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      Angelique, enchantress-in-training and still technically a mere apprentice, sat on the back of Pegasus—the constellation—and wondered when her life had taken such an unexpected turn that she came to be arguing with a magic horse.

      “I know it’s early in the day,” she patiently said. “But I don’t want to push on any farther. We’re only a short walk from Alabaster Forest, so I’d like to stop and check the border.”

      Pegasus snorted and tossed his head.

      He didn’t say anything—the legendary equine of the sky had only spoken to her once, and it had made a…lasting…impression on her. But based on the way he pranced and the muscles in his neck bulged (making some of the stars shining in his coat twinkle), it was pretty clear he was unhappy with this response.

      “I know the original plan was to go home to Torrens,” Angelique said, keeping her voice pleasant—it wouldn’t do to further upset Pegasus. “But that was before the black mage I encountered in Zancara jumped me.”

      To be precise, he’d planned an ambush for her on the road, using soldiers as a distraction while he attacked her.

      Angelique had beaten him off by releasing her deadly core magic—which was a strain of war magic that allowed her to control anything with an edge. But to her frustration, the mage had still gotten away. Even worse, Angelique almost lost control of her tantalizing and terrifying magic as he fled.

      It was bad enough to have proof that she was a monster; no one would believe otherwise considering her incredibly powerful and blood-thirsty magic. What made the situation a failure so bitter that Angelique could taste it, however, was that the black mage knew the location of Lord Enchanter Evariste—Angelique’s teacher and friend, whom she’d been separated from for years, and whom she’d been traveling the continent in search of. Unfortunately, she was unable to get Evariste’s location out of the mage before he escaped.

      Angelique ignored the sudden lump in her throat and fussed with the black cloak, not for the sake of warmth, even though it was late autumn and the air had a cold bite to it. No, she wore the cloak for the sake of covering up the bright, ever-changing colors of her charmed dress. The last thing she wanted was to attract attention just now. With her luck, she’d stumble on someone with some kind of curse that involved love for the umpteenth time.

      She twitched the cloak again and focused on Pegasus.

      He was gnashing his teeth with obvious irritation, his ears pinned.

      “Yes, I know you’re mad about missing that fight. But it couldn’t be helped. I didn’t have time to call for you.” Angelique sank her fingers into his coat, ignoring the odd sensation his hair produced.

      As Pegasus was a constellation and not a true horse, his body was almost ethereal. His mane and tail consisted of flickering blue flames, and his body looked like night sky molded into the shape of a fearsome horse. Stars dotted his body, and a shooting star twitched across his cheek as he snorted red embers.

      “But that’s why I want to stop here instead of going home,” Angelique continued.

      Pegasus tucked his head so he could nibble on Angelique’s silk slipper poking out of the saddle stirrup.

      “I want to linger around the border of Alabaster Forest for a few days and see if I can catch sight of any elves.”

      If Angelique thought her reasoning might persuade Pegasus that stopping was for the best, she was sorely mistaken.

      Every muscle in his body tightened, and for a moment she worried he meant to rear and throw her when his back hunched oddly. But when he struck the dirt road with a hoof, producing a deafening thunderclap, she realized he meant to bolt from the area—with her still in the saddle on his back.

      A runaway horse might not be able to go very far, but Pegasus was no mere horse.

      He could cover great distances in mere minutes. A two-week trip by horseback would take just a few days when riding him.

      The flames of his mane burned brighter, and he snorted.

      Angelique hurriedly kicked her feet free of the stirrups and flung herself off his back before he could bolt.

      She flipped midair and tumbled, letting her shoulder take the brunt of the landing so she could roll with her momentum and pop to her feet. The roll was less glorious than it would have been if she was only wearing trousers and a shirt—the thick layers of her gorgeous dress and the flapping of her cloak skewed her balance a little.

      She untwisted the black cloak from her skirts so it fell back into place, hooking at her shoulder, and turned around to face Pegasus.

      He snorted at her and reared. His eerie trumpet was high pitched and more musical than a horse’s neigh, and blue fire engulfed his hooves as he declared his anger.

      Angelique scowled and put her hands on her hips. “I can see you’re upset, but I don’t understand why!”

      Pegasus tossed his head and snorted red sparks.

      “Yes, Odette is supposed to come in a few weeks for a delivery, and I could see the elves then, but when I agreed to wait it was before the black mage attacked me!”

      Pegasus trumpeted again and pranced a few steps south, toward Torrens, toward home.

      Angelique rubbed her face. “I just want to wait around for a few days to see if I can find anyone. Why is that so offensive? Do you need to return to the skies?”

      Pegasus pawed at the ground. The flames engulfing his hooves singed the grass but thankfully didn’t start a fire. He then turned his rear to Angelique so his body pointed in the direction of Torrens.

      Angelique mulishly folded her arms across her chest. “I don’t care what you want. I’m not going home tonight!”

      Pegasus whipped around faster than Angelique’s eyes could track.

      Usually, she was particularly bad at sensing magic. But now, Angelique could feel the dark, ancient, magical presence she had felt only once before, when Pegasus had spoken to her.

      She froze, dwarfed by the sheer immensity of the power he allowed himself to radiate. He seemed bigger, and the area around him seemed to grow darker.

      As it surrounded her, Angelique had the dim feeling that Pegasus’ magic was as old as the foundations of the earth. She wasn’t certain, but she could feel it easing through her and into her bones.

      She inhaled shakily, and that seemed to break the spell.

      Pegasus planted his hindquarters and pivoted, then charged off down the dirt road, his hoofbeats creating deafening crashes as he left her behind, alone.

      Angelique rubbed her face as he left and tried to fight off the sensation of being abandoned.

      He’ll return once his anger subsides. He didn’t go back to the sky, so he’s still lurking nearby. The first human he sees will make him wrinkle his muzzle in displeasure, and then he’ll come back.

      She was certain of this. Mostly.

      Angelique sighed. Looks like I’ll have plenty of time to sit at the border of Alabaster Forest and hope the curse on the elves that keeps them secluded in their forest still lets them approach their border.

      She trudged down the road, following it a little longer before making the turn-off for the magical white woods.

      The king of the elves, Themerysaldi, was a close friend of Evariste. Angelique had tried contacting him shortly after Evariste had been taken by the Chosen—the long-lived league of black magic users who had tried to kidnap Angelique and had gotten Evariste instead when he stepped in front of a spell that had been aimed at her.

      King Themerysaldi hadn’t answered Angelique’s call for help, even though she’d screamed herself hoarse at the Alabaster Forest’s borders, unable to venture into elven territory without Evariste—his status as an elf-friend giving him entrance without the elves’ permission.

      Angelique now knew the elves’ absence was due to King Themerysaldi and his people having been cursed—such a surprise. Odette, one of the many new acquaintances Angelique had made that had at one time or another been cursed, had told her as much.

      Even though it was weeks before she was supposed to meet Odette, who made occasional deliveries for the elves and was allowed in the woods during those scheduled times, Angelique couldn’t help but hope she’d be able to reach the elves now and not have to wait for so many nights to pass.

      She didn’t know what else to do.

      She was frustrated that the black mage had slipped through her fingers and worried that perhaps everyone was right about her magic after all. It had reacted so smoothly, and the power she felt when wielding it was intoxicating.

      What she really wanted was to talk to Evariste.

      She missed him so much—she’d been missing him for years. But now she’d give anything to see his warm smile and to hear his musical voice while she told him all the horrible things she’d been through the past few years.

      But I can’t, because he’s captured, and I keep failing to find him, she stiffly reminded herself.

      King Themerysaldi was no Evariste. He had the ornery temperament of a donkey and lacked the usual social sense and polite manners of his kinsmen. But if he was freed of his curse, he’d be able to find Evariste. He was the king of the elves—one of the most powerful beings on the continent!

      So even though she was—hopefully—just a few weeks short of seeing him to request his help and to look into his curse, Angelique wanted to try one last time to establish contact with the elves.

      She kicked a rock down the road and flipped her hood up to cover her hair, mindful that her magic-sparked looks were almost as eye-catching as her dress.

      She could have put on a cloaking spell to ensure she didn’t catch anyone’s eye, but somehow that felt like cheating. Enchantresses—and enchanters—were supposed to help those in need.

      It was just that Angelique had encountered so many in need, she was two reeds shy of becoming a basket case.

      She had altered Prince Severin’s curse (which had given him the body and mind of a beast), fought a witch named Clotilde in the country of Arcainia, encountered a nightmare and its rider when it had tracked the craftmage Rumpelstiltskin (her close friend whom she and Evariste had found as a child and taken to the Luxi-Domus to be schooled in the ways of his magic), faced down the mad King Torgen over Verglas, and more.

      Most recently—besides fighting the black mage—she’d been involved in a massive fight against a rogue mage named Carabosso who’d been threatening Princess Rosalinda of Sole.

      He’d been captured, which was the one bright spot in all of this, as it was very likely Carabosso (who was a member of the Chosen) knew where Evariste was.

      She kept walking down the dirt road, and just when she was contemplating turning off, the ground erupted in front of her.

      Angelique leaped into the grassy ditch beside the road, her silver magic gathering at her fingertips as she formed a spell.

      A green plant popped out of the ground. It swayed in the breeze before budding a paper flower.

      The paper flower fell off the plant stalk, which promptly withered and died.

