward. He passes her a tiny vial of liquid. “Drink, before you pass out.”

She does as he says and instantly feels better. The rush of silence as her head clears is astounding. The hubbub quietens down to a dull roar instead of a deafening one. The brightness of the clothes, drapes and tapestries, and glare of jewels, dims and her eyes don’t hurt anymore. The spirits back off, just enough that she can breathe easily, and then she sees the King. 

He is sitting on a throne, a splendid creation of gold set with precious stones. He is wearing a crown on his head and a cape of fur. He smiles at his people, watching his subjects with good humour on his face. He turns to speak to his Queen, making her laugh with whatever he sees and Halfreda smiles. They are happy and in love – she can tell. There are three princes sat beside him and a young girl on the other side, next to her mother the Queen.

The Kingmaker. Isla.

Halfreda shudders as a blur of red swims across her vision. 

“Halfreda, meet your King.”

The King sees the teacher and leaves his throne. The great hall around them becomes quiet, as everyone turns to see why the King is on the move. 

He greets the teacher warmly after the teacher bows to him. His gaze turns to Halfreda, and she curtsies as steadily as she is able. She can feel herself shaking. The King’s gaze isn’t friendly as he looks her over. He is assessing her, finding her wanting. 

She tries to stand steady and tall, to remember that the teacher believes she should be here. This isn’t something she has decided herself that she might like to try. She has been brought here by the teacher. He is in awe of her magic. She might have to prove herself in this court, but she could do it. 

“Hello, little witch.”

Halfreda bristles at his tone, definitely patronising and tinged with humour. He is making fun of her. “Welcome to your new home. Marby was a wonderful wise woman and she has kept me safe my whole reign – and my father before me. You have big shoes to fill.”

Halfreda nods her head, keeping her gaze low and her demeanour deferential. She is young, and he is the King. She can understand why he might question her taking this position. And yet he must trust the teacher, or she wouldn’t be here.

“I look forward to serving you, your majesty.”

The King nods and smiles at the teacher, an eyebrow raised. He beckons a little maid – too young to be a proper maid, a handmaiden or a lady in waiting, but old enough to do fetching and carrying throughout the castle. “Bring food and drink for our guests.”

He calls a guard and tells him to clear the room. He will see no more people today. 

Halfreda watches the absolute authority with which he rules and smiles. To be so sure of yourself must be a wonderful thing – to never second guess yourself or doubt your abilities. Born to rule and filled with confidence from an early age, she can see the same easy assuredness when she watches the princes. Confident, handsome, with the easy life of royalty, they look good. The Kingmaker is different. She has an air of sadness around her, to Halfreda the very space next to her is a different colour to everything else. There is a bluey-pink haze around her, she cannot think of a way to describe it, but she sees it around some people. Not everybody, but around this girl, yes. This girl she will kill. She feels cold as she thinks it, but then she is ushered along by the teacher, following the King and his family to another room; a smaller room.

Food is set out on a table – gold plates, jewelled goblets and exquisite food. She sits and eats, still feeling she hasn’t met the mark, that she has failed before she has even begun. The princes and the Kingmaker sit with the Queen on plump chairs and settees across the room and Halfreda can hear them talking in quiet voices. Her ability allows her to amplify their voices and unbeknownst to them she can hear what they are saying, “Dowdy.” “Plain.” “Unremarkable.” “Nothing special.” She tunes out quickly, a hot blush covering her face and when the teacher turns a question gaze on her she looks down at her plate and doesn’t look up again. 

They are all judging her and finding her wanting – not just the King. And yes, she might be dowdy and plain, in her plain clothes and black cloak, but who could compare to any courtier, let alone a member of the royal family. Even the little maids and the other servants are splendid in their livery. The colours are a little brighter, the fabrics richer – even the meat on her plate is the best thing she has ever tasted – extra special, like it has some magic in it. She is blinded by how wonderful all of it is.

The three princes are like statues they are so perfect, and the Kingmaker is achingly beautiful while the Queen is so wonderful that Halfreda could die. She has never seen such sights or been in the presence of such wonder; she could cry. In fact, she is welling up and stuffs some cake in her mouth just to have something to do. She hears a giggle and is sure the Kingmaker is laughing at her. Well, she won’t laugh when Halfreda has a dagger to her throat.

Halfreda gasps aloud at the awfulness of her thoughts and stands up, her cloak bunching around her feet, making her ungainly. “I am sorry. I don’t think I can do this. I can see that I’m not what you expected and I-”

The King laughs, unexpectedly and loudly and his family follow suit. The sounds fills her ears and the rushing noise makes her feel, again, like she might faint. 

“My dear witch. You do not get to choose now. I am the King. I tell you what to do.”

Halfreda stands still, scrunching her toes in her boots, rooting herself to the floor. She touches the chair, steadying herself. She raises her gaze to look at the King and she finds her thoughts muddling. She cannot tell if he speaks in jest, she cannot read the expression on his face. As a King he must need self-control and an ability to hide his true feelings; he is bamboozling her. 

She closes her eyes and asks for help. 

When she opens them, the King is still watching her, the tiniest hint of a smile tugging at his lips. 

She nods and curtsies again. She sinks into her chair and takes a little bite of cheese. “As you wish. Absolutely.”

There is silence as she finishes her plate of food and drinks her ale. She can feel the teacher’s eyes on her but refuses to look up. She can see the royal family move closer to their father, closing in on her and again she keeps her eyes on her food. She can sense a trap, but still refuses to look up.

The King clears his throat and when Halfreda still refuses to look up he speaks to her. His voice is cold, and the atmosphere in the room has turned icy. 

“I have a right to question your appointment here. I am King of the Realm, and however much I trust your teacher’s opinion, I need to be happy and reassured.”

He claps his hands and the royal family take their seats, the King with them. The doors are pushed open and a pleasant-faced man in servant’s livery escorts three men into the room.  

Halfreda watches the three men. The teacher moves next to the King, leaving Halfreda at her seat by the table, alone. 

This is some sort of test and from the gleeful look on the prince’s faces and the way the Kingmaker is smiling at her mother, Halfreda can tell that they all expect her to fail. 

For a second, she imagines leaving the room, pushing past the three men, and walking away from the castle.

So far, the royal family, while beautiful to look at have been obnoxious and unfriendly to her. Who would want to live amongst these vipers?

She turns her gaze to the teacher. What does he make of this, what should she do? He nods at her and smiles. She shakes her head, a fleeting feeling of anger with him crossing her mind. Did he know of this unwelcome welcome they would receive? 

She stands up and takes her place in front of the four men. One man obviously in the King’s employ and three scruffy looking specimens. 

“My good man, Jameson, has brought three men for you – two are prisoners and one is innocent. Tell me which is which – use your powers to give you the right answer and you will have earned your place here at court.”

Halfreda glances at the King but doesn’t speak.