      Angelique scooped the flower up, wrinkles spreading across her forehead. She recognized this magical method of message delivery. It was one of the most secure ways—the message trundled along underground until it found the person it was meant for—but it wasn’t used often because it required an exorbitant amount of magic to craft.

      What could be so important that it required absolute secrecy?

      Angelique reluctantly unfolded the folder, revealing a slanted script she recognized as belonging to Clovicus—Evariste’s former teacher, who frequently helped Angelique and acted as a liaison for her at the Veneno Conclave.

      She tugged at the corners of the paper, straightening the creases as best she could.

      
        
        Angelique,

        Terrible news—Carabosso escaped.

      

      

      Angelique felt as though her heart stopped beating, and her fingers turned so numb she almost dropped the letter.

      A quick scan of the paper revealed the full story.

      Carabosso had escaped custody of the Veneno Conclave mages charged with transporting him to the Veneno Conclave fortress when they were two days from the stronghold. Somehow, he’d undone the spells binding him and overpowered the war mage on watch duty before escaping into the night.

      Angelique read it three times before the full meaning sank in.

      Carabosso had escaped…before the Veneno Conclave had the chance to question him on Evariste’s whereabouts.

      He was free and running around, again. And they had lost their only lead on Evariste and his kidnappers.

      Angelique’s legs gave out, unable to hold her up in the fact of this bleak news. She fell face-first into the dusty, half-dead grass that was generously covered with leaves.

      Five years. Evariste had been captured for over five years. She’d thought this time they’d finally uncover his location!

      Angelique closed her eyes and dug her fingers into the dying grass as all her anguish pushed down on her back like a troll, and this new failure threatened to rip her apart from within.

      I should have gone with the mages transporting Carabosso. No matter how nervous I make Blanche or how much Rein dislikes me, I should have gone.

      Dimly, Angelique was aware that the Sole Royal family was going to be furious—the mages had taken custody of Carabosso in order to make up for their negligence and failure to help Sole earlier.

      But she didn’t care.

      It was too much. She’d gone through too much and had half-killed herself in the process of desperately trying to hold the continent together while the fearful leaders of the Veneno Conclave hid in their fortress and refused to dispatch more mages to help.

      They needed Evariste. She needed him!

      And now they were back to no leads and no hope of finding him.

      Why does this keep happening? No matter what I do, I can’t seem to save him.

      A dangerous sort of numb feeling spread through Angelique’s extremities. Vaguely, she wondered if she could just stay collapsed on the side of the road. No matter how she fought, she couldn’t free Evariste. Did any of it really matter anymore? Who would even care that she was gone?

      Scratch that. As soon as a royal family needed something done, they’d miss me—or rather, they’d miss using me as their personal mage.

      Angelique clenched her eyes shut as the heavy sensation of helplessness threatened to drown her.

      With her face mashed into the ground as it was, she felt the faint thud of horse hooves before she heard the animal.

      She knew it wasn’t Pegasus—the strides were too small and light.

      I’ll just lie here. They’ll pass by without noticing me. No one sees me when I need help, only when they need my aid.

      Angelique listlessly lay spread out, her eyes still closed as the horse slowed to a trot. The clip-clop of its hooves grew louder as it rounded the bend in the road.

      She waited for the sound to pass her and move along, but the horse abruptly stopped, and there was a thud of someone—the rider—landing on the ground.

      “Hail there!” The rider was a woman—her voice pleasant and friendly.

      I guess I’m not going to get ignored after all. What are the chances the horse—or rider—is cursed?

      Angelique reluctantly pushed herself to her knees.

      “Are you all right, grandmother?” The rider asked as she jogged closer.

      Confused by the title, Angelique peered up at the rider as she tugged the hood off, releasing her thick mess of hair that was tamed only by the use of magic. She felt her magic to make sure the illusion that made her eyes appear blue instead of their natural—and unsettling—silver color was working, and squinted up at the rider. “Grandmother?”

      The rider skidded to a stop a few steps short of Angelique and seamlessly stepped into a bow. “My apology. Please forgive me for my grievous mistake.”

      The rider was quite pretty with her blonde hair pulled back in an orderly braid, kind eyes, and lips that were quick to form a smile.

      Her straight posture said she’d received some kind of combat training—Angelique, a recipient of similar training, could recognize the stance anywhere—and she was quite tall in her suede boots and clothes—including trousers—that were the same muted browns and greens as the forest.

      The rider peered anxiously at Angelique, obviously concerned she had offended her.

      Still fighting off some of her disappointment in losing the one lead she had, Angelique chose to plop in the dead leaves rather than stand and look demure as her station would usually require. “Your guess is not far off. I feel about as well as an infirm old woman.”

      “Are you injured?” The rider scanned her, searching for injuries. “You weren’t attacked, were you?”

      Angelique impatiently pushed back the front panel of her cloak—it had belonged to Stil, originally, and he’d always gone for flashy stuff, which Angelique was coming to learn didn’t necessarily mean practical and easy to wear. “No, no. I’m fine. I was just investigating the woods and happened to trip,” she lied. She stood up and flicked a few dead leaves off her cloak and figured she better round her story out with a truth. “It’s embarrassing to admit, but I merely felt too weary to rise.”

      “I am glad to hear you are unharmed.” The rider spoke with such sincerity, Angelique was glad she’d told half the truth, even if it tarnished her image as an elegant enchantress. “If you’ll excuse my prying, you mentioned an investigation?”

      Angelique sighed and let her shoulders stoop as she wondered how much she should reveal, and what new darkness the rider would tell her about that she’d be expected to fix. “Yes. I’m looking into a situation here in Farset that might involve dark magic.”

      The rider nodded crisply, unshaken as she stood at attention. “I see. How can I help?”

      Her response was so contrary to what Angelique expected, she almost bulged her eyes, but managed to forcibly blink instead. “I beg your pardon?”

      The rider slightly tilted her head, and the warmth in her kind eyes was almost more than Angelique could bear. “You are obviously on a mission of importance. I will do whatever I can to help.”

      The relief her offer brought was so sharp, it stabbed Angelique in the heart.

      In all of her travels, in all of her battles, she couldn’t recall a moment where someone offered to help her, no strings attached.

      She had bargained for help in searching for Evariste, and a few royals had offered to help her when she was seeing to a task they had requested, but no one had offered her help without expecting anything in return.

      Angelique burst into deep, ugly sobs. The shuddering of her shoulders made it hard to breathe, and for a moment she thought she might fall to her knees again.

      The rider took a step towards her, her hands extended as concern pinched her brow. “I apologize if I offended you…”

      Angelique would have laughed if she wasn’t already half-suffocated by her sobs. The irony that this stranger had shown more concern for Angelique than anyone else had in a long while was both too heartbreaking and too funny to bear.

      “No.” Angelique sat back down in her pile of dead leaves and rubbed her face, trying to stop the tears from coming. “It’s not you, it’s just…y-you’re the first person to ask how you can help me in months!”

      To her embarrassment, Angelique started crying again.

      The rider crouched down next to her and patted her back. “It sounds like you’ve had a difficult few months.”

      Angelique tried to scoff, but she was still crying, so it turned into a snort that cut off her air for a few moments. “Try years.” Angelique rummaged around the inner pockets of Rumpelstiltskin’s gifted cloak. She finally found a handkerchief and scrubbed at her face as she tried to gather her composure. “Ugh. I hate crying! It doesn’t accomplish anything at all.”

      The rider whistled to her horse, which had been patiently waiting in the middle of the road. It perked its ears and obediently approached the rider, who retrieved a small waterskin that was attached to the horse’s saddle. “That’s not true,” the rider said. “It’s a proper release. If you never express yourself, you will only make yourself ill.” She offered the waterskin to Angelique.

      Angelique took it with a thankful nod and took a few sips. Instantly, she felt a little better. The water helped ease the hot, sticky feeling crying always produced. “I don’t know that I agree, though I do feel a little better.” She felt more human and less…squashed than she had before the rider had found her. As she handed the waterskin back, she shook her head and tried to regain her control. “I suppose I ought to introduce myself. I’m Angelique—an enchantress-in-training.”

      There. Let’s see if that changes anything—or brings to light any curses lingering nearby. Of all the possible kinds of dark magic, why are the Chosen so obsessed with curses?!

      The rider reattached her waterskin to her tack, and Angelique could see the effect of her title on the woman as she awkwardly cleared her throat and bowed. “Well met, Lady Enchantress.”

      Oh, no. No, no, no. I’m not having the first person kind enough to be concerned about me turning all stiff with formality.

      Angelique tried to smile and was happy to find it was easier than she’d thought it would be. “It’s just Angelique, please.” She chuckled a little and almost coughed when her throat constricted. “I haven’t earned the rank yet. Besides, using a title with me seems silly considering I just bawled my eyes out in front of you.”

      The rider bent at the knees—slightly crouching—and straightened up twice in a show of inner conflict, but she eventually nodded. “Angelique, then. Please allow me to renew my offer. I am Quinn of Midnight Lake. I’m a mere soldier in the Farset army, but I will help you in any way I can. Do you need transportation to the palace? A meeting with my officers? An escort?”

      Angelique considered the rider—Quinn—who seemed to be growing more and more concerned the longer Angelique sat in the pile of dead leaves. She sucked in a deep breath of air, then shook her head as she stood. “No. I’ve been in contact with Rider Nareena, but at the moment I would rather not alert anyone to my presence here. It is rather a shot in the dark, but I’m running out of ideas.”

      She couldn’t quite meet Quinn’s steady gaze, so Angelique turned to stare into the shade of the forest and watched falling leaves dance in the slight breeze. “I’m actually not here on Farset’s behalf—though at the Summit held to review the widespread calamities that have been hitting the continent, Rider Nareena did speak of the sudden increase of wraith and troll attacks. I’m here for the elves.”

      “I see. I’m afraid I can help you even less, then,” Quinn said. “No one has seen much of the elves for over five years now.”

      Angelique kept staring at the trees—it was strangely calming. “They’re cursed.”

      Quinn’s smile dropped, and her eyebrows shot up. “What? How is that possible?”

      Angelique wasn’t surprised she didn’t know—only recently had Odette explained the situation to Angelique.

      She tucked some of her wild hair behind her ear to give her hands something to do. “I don’t know. I still haven’t spoken to them. I found out my information only because a friend of mine has made contact with them. She doesn’t know the particulars of their curse, for it seems they cannot speak freely of it.” She finally pulled her gaze from the forest and swiveled to face Quinn, unable to keep a grim frown off her lips. “I spoke of it to the Veneno Conclave, and they sent several representatives to the Alabaster Forest to inquire. They were not able to meet any elves, which meant they could not enter the woods. As the Alabaster Forest is the sovereign land of the elves, entering their home without their permission is considered an act of war.”

      Quinn furrowed her eyebrows. “What will the Conclave do?”

      “Not much. It seems there is not much they can do.” Angelique pursed her lips. “Politics has their hands tied. Any elf-friends may enter, of course, but those are unfortunately far and few between.”

      This was the one spot where, unfortunately, the Veneno Conclave’s reluctance to act was acceptable, though she wished it were otherwise.

      Quinn turned her face up slightly. “Except for your friend?”

      “Ahh, yes.” Angelique squinted at Quinn and tried to figure out how much she could safely say. “Odette makes deliveries for them.”

      “Can you not meet the elves with her?”

      “She does not meet them often and will not meet with them for several more weeks. I will wait until then if I must, but I rather hope not. By then it may be too late.” Angelique’s gaze wandered back to the trees as she felt the taunting tug of defeat pulling at her again. “Or perhaps it is already too late. Our enemy…the Chosen….”

      The Chosen were a group of rogue mages who used magic for nefarious purposes. They had first popped up hundreds of years ago in Verglas, before the famed Snow Queen tore their forces apart and banished them. Since then, the Chosen had bided their time and built up their forces.

      Angelique shook her head and tried to dislodge the threat of despair. “But enough. As you can see, I’m afraid no one can help me except the elves themselves, and it seems they are in a position that makes them unable to respond.”

      “I understand.” Quinn nodded. “I would still like to give you my contact information, as well as the name of my commanding officer, so you may find me should you need it.”

      Angelique didn’t know if she should gape at the soldier or hug her. “You really are fearless. I give you all of that bleak information, and it doesn’t scare you off?”

      Another smile bloomed on Quinn’s lips.  “I am a soldier in the Farset army. We are trained differently than most forces.”

      Differently? Most people would have bolted or started delegating more work on me at this point.

      Angelique speculatively studied Quinn. “Prince Severin of Loire told me previously that the Farset army was very unique—and undefeatable in forests. But even with your training, I thought the threat of a curse would have spooked you.”

      Quinn’s smile dimmed a little, but the long lines of her body remained relaxed. “Ah, perhaps that is because the Twelve Princesses of Farset have been under some strange sort of compulsion for a few years now. Most believe they, too, are cursed.”

      And there it is: there’s a curse around here after all.

      Angelique massaged her forehead, hoping to ward off the headache a curse was sure to bring. “I had nearly forgotten about them. By Pegasus’ feathers—there are too many curses plaguing the lands.”

      “My army band and I have volunteered to investigate the princesses’ curse.”

      “Have you?” Angelique waited, but Quinn didn’t follow up with any kind of request for help. This, combined with the fact that Quinn offered to help her, elevated the soldier up to almost a saint-like stature in Angelique’s mind.

      Naturally, this meant Angelique had to help her at least a little.

      A person who is this good deserves it!

      Angelique fumbled with her black cloak, struggling to unhook it. “In that case, I have something that may help you.” When she finally got the cloak off, she held it out to Quinn.

      The soldier took a few steps backwards and shook her head. “I couldn’t.”

      Angelique’s lips curled slightly upwards. “You would refuse a gift from an enchantress-in-training?”

      “It is fall. Farset nights are usually cold, but soon they will turn bone-chillingly freezing.”

      Angelique had to press her lips together to keep from laughing.

      She is too kind! If only there were more like her.

      “Ahh, again your noble kindness.” Angelique smiled—which came even easier now and was, dare she say it, warm. “But don’t worry—my dress is spelled, just like this cloak. I could wear just my dress in Verglas and still be fine. Which reminds me, I ought to show you how the cloak works. Here.”

      Angelique ignored Quin’s protests and wrapped the cloak around Quinn, latching it over the soldier’s right shoulder.

      Now, what charms did Rumpelstiltskin say were left in the thing? I know it leaked some of the magic he had put in it, which was why he needed a new one, but there were some dead useful charms for a soldier investigating some cursed princesses.

      Angelique strained her memory for another moment or two before she recalled what her craftmage friend had listed off when he gave it to her.

      “There’s a heat charm to keep you from freezing, a cooling charm for hot days, and a fire resistance spell, so it won’t catch on fire. Those are all passive spells—meaning they’re active all the time. What I think you’ll find most useful is the invisibility spell.”

      Quinn had been fidgeting in the gifted cloak, but she paused when Angelique finished the list. “Invisibility?”

      “Yes! It’s a hard spell to put into cloth goods, but this cloak used to belong to a Grandmaster Craftmage. He infused all the spells himself.” Angelique smiled fondly with the memory of Stil and the proud way he’d strutted around in the new cloak his wife, Gemma, had made for him. He’d be happy to know someone was going to get some more use out of his old cloak.

      Angelique cleared her throat and forced herself to focus. “To activate it, hold the fabric up to your mouth so your breath can touch it, and say shroud. To release the spell, do the same thing, only speak the word reveal.”

      Quinn slowly lifted her arm to her mouth. She must have whispered the right word because Angelique could faintly feel the zing of Stil’s magic as the invisibility spell settled into the fabric of the cloak, and Quinn faded from sight.

      “Yes, exactly like that,” Angelique encouragingly said.

      When Quinn reversed the spell and faded back into sight, her eyes were comically wide. “Incredible—I have never seen anything like this.” She shook her head and peered down at the black cloak that covered her tall frame. “Are you certain you wish to give this to me? It seems…overly-generous.”

      Angelique barely resisted sweeping the valiant soldier up in a hug. She didn’t hold herself back out of a wish to honor her station as an apprentice—mages could go chew on rocks for all she cared anymore—but because it would have been exceedingly forward and probably frightened Quinn more than a little.

      “Believe me, it’s not,” she dryly said. “It’s little more than a cast off, but I’m glad you are so pleased with it. I should warn you, it does have some limitations. The invisibility spell will last only for a few hours—though you’ll be able to feel it when the spell starts to weaken, so it won’t be a sudden failure. It’s also true invisibility—so you can’t be seen, but you can still be heard, and if a person walks into you, they will feel you.” Angelique tapped her lower lip as she tried to recall any other limitations that wouldn’t be obvious to anyone unfamiliar with magic. “The spell will affect anything attached to the cloak, so your face won’t show, nor will your clothes if the cloak happens to open.”

      Quinn inspected the well-worn cloak with great interest. “Does that mean two people, perhaps, could hide in it?”

      A cold gust of wind stirred the tree branches. Angelique didn’t even feel it as her gown—a gift from Evariste—was spelled to keep her warm. Though she did make a noise of frustration when the wind flipped her wild hair over her face. “It is powerful enough to cloak two people, yes. Though moving around in it would be rather difficult, I imagine.” She finished pushing her hair back out of her face just in time to see Quinn bow low.

      “Thank you, Angelique,” Quinn said. “This truly is an amazing gift.”

      Angelique smiled—and she actually felt it for the first time in a long while. “I hope it helps you as you have helped me.”

      The blond soldier shook her head. “I have done nothing to aid you.”

      “No, you have. I cannot tell you what your offer of assistance means to me.” Angelique again had to fight off the desire to hug Quinn, but her mirth faded as reality bit through the bubble of happiness her exchange with the soldier had provided. “Unfortunately, I should continue with my search.” It took a lot of effort to keep her smile up, but she managed to force it, even though she felt like hunching over again.

      “I understand. But first please let me tell you how to contact me, should you change your mind,” Quinn said.

      “I would appreciate that, thank you.” Angelique wiped her hands on her dress, which bloomed into the purple color of the early morning sky.

      Quinn once again stood with the straight and perfect posture of a soldier as she met Angelique’s gaze. “Also, I request your permission to inform my superior officer of an enchantress in the area. I will not name you, give your location, or mention the details of our meeting.”

      Angelique managed to turn her groan into a sigh at the last second. “When the king hears a report, it will be fairly obvious it is me. I’m the only enchantress on the move at the moment…but I imagine it will be fine.”

      Not. The king will undoubtedly try to contact me and ask me to investigate the princesses.