She passes by Jameson, a friend as well as a servant she can tell. The three men are pretty smelly. One is cleaner than the others – clean fingernails, a more upright bearing. She knows this is to trick her. They want her to believe this man is innocent. She plays their game and walks back and fore in front of them, giving it all a lot of thought and then she turns to the King. 

“I didn’t need the time that I took. I could have told you as soon as they were brought in. And, just so you know, no man is every truly innocent – no woman either. We have all said or done, or thought, wicked things and anyone who says they have not is a liar.”

She doesn’t wait for a response or a reply but turns back to the three men. She puts her hand on the chest of the first man, the one with clean nails and nicer clothes. “This man is guilty of murder. You can clean his nails and tell him to improve his posture, but guilty he is. What you do not know is that the extent of his crimes is far greater than what he has confessed to. There is no need to torture the truth out of him. He has killed seven men and three women – including his own wife. He is a sick man and the sooner you take his life, the sooner their spirits will rest.”

The King and the royal family are open-mouthed listening to Halfreda, and she cannot help but smile. 

She places her hand on the chest of the second man. “This man is guilty as well. His crime a lesser one than your first man here. He is a thief, but he steals only to feed his children, King. His wife died when their youngest – the youngest of thirteen – was born and he has no way to feed them. He had a job and the older children were well equipped to look after the younger ones, when his employer told him he needed him no longer. He drank from the fury and the guilt he felt at letting down his dead wife. He got in an accident and now only one hand works. He cannot work a job now that will pay him what he needs to look after his family, and so he steals. You will punish him as he sees fit, but you must know, of what he steals he eats the least. He feeds thirteen first and takes only what is left. He cries each time he does it and has his oldest child write down everything he takes. His boys, now old enough to work, take the money they earn and pay it back to the people their father stole off and with each day of pay, as they hope to restore his good name. Knowing when to show lenience is the mark of any good ruler, and though I would not dare to tell you what to do, I will tell you that within the next full moon, all the people this man stole from will be paid back. The children could do with their father being home.”

The thief smiles at her and takes her hands, crying as he thanks her. He does not know, nor does she, if her plea will work, but at least she has shown him, and the King, that she knows what she is talking about.  

She places her hand on the shoulder, this time, of the final man. “This man is innocent – he has been muddied up, but he is a good friend of yours, my King. You have known him since you were a boy and he is innocent of much. He likes to drink, and his eyes and hands occasionally wander from his wife to the wives of others but he is a good man.” She watches as he blushes beneath the grime, and she laughs when she sees the look of shock on the King’s face and the look of guilt on the Queen’s. 

“But I must add something.” She touches Jameson on his shoulder and he looks confused for a second before he lets a smile cover his lips. 

“King, you have tested me today and I understand why. I think your welcome of me has been poor. If you know and trust my teacher, then you must know his word is absolute. And so, I can only gather that this welcome of mine has been nothing more than sport for you and your family. I am proud to come here and serve my King, but I wish I could serve a King who is honourable and good, not one who laughs at a young girl who is frightened and out of her depth.” She raises a hand to stop him talking and is shocked by her courage. Or foolishness.

“But I will tell you this one thing more before you send me away. This man – your servant and good friend, Jameson, is not innocent either. He also is a thief. He steals from your coffers. He takes the money you ask him to pass onto others as a token from you, and he steals kisses from your daughter – just weeks before she is to be sacrificed – and he still bows to you and loves being your favourite. He does not steal to help his family or to keep a child from death. He steals for his own benefit only. His mother – if you met her – wears the shabbiest rags you ever saw, but his drawers are filled with your gold. It is easy to be blind to the faults of those we love, as well as the faults that we possess. I know my faults, King. I am headstrong and rude, stubborn and awkward, but I am also the most capable little witch you will ever have the good fortune to meet. I will stay and serve you, or happily leave you to sort out your own house. What will it be?”

At that she plonks into her chair, takes a deep glug of ale and a bite of cake, before staring at the King, waiting for his answer.  
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Jameson makes a move to flee, but the thief and the murderer have their hands on him. At a shout from the King, the guard outside barrels in and has his sword to his throat, all in seconds. 

Halfreda calmly sips her drink, watching the servant beg his King for his life, his forgiveness. The King is stony. He turns to the thief. “You may take your freedom and thank this young girl for it.” 

The thief drops to his knees in front of Halfreda, tears streaming down his face. “Waste no time with me, go to your family. They are all well.”

“Come to my stables in the morning, man,” the King calls to him as he leaves, “they will find you something to do to earn a wage.”

The man thanks the King, and rushes away. The murderer is led away and the King follows the guard and Jameson from the room. “Take him to the dungeon.”

The King’s childhood friend rubs the grot from his face. “You did well,” he says to Halfreda as he takes a drink. “Revealed a few of my secrets, but...”

Halfreda shrugs as the King comes back into the room. She does not care any longer who she has upset or which feathers she might have ruffled. After the upset and stress of leaving the round house, leaving her friends who cared not a jot, and arriving to this rude King, she is done. 

The royal family huddle around their King. He looks ashen. He kneels in front of Halfreda. “I can only apologise to you. It was sport and yet you have played the game better than I imagined and called me out for my behaviour. I cannot quite believe what you have revealed to me and yet I know you speak the truth. Thank you. I would be honoured if you would stay. If you would take your place here and look after me, the way you just did. I would be honoured.”

Halfreda smiles. “The honour is mine.”

The teacher claps her back, relief evident on his face. “I will take Halfreda to her rooms. I gather she is in Marby’s rooms?”

“Yes, outside.”

The teacher bows to his King, and Halfreda follows him out of the room. He turns to face her and laughs. “I thought he would have your head for that! You did well. You did exactly what you needed to do. Well done. I was right – you will be the greatest wise woman we have ever had. The King is lucky.”

“I thought I had gone too far as well – but he was rude.”

“He was, but you have given his pause today. Let’s go.”

Halfreda has very little of her things with her – the rest will be delivered in a day or so, but she has enough to see her though. “Marby had several rooms – a small suite outside of the castle, and work rooms within. Being outside of the castle serves two outcomes. It gives you separation from the royal family and gives them privacy from you, but it also allows you to focus on the perimeter of the castle, the grounds and the courtyard.” 

Halfreda nods as she follows him, her neck snapping back and fore as she takes in the sounds, smells and sights of the castle afresh. She has never seen so many people milling around, all intent on what they are doing, all sure of where they should be. The quiet calm of the round house will soon be a distant memory she can tell. 

Someone has unpacked their horses and put the stuff in Halfreda’s new rooms. She looks around, astounded by the size. “This is all for me?”

They are in the main room, a sitting room, with a fire, a small table and two chairs, a settee and two more chairs. It looks warm and inviting, comfortable and homely. She explores, leaving the teacher to gather his things. He will sleep in the castle, in a visitor’s suite. He gets on well with the King and is looking forward to catching up properly. 