      An unhappy hiss almost leaked out of Angelique, but she caught herself when she glanced at Quinn and her kind eyes.

      Angelique was exhausted, defeated, and desperate. But she could keep up her smile for a few minutes more, and when the king found her, she could look in on his menagerie of daughters—if only for the sake of the first person who had offered her help in a long time.
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      After Quinn gave Angelique the name of her band—the small, tight-knit units all Farset soldiers were organized into—and her commanding officer, the two parted ways.

      Quinn rode off on her horse (after about five minutes of reassurances that Angelique didn’t need an escort anywhere), and Angelique left the dirt road and trundled through the woods.

      The trees hadn’t shed all their leaves yet; many were still puffed with vibrant crimson and bold yellow leaves. But Angelique barely noticed them as she doggedly marched on, picking her way through underbrush until she almost rammed into the magical border that marked off Alabaster Forest from human-owned territory.

      Elf magic felt different from the magic of humans. It had a tangy, powerful feel to it that made it recognizable as Angelique toed the border.

      She squinted, wrinkling her nose as she peered into the elf-owned woods and looked for any sign of life. “King Themerysaldi!”

      Silence.

      “Lady Alastryn?”

      Still nothing.

      Angelique grunted. “Not that I expected something. How many times have I hollered myself hoarse at this border?”

      She started walking parallel with the border and picked her way around fallen logs and leaf-less bushes, stopping occasionally to holler over the border.

      An hour passed, and she saw no one.

      Are they deaf, or does the curse bar them from even approaching the boundaries of their lands? Angelique moodily folded her arms over her chest as she eyed the border.

      She sighed and slumped against a tree. Do I keep standing out here screaming like I’ve lost my mind? I don’t think Pegasus is going to come, though, if I call. Maybe I can find the tree Evariste planted his permanent gate in and take it home to Wistful Thicket.

      She glanced at the sky and realized that besides the rattling sound produced by empty branches shaking in the breeze, the forest was silent.

      It was a smothering silence that pulled through the forest like a thick, scratchy blanket.

      Not a bird chirped, not an animal rustled, which grated at Angelique.

      She mashed her lips together and flexed her hands, letting silver magic trickle through her fingers.

      Angelique heard the groan of a tree trunk and the snap of wood breaking.

      She swung around, already forging a shield spell, which she thrust out in front of her as the snapped trunk of a tree hurtled her way.

      The trunk smashed into her opalescent shield, which crackled with hissing magic. The shield bulged awkwardly for a moment before Angelique strengthened it with so much magic, it engulfed the tree trunk, cracking it into splinters and sawdust.

      An angry roar ripped through the silence of the forest.

      A troll.

      Angelique heard it before she saw it as it crashed its way through the underbrush, smashing trees and ripping bushes and saplings from the ground. With all the destruction it wreaked, it took only a few moments before its ugly hide was visible.

      It was slightly larger than average for a troll—perhaps around nine feet tall—and had limbs as thick as tree trunks and a hide that was stiff and hard. Even at a run, the troll looked like a strange combination of rock and damp wood.

      Its yellow teeth jutted out of its mouth in a massive underbite, and its nose looked like it had been smashed into its face so many times it no longer stuck out. Ropy drool dropped from its mouth as it loped closer, wildly swinging its arms to beat tree branches back.

      Trolls usually stuck to swampy wetlands or wetter forests. It was rare to find one in a place like Farset, particularly this close to Alabaster Forest. But Angelique had encountered a troll in Farset before, back when she and Evariste were visiting the elves.

      At the time she’d been terrified and had accidentally hurt Evariste as she tried to fight it.

      Unfortunately for this troll, years of scraping by without Evariste had carved through Angelique like claws.

      With no one to count on but herself, she’d been forced to fight and survive alone against enemies far more powerful. She was a different magic user than she’d been when she’d first encountered a troll years ago in these woods.

      Which was why, with the troll roaring and bearing down on her like a herd of stampeding cattle, Angelique only raised an eyebrow.

      With a casualness that would have horrified her as a student, Angelique dropped her shield. Magic twined around her, and she whispered in the language of magic as she slowly extended a hand and pointed at the troll.

      It was almost on her, now. It was so close, its putrid, swamp-water scent made her eyes water.

      But Angelique held her ground, her face blank of emotion, and waited until it reached for her before releasing her spell.

      With a deep groan that shifted all the trees in the area, the ground snapped open in a gaping, pitch-black hole.

      The troll half fell in, but it managed to catch itself on the rim, its stubby fingers grasping at the dry ground for a hold.

      The jagged jaws of the earth clamped down around it and squeezed.

      Angelique released another spell, and the tree closest to the struggling troll bent so deeply it crackled on ground, then smacked the troll’s fingers with its whip-like branches.

      The troll bellowed as it lost its grasp and fell all the way into the hole.

      The ground sealed over the hole, and dead grass and leaves crawled across the dirt patch until it looked virtually undisturbed.

      It had been so easy this time—a result of more battles than Angelique ever thought she’d see in her lifetime.

      More than ever Angelique longed to turn around and point out to Evariste how much she had improved…but he wasn’t there.

      He hadn’t been there for years.

      “I am not the same girl I was back then,” Angelique snarled at the still ground. “You will find it a thousand times harder to kill me, even if I don’t use my core magic. Even if I am alone.”

      Angry tears stung Angelique’s eyes, and her shoulders shook. She was so consumed with emotion, it took her a few moments to realize the earth was shaking.

      Her heart jumped to her throat as she felt someone ancient and powerful. It was distant, but it was charging at such a rapid pace, it would be on her within moments.

      Angelique scrambled to raise a shield.

      What could this possibly be? Did that black mage report back to the Chosen, and now they’re sending monsters after me to eliminate me?

      Angelique crouched down and pushed herself against the thick trunk of a leaning oak tree.

      She forced herself to stay calm as she channeled more of her magic, twisting it into a usable form.

      The thing stormed closer and closer. The ground rumbled, and the sky seemed to dim under the threat of whatever it was.

      Angelique held her breath as she cradled a lightning spell in her arms, and the thing burst through the trees.

      It was…Pegasus.

      Black mist billowed around him like angry storm clouds. Blue flames engulfed his hooves and crawled up his legs, and his immense wings filled the empty circle. He screamed, and the sound filled Angelique’s head and made her cry out.

      Pegasus paused and turned to Angelique. He drew his wings closer to his body, and she could feel it when he gazed at her—not just with his eyes, but with his unbearably strong magic that filled the air with such pressure it made her stomach churn.

      “I’m f-fine,” she managed to squeak out.

      Pegasus paused for a moment, then dropped his magic. In an instant, the darkness, his wings, the pressure of his magic, even the blue fire all faded away.

      Pegasus remained standing in the clearing, studying Angelique with great intensity.

      Belatedly, he made a waffling noise horses occasionally made when pleased, casually cocked his back leg, pointed his ears forward, and generally tried to look harmless. (Or as harmless as he could be with his flaming tail and mane and star-spattered body.)

      It wasn’t until he swished his tail that Angelique dared to speak again. “Are you truly trying to fool me—after that display?”

      Pegasus showily tossed his head and pranced a few steps. When he got to Angelique, he lowered his head and started pushily bumping her with his muzzle.

      With his encouragement, Angelique scrambled to her feet. “No, I’m not injured. It was just a troll.”

      Pegasus snorted.

      “Yes, I said just a troll. After everything we’ve faced together, it’s an easy foe to defeat.” Angelique scoffed as she brushed leaves off her gown, then paused to rethink what she’d just said.

      That’s right. I’m not really alone. Pegasus has been my near constant companion for years, now. He’s helped me when no one else has.

      She stood still as Pegasus continued to conduct his examination, prodding her with his muzzle, snorting when he scented something on her that he didn’t like.

      Angelique cleared her throat. “Pegasus?”

      The dark-colored horse lifted his head.

      “Am I forgiven?”

      Pegasus sneezed in her face.

      Angelique squeezed her eyes shut. “That was gross.”

      Pegasus nickered wickedly.

      Angelique rubbed at her cheeks, trying to clean them of horse snot. “I was thinking about what you said, and it made me wonder. Do you know where the gate Evariste made is?”

      Evariste possessed a very rare and powerful sort of magic that let him create transportation gates that served as portals. When you stepped through a gate, you were instantly teleported to the other location it was grounded in.

      Since Evariste was such great friends with the Elf King, he’d forged a permanent gate in a tree near the border of Alabaster Woods that opened up into his sitting room in his home, Wistful Thicket, located far south in Torrens. (The gate was more of a window, actually. But it worked in a pinch—Angelique had used it shortly after Evariste had first been captured.)

      Pegasus tilted his head in thought, then gave Angelique a jerky nod. He turned so his back—bare of the usual golden tack he produced for her—was directly in front of her.

      Angelique followed his unspoken command and clambered on, wincing when she accidentally kneed him in the side. “Sorry.”

      Pegasus pricked his ears and waited for her to settle her colorful skirts across his back before he started walking.

      “If we can find it, I think I’ll go home using the portal.” Angelique patted Pegasus’ neck and slouched unbecomingly as his large steps rocked her from side to side. “I still want to keep trying to reach the elves, so I can come back by the portal tomorrow, but I think you’re right: I just want to be home.”

      Pegasus tossed his head and snorted in approval.