She has a bathroom of her own – something she has never had, something lots of people don’t have. In her family home they would bathe once a week in the sitting room, in front of the fire, sharing the water until it was so black the last one in – usually her – would end up dirtier coming out than going in. She usually washed in the lake instead. But here she had a room with a bath, somewhere to wash and go to the toilet in. She was laughing as she pushed through to the other room – her bedroom. A huge wooden bed, plush with curtained canopies. She throws herself down on the blankets and cannot believe how soft they are. In exchange for her magic she will live in sumptuous comfort until she dies. 

“Halfreda?”

She clambers off the bed and joins the teacher back in the main room. “Yes?”

“Happy?”

The look on her face says it is so, but she laughs as she tells him that yes, she is very happy. She looks nervous. “Do you think the King will forgive me?”

The teacher nods. “The King – any King – is a powerful and arrogant man. He has the whole Realm bowing down to him. He has the power and money, and the prestige. If he is walking through town and decides he doesn’t like the look of a man, he can have him killed. Or if he likes the look of a woman, he can have her brought to his bed. No explanations, no questions asked. He is never wrong. Now imagine having to guide him and guard him and tell him he’s wrong. Don’t let the plush surroundings fool you, Halfreda. You will sleep in a comfortable bed every night but you will earn every bit of comfort, every hot meal, you will work for it all.”

Halfreda makes a face and the teacher laughs. “It will be worth it, I promise. For now, I imagine you need sleep?”

“Maybe a bath, first?”

“You may have anything you desire, but just remember, none of it comes free. You are well placed in the courtyard to be able to call for a little maid any time you want. You don’t warrant a handmaiden of your own, or a designated maid, but the little maids – the littlest and lowest in the pecking order – will do anything you bid. Be polite. Don’t be demanding.”

He opens the door and beckons the first little maid he sees. She bobs him a curtsey and nods when he asks her for hot water to fill a bath for the newest wise woman. 

Halfreda sits looking at her fire. “I feel like I am a long way from home.”

“You are. You have come a long way both in place and manner. You are no longer an angry little witch, ready to hurt herself because she hates herself and her powers so much. You do have a long way to go however. This is the start of a new journey, and you have everything inside yourself to make it wondrous. I truly believe it.”

There is a knock at the door, and Halfreda can only watch in grateful amusement as a troop of little maids file in to her rooms with jugs of steaming hot water, fragrant petals and hot oils. Another has a pitcher of ale and goblet which she lays on the table. Yet another brings ale and cakes and takes them through to her bedside. “In case you are hungry or thirsty through the night. Although Cook says, if you need anything else you must always feel free to visit her in the kitchen or holler.”

Halfreda nods her acquiescence; she cannot speak. She is only the wise woman of the castle, brand new and unproven in her position and yet she is being treated like a queen. She cannot imagine being treated any better. 

The teacher kisses her forehead and bids her good night, the last little maid closes the door behind her and Halfreda realises she is crying. 

She runs her fingers along the table, the back of a plump, velvet chair, a tapestry on the wall. She goes into her bathroom and stops. Her bath looks like the most inviting thing she has ever seen. It is a long time since she sat in a bath – they all washed in the river while she stayed at the round house – but she has never sat in a warm room, in front of a fire, in a clean, hot bath, by herself. She quickly strips off and sinks into the water. It is almost too hot and yet she relishes the feel of it – the feel of the sweat of her journey washing away, the stench of unwashed hair, unclean clothes, and as she washes her hair she feels like she’s in a dream. How could she have been so lucky to land here?

And yet, as the teacher warned, it doesn’t come for free. He mentioned the food, the warmth, the wonderful surroundings as payment, but she knows the cost will be the murders she carries out when she sacrifices each and very Kingmaker. 

How many innocent throats will she slit? How many sweet young girls who should have their lives ahead of them will die at her hand? Even one is too many. She closes her eyes and dunks her head under the water. She cannot dwell on it now. 

Clean and red skinned from the heat of the water, she climbs out of the bath and finds a drying cloak on the back of the door. Back in the main room, the fire is burning brighter and there is a package on the table. New clothes. Black slips, dresses and boots, and new nightclothes. She will be a sombre wise woman indeed, not that she cares. How she looks has never been a concern for her. She puts on her clean nightclothes and sits in front of the fire. 

It’s a strange feeling that comes over her. There is no one else with her. No one to chat to or giggle with, but also no one to tell her to go to bed, or fetch ingredients from the woods. She has no idea how her role will develop but for now she is free. 

Sleep or eat? The choice is hers and she is laughing aloud when she lays in her new bed – warm from a hot brick wrapped up under the blankets – and eats cake. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




20


[image: image]


Halfreda wakes up in her new bed in her new home, and the feeling of peace and contentment that fills her is the best feeling she has ever had. She is home and she feels at peace. 

Dressed in her soon to be regulation black dress, boots and cloak, she heads out into the courtyard. Again, she is astounded by how many people there are. Men carrying game over their shoulders, taking it to the kitchen. Another man with a pungent bucket full of fish, ready to be salted and hung out to dry. There are little maids, handmaidens, stable boys – she has never seen so many servants and yet with a castle this size they need all the help they can afford. 

The air is full of cheer, people laughing and calling out to each other – there’s an easy sense of familiarity and routine here. 

She spots the teacher threading his way towards her, full of amiable chatter with everyone he passes. He has such confidence. 

“Good morning, I trust you slept well?”

“Absolutely.”

“Are you ready?”

Her stomach lurches, not completely unpleasantly. Is she ready? What a loaded question. How can she be ready, when she has no idea what is to come? What challenges await her? 

She nods though, so as not to worry him and follows him dutifully along. 

Inside the castle he introduces her to her work space. “These rooms are for you – to make potions, call up a future fire, conjure spirits, whatever it is you need to do.”

“What do I need to do? What’s my actual job, day to day?”

“Right, starting at the most basic level you are in charge of the health of the castle. You’ll need a stock of lotions and potions – sleeping draughts, headache cures – any and all natural ingredients you can forage from the woods and keep in plentiful supply. Then there’s the protections – ongoing protection spells, or whatever works for you. The castle should be a safe place for the King and his family. You need to look for enemies, root out trouble – before it arrives.”

Halfreda is nodding along, hoping she remembers everything. 

“You will have a wonderful life here, and you can choose how your days and weeks unfold. You might want to get into a routine according to the moon, with making things, gathering things, scheduling spells. The defining principle of it all is that the King, first and foremost, and then the royal family must be kept safe and as healthy as possible. After that, the freedom is yours to work how you see fit. You will also be in charge of important ceremonies for the royal family – any birthdays, wedding, funerals. There is a big book somewhere – I will locate it – with all the ceremonies laid out in it. I think Marby’s predecessor arranged for it to be written and collated.”