      The constellation picked his way through the forest, and several minutes later, Angelique felt the warm, familiar sensation of Evariste’s magic.

      Pegasus took her straight to the tree that held the window-sized gate hidden in its trunk and was spelled against prying eyes.

      Peering through the gate—which hummed with Evariste’s magic—Angelique could see the sitting room of the Lord Enchanter’s house.

      Lazy, afternoon sunlight streaked in through the windows, bathing the comfortable furniture in gold. Nothing looked disturbed, and Angelique could pick out the foreign script of magic as the defensive spells pulsed around the edge of the ceiling.

      “Everything looks fine on the Torrens’ end, so I won’t need you to meet me there.” Angelique slid off Pegasus, hopping a little at the very long drop. “You can go back to the sky.”

      Pegasus flared his nostrils at her.

      “You’ve been with me a lot,” Angelique pointed out. “And I’ll need you again when it’s time to leave, so a rest would be a good idea.”

      Pegasus twitched his nose, then jerked his head in a semblance of a nod.

      Angelique turned to the window, but paused. “Pegasus?”

      The starry equine flicked an ear.

      Angelique bit her lip, but she gave into a deep impulse and flung herself at him, wrapping her arms around his neck. “It’s fine if you’re still mad at me, but…”

      She didn’t know how to put into words what she was feeling.

      Shortly before Evariste had been taken, she’d gotten into a spectacular argument with him. They’d never made up after it, and now it was too late.

      Their argument was a constant, painful reminder of just how much she had failed him.

      She didn’t want to experience it ever again.

      Pegasus pressed his jawline into her back in his version of a hug.

      “Thank you.” Angelique threaded her fingers through his flaming hair—which warmed her fingers but didn’t burn like a regular fire, and somehow it still had a solid, hair-like texture to it.

      She sucked in a deep breath, then stepped back and mustered up a smile. “I’ll call for you in a few days.”

      Pegasus swished his tail and bumped Angelique with his muzzle, pushing her closer to the tree.

      It was easier to climb into the portal this time—granted, she wasn’t sobbing, in shock, and terrified like she had been the last time she had to use it. But Angelique suspected part of it might be that she’d been keeping up with her fighting practices and routines, and her increased upper body strength made it easier to climb her way up the tree.

      Squeezing through the window-sized portal wasn’t a pleasant sensation. The smaller space pressed down on her as she passed through a curtain of Evariste’s magic, and the full skirts of her dress got stuck on the window frame, so she was stuck with her front half in Torrens and her legs in Farset until she was able to yank herself free.

      She fell on a cushioned settee with an oomph, upsetting the air.

      Angelique slowly sat up and really looked around the room.

      She’d thought the house would feel neglected—maybe there would be stale air, or the furniture would have a layer of dust. It should be at least a little desolate having gone without its master for years.

      Instead, it was exactly as Angelique remembered from her early days as Evariste’s apprentice.

      The air smelled clean, with a faint whiff of potent spices from the kitchen. None of the furniture had been moved or rearranged since the restoration mages from the Veneno Conclave had cleaned the house up after the dark mages had blown the sitting room to smithereens in the attack.

      The defensive spells Evariste had woven into the house pulsed with power—Angelique’s, to be precise. She’d recast them once the original set were broken by the black mages that took Evariste. But she could also feel a few of the other pieces of magic that kept the place going. (One felt suspiciously like a cleaning spell, which would explain the gleaming wooden furniture, spotless floors, and perfectly pressed hallway rugs.)

      Through the windows, Angelique could see a deer sniffing at some dead leaves on the front lawn. The swans that lived in the pond out front were gone—it was too close to winter for them to be around still—but a pair of ducks had taken over and were happily splashing in the clear water.

      Surrounded by so much familiarity, for a moment Angelique half-expected to hear Evariste’s footsteps as he came down the stairs.

      But the moment passed, bringing Angelique back to reality.

      She took a deep breath and turned around to peer at the Farset portal.

      Pegasus stood on the other side, dark and brooding.

      Angelique waved to him solemnly, and he turned and trotted off—most likely preparing to return to the skies. Hopefully preparing to return to the skies.

      As a constellation, it seemed important that he return to his heavenly domain from time to time. Angelique had no proof of this, but it felt logical.

      When she was certain he had moved on, Angelique sighed. “I’m home.”

      Her words seemed to rattle around the empty house, but for once Angelique didn’t mind being alone.

      She’d been gone for so long, and she’d done so much.

      The house—empty as it was—seemed to wrap around her like a warm blanket. For the first time in a long time, Angelique relaxed.

      She would survive this.

      She’d go to sleep, and in the morning, she’d wriggle her way back through the uncomfortable portal and scream for King Themerysaldi some more.

      She wasn’t going to give up on finding Evariste. Coming home where memories of his voice and laughter teased her only hardened her resolve.

      She’d find him. No matter what.
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        * * *

      

      The nauseating scent of blood and smoke made Evariste’s gut churn as he tried to shut his eyes and block out at least that sense.

      But the pervasive brown-red shade—the color of dried blood—was everywhere, even under his eyelids.

      To think there would ever be a day where I’d long for the boring, gray mirror Liliane once kept me in. At least there the pain was fleeting…and I had a chance to glean even a tiny bit of information off the Chosen.

      Another wave of pain hit him—serrated, like a kitchen knife stabbing his belly. The pain intensified as the mirror drained more of his magic from him, tearing it from his soul, through his body, and out his pores with an indifferent delight.

      His muscles—which he’d long ago lost complete control over between the endless pain and the icy numbness that was setting in—twitched, briefly making him curl in a ball.

      The pain was unbearable, but he didn’t scream. He couldn’t—he’d lost his voice days ago. Or was it months ago?

      “Yes, enchanter. Your power was once lauded, and now you can only sit in your own misery,” the mirror whispered, echoing in Evariste’s brain even though he didn’t hear the words with his ears.

      Someone groaned. It took Evariste a moment to recognize it hadn’t been him.

      “Stepmother?” the voice was warped and warbled as it pierced the fog that surrounded the mirror.

      “Is it another headache?” the voice asked.

      “I’m fine, Snow White. I just need a little rest—if you would please attend the Cabinet meeting alone?”

      Whispers scuttled through his surroundings, and Evariste waited for the princess’s reply.

      “Very well.” Taps echoed through the mirror as the princess walked across the queen’s quarters.

      Queen Faina waited several long moments before groaning again—this time a sound that was far more feral with pain.

      Evariste peeled an eyelid open. Queen Faina, the mirror is affecting her.

      Before dumping him in this ancient mirror, Liliane had harped on about a “target” that had managed to fight off their efforts.

      It likely was Queen Faina—regent of Mullberg on behalf of Princess Snow White.

      He hadn’t been able to see much—the mirror’s surface seemed to have a foggy film over it most of the time that made it difficult to see more than smeared shapes. But he had heard Princess Snow White voice concern for the queen’s health on several occasions.

      Another wave of pain rolled through Evariste, striking so deeply he knew nothing but suffering—he couldn’t even think, the sensation was so intense.

      He rolled onto his back and tried to breathe through his mouth to block out the smells, but he could practically taste the metallic tang of blood, and the smokey smell was so thick, it dried out his mouth and made his throat crack.

      A few moments later, a muffled groan again pierced the cloudy fog of the mirror.

      Evariste managed to boost himself to his feet and trudged up to the mirror’s surface. He had to lean against it for support, planting his forehead against it.

      He couldn’t make out the queen through the haze of magic in which the mirror wrapped itself. But he recognized the blurred lines of her canopy bed, and he assumed the rumpled pile splayed upon it was her.

      A pang of sympathy pulsed in Evariste’s previously-numb chest. She’s been fighting the mirror’s influence for so long. It’s only really since the mirror started feeding off my magic that it has made progress in crushing her.

      Evariste panted in pain as he leaned his back against the mirror’s surface and slid down the smooth wall, his legs collapsing in on him.

      “Do you think to help her? As if you could be the hero you once pretended to be when you are so weakened you cannot control your own body.”

      The mirror whispered deep in Evariste’s mind, but he brushed it off again.

      The sentient artifact was able to reach him no matter how he blocked it out. Neither clasping his hands over his ears or trying to talk over it did much. But Evariste had grown extraordinarily skilled at ignoring it.

      It was easy to disregard when he was in so much pain he couldn’t breathe, after all.

      “You may love another, but you’re not worthy of anything in return. How could you ever hope to match her with your petty pride and weak will?”

      Evariste openly rolled his eyes and twisted his head uncomfortably so he could peer over his shoulder at the smudgy shapes of Queen Faina’s bedroom.

      Angelique was a soft spot within him that the mirror had tried using against him before.

      “Unfortunately for you, I already know she’s not in love with me.” Evariste’s voice was hoarse, and his throat felt grated. “Knowing that is hardly going to hurt my feelings. Now cry off—or evolve past goblin-level taunts.”

      The mirror’s sulky whispers faded, blending into the queen’s pained groans.

      The added pleasure of ignoring hissed whispers was that it seemed to displease the mirror. Evariste had learned when stuck in the cave the Chosen were holed up in to take his wins no matter how petty they were. He had even fewer chances of winning while slowly getting his magic sucked out of him. He felt as if his soul was slowly flaking away into nothing, so it was best to fully embrace the moments he did win.

      Outside the mirror, Faina sucked in a pained breath, and Evariste was fairly certain the rattle to her gasp was because she was crying.