The air is heavy with tension. “And the Kingmakers?”

“Yes, Halfreda. The Kingmakers are yours to kill.”

“Soon?”

“Yes, Isla will be seventeen soon. Listen, it’s something that will undoubtedly be difficult, but we will do it together. I will walk you through the feats and ceremonies that take place beforehand and your role in the whole thing. You will be sick to your stomach I am sure, and yet, you will get through it.”

She nods. It is the only thing she is unhappy about with her new role.

“Walk with me.”

They stroll in silence, Halfreda’s senses overloaded with new sights, smells, sounds and spirits. They arrive at an island, and the teacher pulls a small boat out of the rushes. They climb in carefully and he rows them across the small set of water and onto the land. 

“This is so lovely,” Halfreda feels a sense of peace here, a strange echo of the past too. 

“There have been countless ceremonies here – it’s where the dead are pushed out to sea, it’s where the King and Queen were blessed on their wedding day and it’s where all the royal children have been announced to the Realm and the gods. You can feel the history of it all, can’t you?”

“I can, it’s wonderful.” 

“You will learn the chants and incantations, the routine of each ceremony easily enough. From the books, from your instinct, and from me. The last time I saw Marby, I took as much as she was able to give to me – I placed my hand on her head and so much knowledge came through to me. I will give it to you and you will build on it. One day you will pass it on to your replacement.”

“Will you find my replacement for me? Will you still be around?”

“I will. My life is infinite, and yours will be very long. Well beyond the normal life span of a woman. You will see many Kings crowned, unfortunately you will also sacrifice many Kingmakers.”

Halfreda closes her eyes – she can see the blood of all the Kingmakers past pass across her vision. “They are sacrificed here?”

“No – they are sacrificed outside the castle – a dais is set up, with seating for all the guests.”

“Guests?”

“It is a well attended event, very important to the whole Realm. People enjoy it.”

Halfreda shakes her head. 

“Do not judge.”

“I cannot help it.”

“You must. Your job is to make the Kingmaker feel at ease. Support her. And...” His voice trails off and a strange look passes over his face. 

“What?”

“There is a prophecy and it is my belief that you will stay alive until that prophecy comes to pass. You will be the keeper of this knowledge – only you – and you will stay here until then.”

“What sort of prophecy?”

“A prophecy about the Kingmakers. It has been said-”

“By who?”

“It matters not who said it, only that it has been said. One of the Kingmakers will live.”

“Live? What for?”

“To rule as Queen.”

“Queen of the Realm?”

The teacher nods. “From Isla onwards, you will test each Kingmaker to see if she is the chosen one.”

“And if she’s not?”

“Then you sacrifice her.”

“How do I test her. Must I tell her of this?”

The teacher nods.

“So raise her hopes and then kill her anyway.”

The teacher nods again.

Halfreda is shaking her head. 

“Ah Halfreda! Must you always question everything and make my life more difficult. Can’t you just be obedient and amenable?” Suddenly the teacher is laughing, hysterically almost, and wiping tears off his face. He claps her back. “Of course, you are not obedient or amenable – it’s why you are here. Strong and stubborn, with ideas of your own – one day that is how every woman in the Realm will be, not just those filled with the confidence of magic. And make no mistake every woman is filled with magic, if only she knew.”

Halfreda is shaking her head, impatient at the teacher’s laughter and blathering.

“So, one of the Kingmakers will live and it is my job to kill the rest? Raise each one’s hopes then dash them with my dagger?”

“Oh, Halfreda, you are almost poetic in your fury.”

She humphs and walks to the water’s edge. “How will I know this Queen when I meet her? From the moment she is born?”

“No. I have spoken with Ofia about this. We don’t really know – this is new. It’s not something Marby had to worry about.”

“It’s a new prophecy? Since when?”

The teacher beckons her closer, not wishing to answer her question but hoping to distract her. 

“Halfreda. This is serious. If this prophecy is correct; if it comes to pass, it will be the greatest development the Realm has ever seen, as well as the biggest shock. This cannot be about you or how much more difficult it might make your life. It has to be about the Kingmakers and it has to be about the Realm.”

Halfreda nods. She hates having a telling off from the teacher. She wants his approval so desperately.

“I’m sorry. I’m being selfish. Since you told me I would work for the King, I have dreaded killing the Kingmakers and yet it’s also hard to give my life up, to give my choices up and to follow a life of servitude. It’s not what I ever thought I’d be doing.”

“Final chance. Are you happy to be here? To give up your freedom?”

“I am.” And she is. There are parts of her that are panicking, wanting to run away from this life and yet she knows the peace she felt when she saw the castle for the first time – the joy she felt when the King was pleased with her. She wants to do it and make a good life for herself, but this prophecy is a new twist. A new setback. 

“How will I test them?”

“You will bring them here. Kings can command mother nature and we believe the Kingmaker who lives will be the same; a true leader, able to tell the Realm around her what to do. You will tell them to ask the river to rise and it will. If she is to live it will rise.”

“That’s it?”

“Yes. There is a ceremony in the castle a week before the sacrifice – the Kingmaker feast – with the King and the princes, however many there are, and then you will ask the Kingmaker to meet you here at sunrise. The test is quick and easy. Those who fail will be upset and disappointed, at which point you will need to step in with emotional support. It will not be easy.”

“Nothing worth doing ever is.”

The teacher laughs. “You know you are growing up when you deliver my very platitudes back to me. It’s true though. I had the strongest feeling since I met you that you would be the new wise woman. The greatest wise woman. When this prophecy came to light I knew the reason why. You will be instrumental in bringing the first Queen to the Realm. It might be this Kingmaker, it might be thirty Kingmakers away but it will come and it will come with your help.”

“Thirty Kingmakers? I will be dead by then.”

“No, Halfreda.” He takes a tiny vial out of his pocket, pale blue in colour. “You will drink this. It will keep you alive until your task is done.”

“What? For hundreds of years?”

“Or thousands.”

“Really? Who would want to live that long?”

He gives her a strange look and takes a deep breath. Before he can answer, she does. “You? You have drunk this? Because you’re a keeper?”

He nods. “Amongst other reasons. But yes – thirty years ago I drank that potion. I was already thirty years old. I age still but much slower. I will live until I am no longer needed. If you drink this, you will be the same.”

She takes the vial and peers at the liquid. She can see tiny bubbles inside. “Do I have a choice?”

“Always.”

He is quiet; allowing her time to think. She unscrews the lid and sniffs it. “It smells lovely.”

“What is your choice, Halfreda?”

She answers him by drinking down the potion in one gulp.     
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And so begins Halfreda’s new life. The teacher is still at the castle and plans to stay until after her first sacrifice or unveiling of a new Queen, whichever it is to be. 

She finds herself watching Isla, wondering how both parts of her new role will feel. Giving her the hope that she might live and then, if she will not, pushing the dagger into her soft flesh. She shudders every time she thinks of it.

Her life has settled quickly into a new rhythm, and she’s not as lonely as she feared she might be.  

She wakes when her body tells her to – no breakfast gong or chores to rush awake for. She finds she is quite the early bird – finding it easy to climb from the warm bed and soft covers, to her warm sitting room. She has instructed her little maids – there are a few who tend to her, but she is starting to learn their names – to start her fire around five in the morning and to place fresh ale and bread on her table so they are ready when she wakes. She finds that mostly everyone refers to them as little maids, just as the stable boys are always called so, whichever one it is you speak to – they are interchangeable – but she likes to call them by their names. Identity is important. 

And so, from a warm bed to a warm room for a fresh breakfast, and then a walk. She is familiarising herself with the castle and the routines performed within it. There are many servants, a pecking order of servants, and she is surprised to find herself near the top. No task is too big or small, no time of the day awkward. She can ask anyone for any old thing and she will get it. It’s quite a heady feeling initially and she plays little games where she asks for something hard to come by, but then she catches herself. 

This is their life – the people who live here and serve here – the same as hers and they all deserve a good life. Instead she starts to help the people around her; her fellow servants. She calls the fish in the lake forward when she spots the fishermen heading down to the shore. She calls off the rain from the area the laundry girls are drying sheets. She helps everyone at the castle with protection spells and also general happiness spells. None of them would be able to say why but everyone would agree that despite a sacrifice looming, there is a feeling of goodwill and joy at the castle. 

The teacher passes her in the courtyard. “You are doing well.”

“Thank you. I am trying.”

“Are you finding your way?”

He doesn’t just mean in the unfamiliar castle corridors or woods and she knows it. “I am. Thank you. Would you dine with me tonight?”

“I’d be delighted.”

She feels like a grown up and asks Cook for a special menu of food she knows he will enjoy. The Kingmaker’s feast is edging closer and she wants his support.   

The rest of the day she spends foraging in the woods, filling her basket with ingredients for Cook, for the stable boys to help with the horses, and for her own stocks. Sniffing at the berries she adds to her haul, she feels a deep contentment and a wave of happiness wash over her. She really is happy here. She is facing an unusual future, but she is ready for it. 

The teacher arrives just as the last of the little maids leaves a plate of food on the table and closes the door behind them. “This room is lovely, Halfreda. You’ve changed it?”

“Yes, I asked the King if I could. I wanted it to be more like me.”

“It is. Very comfortable and warm. I warn you now I may eat and fall asleep in that lovely looking chair.”

Halfreda laughs. “I would be happy with that. I miss you.”

“And I you. It’s a strange feeling when my charges spread their wings and fly from me, in whatever direction they choose to go. I have no children of my own and yet I have had hundreds. I could not be prouder of you. I am watching you, ready to step in and yet I am not needed. You are faring well. Making friends?”

“Yes there are many people I speak to but I have no one I am especially close to. I miss my friends.”

“And I have word that they miss you.”

“Really?”

“Yes of course. Once their minds were clear of Ofia’s spell they were heartbroken to have missed you and yet it is fruitless to be upset. They are readying themselves for the next part of their lives. By the time I leave you, they will be ready to leave me. And on it goes.”

They are silent for a while, eating and drinking, wonderfully comfortable in each other’s company. 

“How is the King treating you? Is he listening to your counsel?”

“I haven’t had much to say to him. He says that he feels safe with me here, which I suppose is a good thing.”

“It is. You have placed protections over the place? Other spells?”

She nods, pleased that he has noticed.

“The fact that nobody attributes the peace and contentment here to you is a good thing. You don’t get any praise, but you are doing your job. Wonderfully well.”

She smiles, rueful that he knew exactly why she was miffed. She wants everyone to be impressed with her spells, how well she is doing her job. 

“It’s normal, Halfreda. Don’t worry – they’d know soon enough if you weren’t.”

“So the feast is coming closer...”

“It is. Have you looked through the books yet? You need to be familiar with the chants and the itinerary.”

“I’ve looked. I have most of it memorised and of course everything you put into my head from Marby. Will I be alright?”

“Of course you will. Marby felt the same as you, as did Linper before her. It’s normal. You will feel nervous every single time you do it. It’s horrible. I do know that. But it’s infinitely worse for the Kingmakers. Never forget that.”

Halfreda nods, picking apart a small cake and eating tiny bites. She will never forget. Her life is tied to the Kingmakers now and will be until she finds the one who will live. 

“I must warn you, Halfreda. I do not know everything, and I am sometimes wrong, but I do not believe that Isla is the one chosen to be Queen. I see a long life ahead of you and your life’s work will be to find the Kingmaker who will live. It stands to reason that it is not her.”

Halfreda shrugs. “I thought as much. I have been dreaming about the sacrifice. I think it will happen. Oh, please, how will I do it?”

She is crying, and the teacher is holding her, comforting her and passing as much strength as he can to her. She will need so much of it in the coming days.
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With just a day before the Kingmaker feast, and therefore a week until the sacrifice, the teacher visits Halfreda again in her little suite of rooms. She looks fine from a distance, and he watches her make her way around the castle. She is coping, she is settling into her role extremely well, but he knows that she will need help as the day approaches.

He knocks the door and it’s a while before she answers; she is wearing a thick robe and her hair is wet. She looks embarrassed and he cannot help but laugh. 

“Halfreda, you are living the life of a noble woman, bathing in the middle of the day.”

“I cannot believe you caught me!”

“I didn’t. You are a grown up now Halfreda, free to do as you please, unless otherwise instructed by the King. Doesn’t it feel unimaginably decadent?”

“It does. That’s why I did it. Such luxury. I cannot believe how lucky I am.”

“And unlucky. The time is almost upon us. I’ve brought you some things to get you through the next week. Tomorrow is the feast. I’m sure you’ve noticed the flurry of activity; the swathe of visitors?”

Halfreda nods. Only a fool would have missed the arrangements going on at the castle. The feast is tomorrow, Saturday, then a week of entertainment before the sacrificial ceremony the following Saturday. Isla’s seventeenth birthday. 

He sits a package on the table. “This is a sleeping draught – enough for the week and the night of the sacrifice as well. 

“You still do not think she will live?”

He shakes his head. “These are calming herbs, powdered, mixed and pressed. Take as many as you need. If you feel jitters, panic, sickness – or any negative feeling, chew one quickly.”

Halfreda takes them from him and nods. 

“Are you ready for tomorrow? There will be many guests to watch both the new wise woman and the Kingmaker.”

“Cook did enjoy telling me that she’s never seen so many visitors. What if I faint?”

“You won’t. You drink this just before the ceremony.” He slides a tall, thin bottle towards her and she adds it to her arsenal. 

“I know she is more scared than I.”