      Evariste closed his eyes as all the pain made the brown-red innards of the mirror swirl in sickness-inducing patterns.

      I am a Lord Enchanter—even though I’m stuck in a mirror. It will always be my duty to protect the innocent.

      Evariste believed that with every inch of his heart. But guessing what would happen, he hesitated—only for a heartbeat—and then closed his eyes as he felt for his magic.

      He smacked into the wall that cut him off from his own powers. Long ago, Liliane had placed a curse on him. It magically cut him off from his magic and could only be removed if he gave into the darkest desire of his heart.

      Fortunately, his darkest desire was only to kiss the protests out of Angelique and tell her he loved her.

      Unfortunately, that meant he couldn’t break the curse without her, and if he ever gave into the whim, she was likely to brain him upside the head and never speak to him again. His feelings could ruin her. If word got out that Lord Enchanter Evariste had flirted with his student, Angelique—always and unfairly in disgrace among magekind due to her incredibly powerful magic—would be the one to pay the price.

      And she’d never forgive him—rightfully so.

      But while Evariste couldn’t reach his magic, he’d learned—painfully so—in the past few weeks that he could at least make it more difficult for the mirror to drain him. And in doing that, it made it more difficult for the mirror to claw its way into Queen Faina’s mind.

      He took a deep breath, swallowing down the burning sensation at the back of his throat, and then mentally leaned into the wall that cut him off from his powers. Using his mind, he blocked a portion of the wellspring of his magic, making it harder for the mirror to access.

      The pain—which had already been beyond what he could endure—spiked, and Evariste wheezed as it relentlessly wracked through his body.

      His muscles gave out, and he collapsed on the ground, his vision swimming and his ears ringing as the mirror ruthlessly dredged through his body, forcibly dragging the magic out of him.

      But Evariste didn’t stop trying to hold his magic back. And as jagged pain shot up his limbs, he could only produce one fleeting thought: Please. Someone, please help me.
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      That night Angelique slept better than she had in weeks, so she was feeling remarkably jolly as she prepared to return to Farset.

      She grabbed another cloak from her bedroom wardrobe to cover her eye-catching dress and briefly considered changing outfits entirely. Somehow that felt like it may be giving up, so after using a spell to clean the gown, she put it back on.

      She tossed her cloak over her shoulders and made her way to the staircase, making tracks for the sitting room (where she could crawl through the window, again), when she felt a pulse of portal magic ooze from Evariste’s room.

      Frowning, Angelique backtracked and warily nudged the door open to Evariste’s bedroom, her silvery magic swirling at her feet.

      A man with copper-colored hair and streaks of silver at his temples stood in Evariste’s room. His feet were braced on the gold frame of the only free-standing portal in Evariste’s quarters—the gate that led directly to his office in the Veneno Conclave—and he appeared to be trying to yank something through the portal, which flickered and shed a few sparks of magic.

      Angelique relaxed, recognizing the tall man. “Lord Enchanter Clovicus?”

      “I’ll be just a moment, Angelique.” Clovicus grunted and succeeded in dragging an arm into Evariste’s room. “The portal seems persnickety today.”

      Magic crackled across the gateway, making it impossible to see Evariste’s office on the other side. Abruptly, a young man emerged from the gate, flopping into the house.

      Clovicus dodged the young man, so the poor soul hit the wooden floor with an audible crack.

      “Ow.” The abused male peeled his face off the floor. “Lord Enchanter, you promised that the teleportation magic wouldn’t hurt.” He propped himself up on his elbows, then smiled brightly when he saw Angelique. “Hello there, Lady Enchantress!” He nonchalantly waved to her, then hopped to his feet. “You look—” He was cut off with a choking sound when Clovicus grabbed him by the neck of his robe and yanked him backwards.

      “Manners, manners, manners,” Clovicus clicked in irritation. “What are your teachers doing if you don’t even know to wait for your betters to exchange greetings first?”

      “They did teach me that,” the young man confirmed. “But you told me I should rebel against society.”

      “Yes, well, you shouldn’t rebel when it’s inconvenient for me,” Clovicus said.

      The young man grinned. “I understand, Master Clovicus.”

      “I am not your master,” Clovicus stressed. “You were a convenient tool of escape. Now be a good child and be quiet—and don’t touch anything.”

      “Okay, Instructor Clovicus!”

      Clovicus pinched the bridge of his nose. “What did I just say?”

      The young man grinned. “Sorry, Lord Enchanter.”

      It took a moment for Angelique to recognize the lad as one of the students Clovicus had been forced to temporarily teach a year ago. He had grown a little since then, but he still had his easy-going manners and carefree smile.

      “It’s good to see you, Lord Enchanter Clovicus.” Angelique looked curiously from Clovicus, to the student, and back again.

      Clovicus inhaled deeply and rolled his shoulders back. “Yes, hello, Angelique. I apologize for the unexpected intrusion, but I felt we needed to talk. Might we sit down?”

      Angelique bowed her head. “Certainly. The sitting room is this way.”

      She led the pair out of Evariste’s bedroom, down the stairs, and trooped through the hallway to the front sitting room—which also contained the windows to Farset and Baris.

      Clovicus paused at the front door. “Ahh, perfect. Here, you impetuous cub. Go play outside.” He opened the door and motioned for the gangly student to step outside.

      The smiley student blinked. “Do I have to? Since you gave Wallace the slip, you must have something interesting to talk about!”

      “Out!” Clovicus pushed him out and firmly shut the door behind him.

      When Angelique raised an eyebrow, Clovicus sighed. “I wanted to speak to you without the knowledge of the Veneno Conclave. I used him as an excuse to leave my office without the supervision of my busy-body assistant.”

      “Wallace, right?” Angelique asked. “He is one of Councilmember Crest’s men?” She stepped into the sitting room and took a seat in a straight-backed armchair.

      “Indeed, he is.” Clovicus followed her into the sitting room, although he remained standing and peered through the front windows, watching the student approach the ducks sitting at the edge of the pond. “Which is precisely why I didn’t want Wallace knowing I was coming to talk with you, or the entire Veneno Conclave Council was sure to hear about it.”

      Angelique set her hands in her lap. “How did you know I was home?”

      “I’ve been glancing in Evariste’s office to check on the portal, hoping to catch you. Last night I saw a light creeping under the crack at the bottom of Evariste’s bedroom door. When I arrived at my office this morning, I was looking to manufacture an excuse to escape Wallace, and I happened upon Grandmaster Intellect out there.”

      The happy-go-lucky student crouched down next to the ducks. Unfortunately for him, the ducks didn’t take kindly to the invasion, and they started pecking at his legs.

      He leaped to his feet and ran across the lawn, three ducks waddling after him and beating their wings.

      “Tristisim has stuck me with that guppy out there and his motley crew for two additional fieldtrips. As such, Wallace didn’t get too suspicious when I said he was in need of mentoring.” Clovicus watched, his brow furrowing as the student evaded the ducks long enough for them to settle down.

      That was when the student caught sight of the porcupine eating bark off a stack of logs and set off to investigate the animal.

      “You know,” Clovicus said conversationally. “I truly think he might be an idiot.”

      Angelique watched with apparently more concern for the lad’s safety than the Lord Enchanter. “Is it safe to leave him out there?”

      Clovicus shrugged. “Nonsense! This is mentoring at its finest—we are allowing him to learn the law of cause and effect.”

      “If you say so.” Angelique watched doubtfully for a moment longer before she shifted her gaze to Clovicus. “Has the Conclave caught Carabosso again?”

      Clovicus winced. “Ahh, yes. Back to our necessary conversation. They have not.” He finally eased himself down onto the settee next to Angelique and picked at some of the purple embroidery on his pristine white robes. “They have been searching, though. The Council dispatched multiple teams of extremely skilled mages to search for him. It seems they’re finally aware that the Conclave might not recover its reputation if they don’t get something right soon.”

      “Have they at least been able to find a lead?” Angelique asked.

      Clovicus shook his head. “I’m afraid not. Carabosso has disappeared without a trace. I suspect he slipped off to whatever secret base the Chosen have built because even the most advanced tracking spells can’t locate him. It’s like Evariste’s disappearance all over again.”

      Angelique shut her eyes and wished she could shut out the disappointment and heartbreak as easily.

      I have to hold it together. This is an important conversation. I can’t let myself be overwhelmed right now.

      She cleared her throat and forced her eyes to open so she could calmly meet Clovicus’ gaze. “It’s possible Carabosso might have had a spell that contained some of Evariste’s magic that let him use a transportation gate to go straight to their base.”

      “That’s right—I got your letter about the second attack from that knife-wielding black mage,” Clovicus said.

      After the attack—or more correctly, after she’d stopped shaking from adrenaline and disappointment—Angelique had sent messages out to Lord Enchanter Clovicus, Prince Severin of Loire who was the organizer behind the alliance of countries that was moving to oppose the Chosen, and Fairy Godmother Sybilla—a kind mage Angelique had met through her association with Evariste.

      Clovicus continued, “You said he used portal magic to escape?”

      “Yes.”

      Clovicus sighed. “That’s going to make tracking Carabosso nearly impossible. Sole is livid—rightfully so. The only thing that has allowed us to save face with them is that you haven’t rescinded your orders for Mage Firra and Mage Donaigh, so they have remained with the royal family. Well done in that venture, by the way.”

      Angelique shrugged. “I wasn’t trying to cover for any potential trouble. Actually, until this mess with the Chosen is over, I have no plans to rescind my orders ever. If I did, the Veneno Conclave would no doubt demand Firra and Donaigh return and cloister themselves with the rest of the magic users who are low enough on the chain of command they can be bossed around, and I can’t lose them.”

      Clovicus tapped his fingers on the arm of the settee. “A likely outcome.”

      Angelique squeezed her hands together. “Is there anything I can do to help find Carabosso?”

      “I joined the initial search, but it was to no avail.” Clovicus sighed. “I think he has gone underground. I imagine our next best move is to try and capture any black mage we can possibly find.”

      Angelique frowned as she listened to the Lord Enchanter. I guess this only proves how awful it was that I let the black mage get away. If only I had reacted faster! But overpowering him required the use of my core magic…

      Angelique shivered.

      She hated her core magic. She hated using it, and she feared that—given it gave her power over anything with a sharp edge, whether it was rock, glass, or most commonly a forged weapon—it reflected badly on who she was as a person.

      She was greatly feared by other magic users because of her magic, but she wouldn’t have been quite as reluctant to bring it out if she had known Carabosso was going to escape, leaving her without a lead to Evariste. Again.

      “Irritatingly, I haven’t been able to sniff out any Chosen spies hiding among our ranks,” Clovicus scowled. “I spoke with Lovelana recently—she hasn’t had any luck either.”

      Lovelana was the enchantress charged by the Veneno Conclave to find Evariste. Unfortunately, she’d made no progress—besides discovering that there was almost certainly a Chosen spy among the Conclave forces.

      “But you agree with her that there is a spy?” Angelique asked.

      “Yes,” Clovicus said. “There’s too much evidence for one—or more—Chosen minions running around the Conclave. I’d prioritize finding them, but it seems like the Conclave is plenty incompetent even without the Chosen’s mucking about given how Carabosso so easily escaped.”

      A yelp pierced the air.

      Angelique stood and saw Clovicus’ smiling student hopping around the yard, flapping his left hand, which had three porcupine quills sticking out of it.

      Clovicus remained seated, but he sat a little taller so he could see his student out the window. “Ah. He got a bit too inquisitive, I see. And to this young mind, the Luxi-Domus is teaching dangerous and potent magic. That won’t end poorly.”

      “Shouldn’t we go help him?”

      “He’s fine.” Clovicus looked Angelique over from head to toe. “I am far more concerned about you.”

      “Me?” Angelique blinked in surprise. “Why?”

      “You fought a black mage while protecting bystanders. That’s a tough order.”

      “I wasn’t seriously injured in the fight,” Angelique said.

      Clovicus narrowed his eyes. “As I can see. How did you beat him back?”

      Angelique couldn’t hold in her wince.

      “Ahh.” Clovicus nodded knowingly. “Sit down, Angelique.” He patted the cushion next to him in an invitation.

      Instantly Angelique’s hackles rose. “You want me to do something.”

      “What?”

      “There’s something you want me to do,” Angelique predicted.

      Clovicus furrowed his brow. “No.”

      “I don’t believe you. Everyone wants me to do something for them.” Angelique suspiciously eyed the older enchanter.

      “No. I merely wish to comfort you since I know how you dislike using your core magic,” he calmly said. “For land’s sake, we have overworked you too much,” he added under his breath.

      Angelique reluctantly sat down next to him on the settee.

      Clovicus patted the top of her head like one might do to a small child. “There, there,” he awkwardly said.

      Angelique blinked, feeling not at all comforted, but—for the first time in a very long time—perhaps a little amused. “You’re quite bad at this.”

      “Please submit a written report telling the Council you think so. Maybe then they’ll finally stop foisting brats upon me,” Clovicus said. “And stop criticizing. I’m doing this in Evariste’s place as a favor to him.”

      “Evariste wouldn’t pat my head,” Angelique said.

      Clovicus eyed her. “Oh?”

      Angelique peered up at the ceiling as she rummaged through her memory. “No, he’d probably hug me.”

      Clovicus slightly shook his head. “That’s because he’s a young fool who doesn’t control himself very well.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “As you shouldn’t,” Clovicus said, confusing her more.

      He patted her head a few more times, and Angelique minutely relaxed. “Lord Enchanter…do you think we’ll ever find him?”

      Clovicus paused. “Carabosso?”

      “No. Evariste.”

      “Ah.” Clovicus dropped his hand and leaned back in the settee. “Officially speaking, yes.”

      “And unofficially speaking?”

      Clovicus waited until she met his gaze before he answered. “Absolutely,” he said. “Unfortunately, I think it’s going to take a full-on war with the Chosen before we can locate him.”

      “But you think he’s still alive?”

      “Yes. As long as those black mages keep using teleportation magic, I can guarantee it.”

      Angelique exhaled and nodded. “Then I’ll just have to keep looking.”

      “What will you do next?”

      “Odette is due to make a shipment to the elves in a few weeks. I planned to join her in hopes that I can speak to King Themerysaldi and see what can be done to free the elves of their curse.”

      “And in the meantime?”

      Angelique was fairly certain that Prince Severin and Princess Elle of Loire could use her help. The alliance could use all the help it could get, after all.

      But she was so tired.

      Angelique couldn’t remember the last time she’d slept in her room for more than a handful of nights in a row. “I’ll use Evariste’s window to Farset to see if I can make any progress by myself, but I intend to spend my nights here,” she decided.

      Clovicus nodded. “I think that’s a wise choice.” His eyes flicked to the front window. “If you need anything, send word. But unfortunately, I think it’s time the guppy and I leave. Wallace will soon be sniffing around the school for us if I stay much longer.”

      When they made their way to the front entrance and opened the door, Clovicus’ student was sitting on the ground, trying to pull porcupine quills out of his hand as one of the ducks nested in the extra fabric of his robe.

      He looked up at Angelique and Clovicus and sheepishly grinned. “Hello.”

      Clovicus stared down at the young man. “I hope you learned something out of this?”

      “I’d like to learn how to get porcupine quills out of my hand.”

      “The tips of the quills are barbed,” Angelique said. “So you have to twist and pull them out.”

      He peered down at his hand. “Really? No wonder it hurt.” He pinched a quill between his fingers, but when Clovicus made a “hmn” noise at the back of his throat, he let it go and guiltily looked up at the Lord Enchanter.

      “I’ll treat your hand with healing magic—I don’t want anyone asking how you happened to get stabbed with porcupine quills during a mentoring session with me. I’m known to be fierce, but I don’t exactly have a past of conjuring up disgruntled and quilled rodents, so I’d rather not invite questions.” Clovicus wriggled his fingers. “Leave your duck friend behind and come here.”

      The duck quacked when the student cautiously tugged his robe out from underneath it, but it let him trot up to Clovicus without threatening to peck him.

      Angelique watched the Lord Enchanter twist his magic—which in color sat somewhere between a mellow brown and a glossy orange, giving it a coppery hue—into a healing spell and slather it over the student’s hands.

      “That feels much better.” The student’s shoulders relaxed, and he grinned widely. “Thanks, Master Clovicus!”

      “Refer to me as ‘master’ one more time, and a porcupine will be the least of your worries.” Though he spoke in a snarl, Clovicus motions were gentle as he pulled the quills out and his magic healed the puckered, torn skin.

      They followed Angelique up the stairs and into Evariste’s bedroom, where the ornate gold frame with the symbolic script etched into its surface was set up, keeping the portal open into Evariste’s office.

      “Hopefully it’s easier this time.” The student eyed the gate without his usual brightness. “That kinda hurt getting yanked through.”

      “That was odd,” Clovicus agreed. “But we have to go back, so in you go.”

      “Yes, sir! Goodbye, Lady Enchantress!” The student waved, then walked into the portal, Evariste’s blue magic covering him.

      The gate rippled, and the magic swirled like thick molasses. It took longer than it should have for the magic to release him on the other side, allowing him to step out into Evariste’s office.

      Angelique frowned, but Clovicus didn’t seem to notice. He turned around to face her and set a hand on her shoulder.

      “I’ll send you updates,” he said. “But I expect you’ll have news to share before I do.”

      I hope not.

      Angelique considered trying to force a smile, but she was exhausted and fed up with the endless fake smiles, so she settled for nodding.

      Clovicus squeezed her shoulder and stepped into the portal.

      Again, it took much longer than it should have for him to pop out on the other side, and the image of Evariste’s office blurred and twitched, as if the magic couldn’t focus in on it.

      Angelique frowned and set her hand on one of the gold columns that made up the gate. In addition to the murky magic, the gold of the gate seemed tarnished, and it was flaking off in a spot or two.

      It seems like it’s malfunctioning. But if I recall correctly, the only thing that could make a portal dismantle without Evariste’s bidding is if he were to die…

      Angelique’s breath caught in her throat.

      She bolted from his bedroom and raced down the stairs, bursting into the sunny front parlor.

      The window into Baris and the window into Farset were still there. Neither of the window-gates’ surfaces stirred or looked irregular.

      Not quite satisfied, Angelique threw herself on the settee positioned directly under the windows and carefully inspected the frames.

      They were pristine in their perfection: solid, clean, and untarnished.

      Angelique’s heart stuttered in relief, and she let herself flop face-first onto the cushions. “He’s still alive. Thank goodness.”