“True. Keep that at the fore front of your mind. If in doubt – chant. Most people have no idea what a wise woman does. Feel free to make it up, if needed.”

Halfreda grins. “You aren’t being a very good teacher.”

“I am. I am telling you that all will be well. Even if you go wrong no one will know it except you. And me.”

She laughs. He pushes an assortment of bottles towards her. “They are all labelled and have instructions written on them. You will get through this week. I promise.”

When he leaves her alone, after an hour or two of talking about anything but the feast, she is shaking. She roots through all the things he brought her and finds the tablets. She has been having nightmares followed by periods where she dares not fall asleep, and she knows the only way she will get through the day is with all the help the teacher has offered her. 

She lights a fire and calls fore the spirits. She asks them to look after her. 

She is sitting, ready to crunch down her tablets and her sleeping draught, but almost too tired to move, when there is a knock at the door. 

Reluctantly she opens the door to see the King, splendid in his ermine. She curtsies low. “I hope you do not mind me disturbing you?”

She shakes her head no; what else can she do?

“I will only be your King for one more week. I am sorry it was such a short time. You made me laugh – when we met, when I tested you. Nobody dares stand up to me.”

She steps aside for him to come inside and he takes a seat. He gestures for her to sit as well, and she does as he bids. “I am here to wish you luck for tomorrow, the feast, as well as the coming week. I can’t imagine it’s easy for you. Isla is petrified, as you can imagine.”

“What will you do, my King? You and the Queen?”

“We will travel around the Realm.”

“It’s a strange time for you as well as your family.”

“If I could stop it I would. I will lose two sons and a daughter as well as my place at the head of the Realm.”

He looks so sad, so full of heartache that Halfreda reaches for him, resting her fingers on his arm. She has a flash of a vision in that split-second and jumps back as though scalded. “Don’t do it!” Her voice is shrill, a shriek and the King looks alarmed and then guilty.

“King. Do not do it. Your wife will need you with the death of so many of her children. If you throw yourself upon my dagger or your own she will wither with grief.”

He shakes his head, unable to speak and defend himself. It is what he has been planning. 

“You must promise me. You must.”

“How can I live with my grief?”  

“I will help you. The Queen will help you. Wounds heal, grief heals. But to choose death, when your children have no choice is selfish.”

He is chastened and lowers his head, tears dropping onto his lap. 

Halfreda places a hand on his back, filling him with courage and strength, love and light. She watches as his shoulders lower, bit by bit, and the tears stop flowing. 

By the time the fire is dying down to embers, the King has gathered his emotions. He thanks Halfreda and once alone she drops to her knees. She cannot imagine the pain that is about to rip through this family. The King is her reminder to never be selfish. She may not like her role, but it was at least a role she had a choice in. The royal family have no choice, and she must keep that at the front of her mind in all that she does. 

She takes her medicine and adjourns to her bedroom. Within minutes she is asleep and when she wakes it is morning. The day of the feast. Soon she will give Isla the worst kind of false hope, because the teacher truly believes she is not the Kingmaker who will live.  

Halfreda wonders briefly if she will know her when she is born, when she first sets eyes upon her. She knows so much – she sees so much that normal people do not. Will she know this wondrous Kingmaker when she meets her, just hours old? 

She cannot worry now – it could be years and years ahead of her. 

The feast is hours away and so she decides to walk to the river. She is always at peace when she is near water. She likes to listen to it, watch the way it rushes and pools. It is soothing to most people, but to her it is part of her magic.

Dressed warmly and with a basket of supplies – ale and food and her tablets from the teacher – she mooches away from the castle and the flurry of activity, so many people rushing around and getting ready for the feast. 

She takes her time, no need to rush and when she gets to the water’s edge she has been out of the castle for nearly an hour. She places her cloak on the floor and sits on it, watching the water stream past her. 

“Hello,” Isla says, coming to stand in front of Halfreda. “May I sit?”

“Of course. You don’t need to ask my permission.”

Isla sits. She is so pretty and composed, quite dainty really, and Halfreda sends warm wishes her way, willing them through the air. She sees Isla visibly relax and hopes her intentions reached the young Kingmaker. “I am glad you will be doing it, and not Marby. Marby has looked after me since I was a little girl. She brought me medicine when I was ill and taught me to make simple remedies to help my mother and father and brothers.”

Halfreda lets her talk. 

“I hate being the Kingmaker. People don’t call me Isla they call me Kingmaker. Wherever I go there are calls and salutes as if I should be so proud and grateful of my fate. I am ready to die, just so I don’t have to hear that wretched word anymore.”

Halfreda wells up. “What can I say or do? What will make it easier for you?”

Isla shrugs. “I do not know. I rage against the cruelty of my life and then I have a period where I am settled and serene. Accepting. Then I rally again. It’s exhausting, really.”

Halfreda can feel an echo of her own life in Isla’s words; she would rally against her magic, her life and then she might be more accepting for a time, but the anger would rise up again. She was sure it always would. She accepts her true self now, but it is not such a hardship as this young girl accepting what is to befall her. 

Death. On her birthday. Just seventeen for a few hours and then dead. 

Halfreda takes the Kingmaker in her arms and holds her, feeling her shoulder getting wetter and wetter as the young girl’s sobs turn to wails, turn to screams. Screams of rage, pity, fear and eventually giving in. 

How will she tell this girl she might live? She cannot. It would be unconscionable. She cannot raise her hopes when the teacher is so sure she will die.   

They spend an hour talking, eating and drinking – a strange sort of truce between executioner and victim, and Halfreda is glad that their paths crossed today. She hopes Isla feels comfort from it too.

They walk back to the castle in a companionable silence. 

“I need to get ready for my feast,” Isla says when they reach the courtyard. She kisses Halfreda’s cheeks and Halfreda bows her head. “Isla, I need you to know, I am new to this role, I have never done what I need to do before and I never imagined I would. Whatever I have to say or do from now until the day, I hope you will forgive me.”

“You are only doing your duty. Same as me.”

Halfreda is crying, silent tears stinging her cheeks, as she watches the Kingmaker walk away.  
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And so the week passes by. The Kingmaker’s feast, a spectacle the likes of which she has never seen before or even imagined. Then a meeting on the island, where Isla hoped, for a few minutes that she might live, when Halfreda knew she never would. Followed by a week of activities and festivities to distract everyone from the matter at hand – the imminent murder of a young girl and the death of two of her brothers.

As the day of the sacrifice gets closer, Halfreda finds it increasingly hard to sleep or eat. She has to force herself to do both, as well as her duty to the King and his family. She still has a role within the castle, although the sacrifice is all that consumes her. 

And so it is the next day. She will kill the Kingmaker. She stands in front of her fire, tears streaming down her face, only one more night of impossible sleep to get through, if she never sleeps afterwards it will be what she deserves. 

She is moaning aloud, feeling rotten. Feeling cruel and duplicitous, treacherous. She has so many unkind words to aim at herself. Isla’s fate is cruel enough and now this stupid prophecy has added to it. One Kingmaker will be Queen and so dozens of others will have their hearts broken anew.  

She wants no part of it and yet she has no choice now that her fate is linked with this Kingmaker and each one until she finds the one who will live. And then she will die.

She laughs then, a harsh sound. What a ridiculous situation she finds herself in, and the teacher made it sound so good. He was the root of all her troubles. She would find him, she would curse him, she would tell him what she thought of his wonderful idea that she would live at the castle, with no free will, kill lots of young girls and then die herself. She has exhausted herself and she sinks into a heap on the floor, fluctuating between tears of anger, self-pity and mirth. 

A knock at the door startles her and she pulls herself reluctantly to her feet. If it is the teacher she might knock him out. It’s not; it’s Nerida and Kinsey, looking hopeful but unsure and so familiar to Halfreda that she bursts into tears, pulling them close to her. “What are you doing here? Who brought you?”

She knows they haven’t made this journey alone. 

“Ofia. She wants to see the teacher and she knew we were missing you. We miss you!”

“Thank you. I thought you didn’t care. Before I left, you seemed...the teacher explained that you might have been accidently spelled by Ofia, but still I was just sad. I-”

“We were spelled. It was three days until we realised you’d gone. Then we couldn’t stop crying. We were pretty hysterical, so Ofia got fed up with us and said she’d bring us for a very quick visit. It’s so good to see you.”

“You look different – so grown up.”

“I feel different. I feel exhausted. Oh, I’m so happy you are here. Come, look around.”

Halfreda is filled with joy; this is exactly what she needs, and she wonders if Ofia needed to see the teacher or if the teacher needed to see Ofia. She feels like he might be behind this little reunion. She shows the girls her new home and they react exactly as she did: with squeals of excitement and sighs of awe. It is beautiful. 

“I’ll get the bath filled, and some food. You’ll sleep in here, with me?”

The girls nod, happy to be back with their friend. 

Halfreda steps out to the courtyard, whistles for a little maid and gives her instructions. Her bed is big enough for all three, but they need drying cloaks. They have brought little bags with their own clothes in, but food, they need food and drink. She orders everything and then tops up the fire. 

The girls watch with delight as little maids troop into the rooms, filling a bath with the most fragrant oils – they cannot wait to sink into the heat, and they actually argue as to who will go first. Halfreda laughs. “Kinsey take the first turn today, Nerida you can go first tomorrow. How long are you staying?”

“Only a day or two. To support you.”

Halfreda crumbles again. “I need it. Thank you.”

The two girls laugh when they hear Kinsey’s squeal of happiness as she sinks into the bath – a rare luxury for anyone, except the richest of people. “I’m never coming out!” 

“We wanted to be here for the feast, but Ofia thought it might be too much for you.”

“It would have been. I’m struggling. I’m not much older than Isla. It doesn’t feel right.”

“I don’t envy you.”

“I don’t envy me.”

They laugh at last and nibble on bread, meat and cakes until Kinsey joins them. Her cheeks are bright red from the heat of the bath and she is grinning. “This is the best day. That bath was wonderful, and this cloak is the comfiest thing I’ve ever worn. I’m going to ask the teacher if we can stay.”

Nerida’s eyes light up. “Do you think he’d let us?”

“There’s no way,” Halfreda says, passing Kinsey a drink. “I know he has plans for you – little villages for you to work in.” She opens her door and beckons for a little maid to empty and refill the bath for Nerida.

“Little villages!” Kinsey snorts, as Halfreda takes a seat. “And you get the whole Realm.”

“I’d swap with you if I could. It’s what I always thought I’d do – work in the village I grew up in, potter around, making potions and poultices. I never imagined I’d be living here, due to kill someone.”

“Are you scared?”

“Petrified.”

“Right, well we need to take your mind off it. That’s why we’re here; not to make you feel worse.”

“I have no idea what will help. It has been the most awful week, the feast was awful and, oh, there’s a prophecy-”

“Tell us everything.”

Halfreda nods, then smiles. “I wonder if I can show you. Hold my hands.”

The girls do as they are told and take a hand each. Halfreda closes her eyes, reimagining the feast, the sights, colours, smells. She can almost feel herself rushing back in time, to the feast and then to the river, showing her friends all that she has said and done. 

They see hundreds of guests crammed into the great hall and the wonderful food. They hear the musicians and watch everyone dance. They watch Halfreda talk Isla and her brothers through the ceremony, and whisper for Isla to meet her at the river. They come back to the room, all feeling odd. “Did it work?”

Kinsey looks strange, her eyes still faraway. “Oh, it worked, I have never seen such a beautiful sight as that feast. Poor Isla, and her brothers – so handsome.”

“I hate the teacher so much for putting me in this position, but I feel so much better that you two are here.”

She breaks off and laughs. “I hate the teacher! How does he always get it right? I do feel better. So much better for seeing you. I was sitting here, slumped on the floor, torn between crying and laughing when you arrived. I bet the teacher got in contact with Ofia. It must have been his idea – and it was a good one. Just seeing you makes me feel better. Knowing I have friends; I’m not just a murderer.”

“Killing Kingmakers doesn’t make you a murderer – it’s what you’re supposed to do. Killing innocents for no reason makes you a murderer. You aren’t one and never will be.”

“I hope you’re right. I know I’m meant to be here; I do trust the teacher, but I am so scared. More scared than I have ever been.”

“I think that’s normal.” Nerida touches Halfreda’s shoulder and Kinsey laughs. “You might be the greatest witch he’s ever met but you’re just like the rest of us really!”
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Waking up in the same room as her friends, all snuggled in the one huge bed, feels to Halfreda as though she is back in the round house. She can almost see Mal and Menna dishing up breakfast, and she feels so happy that her friends are with her. It’s just what she needs to get through the day.

Only a few hours to pass until she sacrifices Isla. 

She slips out of bed, leaving her friends to sleep, and steps out into the courtyard. Already it is full of bustle. She lets her gaze pass over the crowd. There is no ill will here, nothing she needs to worry about, except for her part of the sacrifice. 

She spots Isla ducking out of the castle and heading to the woods; she doesn’t follow her, but she sends her as many happy thoughts as she can. 

She sees the teacher and calls him. “If I am the greatest witch that ever served here, why can’t I do something? Why can’t I rescue Isla?”

“You are the greatest witch and I think the prophecy came about because of you. You will find the first Queen and you will look after her. There is a great honour in that. 

“I saw Isla just now, heading to the woods.”

“I do feel for her. And for you. I trust it was a nice surprise seeing your friends?”

“It was. Of course. And I thank you but how can I get through this day, and many more just like it?”

“Halfreda, you have to. With the next Kingmaker, she will have been in your life since she was born. You will have watched her grow into a young lady with so much ahead of her, were it not for the curse of the Kingmaker. Please, do not tremble now. Do not falter. Work with conviction, you are doing only what you must. You must.”

“Will you be there?”

“Right by your side.”

The teacher takes her in his arms, giving her comfort but also magically transfusing her with all she needs to get through the day.

“You should stay out of sight until it’s time. The girls will keep you company. A page will knock for you. Can you remember everything I showed you?”

During the week, when everyone was enjoying a hunt, followed by a picnic by the river, the teacher had gone through the whole ceremony with Halfreda. By then the dais and seating area had been set up outside and she could picture the whole thing in her mind, unfolding. 

And now the time is almost upon her. 

Nerida and Kinsey are warming themselves in front of the fire when she goes back inside. Their faces are grim, mirroring the way she is feeling. 

“You’ll get through it.”

“I will,” Halfreda nods, “but I will never be the same.”

They spend the morning in a strange silence, moving around each other, bathing, getting dressed, eating, warming by the fire, all with barely a word exchanged. 

“I need a minute.” 

Halfreda leaves her friends and retreats to her bedroom. She lies down on his bed, looking at the ceiling. This is it, what the teacher believes she has been called for, what he thinks her purpose in life is. Killing one Kingmaker after another until the one who shall live appears. She knows she will not sleep but she closes her eyes, gathering her strength, asking the spirits for help, visualising a smooth and easy day. 

It will not be a smooth and easy day – she will have one dead Kingmaker and two dead princes to deal with very soon, but she needs it to be as easy as it can be for her. She cannot say the wrong words, she must get all of her chanting right and she must – when she makes the slit with the small dagger – do so with a sure hand, so poor Isla dies instantly. She cannot suffer, blood gurgling from her throat while the Realm watches on with delighted disgust. 

Calm now, she tucks the dagger into the folds of her cloak, takes all of the potions and tablets the teacher has given her and faces her friends. 

They can see a change in her demeanour; anyone would. She is standing stronger, prouder, steadier on her feet. Her eyes reflect the peace she is feeling. She is here to do this and do this she will. 

With final hugs and kisses, her friends leave her side, heading to the seats with the hundreds of others to watch this spectacle. 

Halfreda waits and then follows them. 

She heads through the courtyard, eerily empty and quiet, and around to where the dais is set up. There are so many people, that she comes to a standstill. People standing, people sitting, little boys on their father’s shoulders, youngsters jostling for a view. 

The pallets are laid out, decorated with floral wreaths, ready for three dead bodies. 

The Kingmaker is there, so small and frail looking now that the end is near. Halfreda cannot bear the sight of her after she disappointed her so at the river. False hope is the cruellest of all tricks. 

Three brothers, all handsome and tall, any one of them fit to rule, but only one will be chosen by the Kingmakers magic blood. 

The King, ready to step aside for his child to go forward and his Queen, pale and sickened by the whole debacle. 

Was this really the only way to choose a new King, the best Ofia and the others could come up with?

As she threads through the crowd, they fall silent. A beautiful young woman, Halfreda, now shrouded in the disguise of witch, wise woman, murderer. Not so alluring anymore. No one in the crowd can meet her eyes.  

Each step feels heavier as she walks towards Isla, but she can feel the loving weight of her teacher’s gaze as well as those of Nerida and Kinsey. 

The siblings all look scared. The odds aren’t good – three dead and just one will live. 

Halfreda looks out at the people, and she feels them shrink away from her. 

“And so the new King shall be crowned.”

She faces Isla, chants a string of odd words, mixed with dramatic gestures.

When she pulls out her dagger, there is no sound; the entire Realm has stopped breathing. Isla looks set to faint and the boys look queasy. Once she is murdered they have to drink her blood. Death will befall two of them instantly. 

Isla takes a breath, and although her voice is thin and shaky she says the words she must; the words she has practised saying all her life, the words that have reverberated around her head: I am the Kingmaker and I willingly die to make one of you King.

At the word, King, Halfreda steps hugs Isla close to her, and then with one swift, unpractised but thankfully precise movement, slits her throat. A guard holds a goblet underneath the wound to catch the blood and then another takes Isla’s lifeless form away and lays her on a wooden pallet. It is ghastly to see.  

Halfreda now stands with the goblet of freshly drawn blood and begins chanting again. She pours the blood into three cups and passes one to each prince. The three brothers smile unsteadily at each other and then raise their cups in unison. There is a hush from the crowd as they watch their beloved princes, their father, the King, watching over them, Halfreda sombre at their side.

Without a sound, two of Isla’s brothers drop dead, caught on the way to the floor and placed on the pallets next to their sister. Without a second to grieve, the old King takes his crown and places it on the new King’s head. 

The crowd erupt into frenzied cheering, some weeping for the dead people and some laughing; the mood borders on hysteria and Halfreda can do nothing but stand with tears pouring down her face and blood dripping from the end of her dagger. 

The teacher takes her hand and pulls her away from the celebration; she will have more work to do next week when she crowns the new King formally, but for now she needs to be away from the drama and the dead. He removes the dagger from her hand and passes it to a little maid, telling her to clean it and return it. 

Nerida and Kinsey are following, neither sure of what to say or do. They both cried watching their poor friend carry out her duty. She did it so well, but she is visibly shrunken from it.

The teacher gives more orders to another little maid, though they don’t hear what he says. They imagine it is ale and food, maybe a tonic. She will need both.

Halfreda rushes through her suite of rooms and into her wash room. She grabs an empty bowl, the one she uses to rinse her hair and she vomits into it. Over and over.  There is a jug of clean water and she washes her face and rinses her mouth. 

She did it. She ended a life, and as a consequence two more lives ended. She cannot stop crying. She cannot face the teacher or her friends; she cannot shoulder this responsibility time after time and yet she knows she must. 

The responsibility is hers; she has accepted it. By wielding the dagger so neatly this time she has changed the course of her life. She might have refused before, she could have run away or convinced the teacher that she couldn’t do it, wouldn’t do it.

But she did it.

She rinses her mouth out again and nods.

She is the wise woman of the castle. She will kill every Kingmaker until the day comes when one of them passes her test. She will help change history.

She opens the door and her friends and the teacher gasp.

“What’s wrong?” she asks them.

“Halfreda. Your hair.” Nerida looks concerned and Kinsey is crying. Halfreda touches a hand to her hair, confused. 

The teacher takes her hand. “It’s changed colour. It’s changed to silver.”

“Why? What does it mean?”

“Your heart has changed, Halfreda, with the deed you just performed. You are you no longer. Now you are Halfreda, wise woman of the castle, maker of history. You will find the first Queen of the Realm. This is a duty no longer; this will be your life’s work.”

Halfreda nods. She knows it. She will live and die now purely to find the first Queen of the Realm. She has no idea how many Kingmakers she will need to kill or how many years it will take, but she is ready. 
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