      She took a few deep breaths, then abruptly snapped upright again.

      “But if these gates are fine, why is the gate to the Veneno Conclave acting up? It’s not like the magic in the gates ever goes bad or ages beyond use…”

      Angelique pursed her lips as she peered up at the ceiling.

      Something isn’t right about this. But I can’t quite say what it is…
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        * * *

      

      After poking around the house and checking on Evariste’s other portals and gates, Angelique came to the conclusion that the portal to his office was the only one suffering.

      But even though she pondered it for the hours she spent traipsing the borders of Alabaster Forest—still shouting for the absentee elves—she couldn’t come up with any reasonable explanation and concluded it must be something unique to portal magic, in which case she’d have to wait for Evariste to be freed to get a proper conclusion.

      The forest grew colder, and as the sun sank in the sky, what little light that managed to push down through the trees was pale and anemic.

      Angelique stared at the quiet, peaceful trees of the elven side of the forest. “Maybe I should sit here until nightfall?”

      Her stomach—rebelling against the idea—growled with such strength she felt it in the back of her throat.

      I guess that answers that.

      Angelique turned her back to the woods and started marching in the direction of the tree trunk that contained the gate home.

      She’d marked the tree that morning with a bit of her magic so it would be easier to find. Although she had trouble sensing others magic, hers was always a silvery, sharp sensation she could find with her eyes closed, so even though she’d rambled through the woods all day, it only took half an hour to make her way to the tree.

      She set her hand on the trunk and was just about to remove her magical mark—no sense leaving it up for others to find overnight—when a high-pitched scream tore the quiet of the trees.

      Angelique abandoned the tree and ran in the direction of the scream, barreling through underbrush as her charmed dress shielded her legs and torso. She yanked on her magic and started twisting it first into one spell, followed in short succession by another.

      After finishing both spells, Angelique veered to a stop. She held her breath as she tried to listen for more screams.

      A man shouted, but he was almost inaudible over the familiar sound of goblins cackling.

      Angelique yanked at the seams of one of her spells and started adjusting it to account for more targets—goblins always traveled and attacked in groups—and sprinted as best as she could through the shadowy woods.

      She ducked a branch and jumped a fallen log as the snorting giggles grew louder. She careened around a tree and almost trampled a goblin, skidding to a stop at the last second.

      About twelve goblins had a man and two children—a boy and a girl—surrounded.

      The forest goblins—based on the green hue of their skin—wielded rudimentary spears and swords and closed ranks around the villagers.

      The man tried to pull the children behind him, but a red stain of blood blotted his linen shirt at the shoulder, and he had a nasty gash on top of his hand that dripped blood down his fingers.

      The boy was white-faced with fright, and the little girl screamed, her face tear spattered and splotchy red.

      One of the goblins took a swipe at them, and the mage inside Angelique raged.

      Mages were supposed to protect the weak and the innocent. How could the Conclave be so unresponsive when Farset was this infected with creatures?

      Angelique narrowed her eyes and unleashed her first spell, whispering to the magic as it whirled around her.

      Roots shot out of the ground, snagging the goblins by their ankles, and tendrils of ivy and vines slithered off trees and latched onto their wrists.

      The creatures gurgled in surprise and struggled, trying to hack at the entangling greenery, but the roots and vines spun around them like a spider cocooning trapped flies.

      Angelique balanced the second spell in the palm of her hand. It floated like a silver flame, deceitfully small and benign. She waited until the roots had the goblins completely entangled with their arms flattened to their sides and their legs pressed together, then loosened it.

      The surrounding trees groaned and creaked ominously. Angelique’s magic ripped them out of the ground, toppling them in a carefully calculated pattern that crushed the goblins, but didn’t harm the injured villager and his children.

      The goblins squealed, but their screams were cut off when they died, pinned down by the large trees.

      A few moments passed, and the only noise was the choked sobs of the little girl.

      Angelique relaxed and suppressed her magic, then focused on the victims. “Hello? Don’t be afraid.”

      Trunks and logs littered around the villagers, but she could still see them as she hopped on top of one of the trunks and picked her way closer to them. “I’m an enchantress-in-training. Are you injured?”

      “We’re okay.”

      Angelique veered around a branch that poked up from the trunk just in time to see the man lift up the boy and put him on a trunk. He did the same to the little girl, too, then scooped up a dark green cloak.

      He appeared to be roughly thirty, and going by the lack of travel packs, he must be from a nearby village—his shirt was a simple weave, but his cloak had some embroidery of little white sheep around the throat.

      The children were dressed in similar sturdy but warm and well-made clothes.

      “Thank you for your help.” He smoothed the little girl’s hair—she was still crying, but in startled little gasps. “I don’t know what we would have done if you hadn’t arrived, mage…” He finally shifted his gaze to Angelique, and his words seemed to die in his throat.

      The children had no such reactions.

      When Angelique extended her hand, the little boy latched on. She smiled at him and gently squeezed his hand, but she could feel the way his fingers shook in hers as she helped him through the jumble of trees.

      Once he hopped onto the ground, Angelique came back for the little girl since the villager was still occupied with gaping at her.

      The gaping wasn’t unusual—mages were relatively rare, and enchantresses, even ones in training, were even more so. But the way he studied her held more scrutiny than usual, as well as a good dose of shock. (Maybe he was light-headed from his shoulder injury?)

      She scooped up the little girl and made a soothing noise as she picked her way across the trunk and set her down next to the little boy on the ground.

      Angelique turned back, wondering if she’d have to fish the villager out of the fallen trees as well, but she heard a scuffle behind her as he dismounted a flattened log. “Lady Enchantress Angelique?” he asked.

      She paused, surprised he knew her. “…yes?” Her eyes dropped to his shoulder—he had put on the cloak so she couldn’t see how much blood he was leaking, but she should patch him up before sending him out.

      The man laughed and a generous smile relaxed his pleasant face. “Thank you for saving me again—and for saving my children.” He bowed deeply, then picked up his little girl, a friendliness Angelique wasn’t used to seeping into his posture.

      She watched him as he took the boy’s hand. “You’re welcome. It’s my honor to help. But…again?”

      “Oh.” The man shook his head. “Of course you wouldn’t recognize me—I was a child when we met!” His smile returned, this time with an edge of sass evident in its slight crookedness. “I’m Wybert, from the village of Boyne.”

      It took a few moments for the man’s name and village to sink into her mind before she finally recalled meeting him. “Wybert? Is it really you?” Her voice went high pitched with her surprise.

      Her first assignment as an enchantress-in-training had been to offer guidance to a shepherd boy who had a penchant for lying and calling out that wolves were attacking the flock just so he could laugh at the villagers when they came to fight the nonexistent wolf.

      Angelique had…helped him to see the truth—or more correctly, she had traumatized him onto the path of righteousness by setting four illusionary wolves on him while his village ignored his terrified shouts.

      It had been a long time ago, but Angelique hadn’t realized just how long ago it was. I don’t believe it. Bratty Wybert is grown up with children of his own?

      Wybert laughed at her shock. “It has been many years, Lady Enchantress Angelique. You look just as beautiful as I remember.”

      “You’ve…grown…taller,” Angelique tactfully said.

      Internally, she still scrambled for equilibrium as she studied his face. He was nearly unrecognizable as an adult, to the point where she wondered if someone was funning her. But as she tried to calculate the years, she realized it had been nearly twenty years since she met Wybert. The thought was staggering—it seemed like only months ago she and Evariste had been laughing in Wistful Thicket.

      She knew as an enchantress she’d have a lifespan closer to an elf, and even regular mages tended to age slower, but Angelique’s appearance was that of an eighteen-year-old—perhaps twenty on the right day—while Wybert had grown, filled out, and had the beginnings of wrinkles around the corners of his eyes.

      “Indeed!” Wybert winked, showing the glints of boyish impishness he had evidently retained even as an adult. “I never got the chance to thank you for your guidance when I needed it.”

      “Yes, guidance.” Angelique wished the ground would swallow her up—she’d terrified the snot out of little Wybert because he’d been so naughty, but looking at him as an adult, she had to wonder if she’d perhaps been a little too vindictive. “I hope I didn’t scar you for life.”

      “Not at all. You proved your point and taught me an important lesson. I’ve told my own children the story at least a hundred times, haven’t I?” He smiled down at his son—who was slowly starting to relax—then jiggled his daughter in his arms, wincing when his shoulders moved.

      “Ahh yes—I saw you were injured. If you’d remove your cloak, I can see to it,” Angelique asked. “I have some healing spells at my disposal.”

      Wybert set the little girl down and shrugged off his sheep-embroidered cloak. “I see to all the village’s domesticated animals, now,” he grinned when he saw Angelique’s eyes lingering on the embroidery. “But my friends and family do persist in giving me sheep-themed gifts.”

      A crooked grin settled on Angelique’s lips before she swapped it for a more appropriate smile as she benevolently nodded to the children when they kept staring at her.

      She didn’t care too much about her reputation anymore, but for the sake of the younglings, she’d play the part of the Lady Enchantress she was supposed to be—if she hadn’t had such a cynical and sarcastic streak to her personality.

      “That is quite amusing,” she said. “Now sit down on a trunk, and let’s take a look at your shoulder.”

      Wybert gamely plopped down on a fallen tree trunk, and Angelique twisted her silvery magic into a healing spell as she studied the red stain on his shirt. “It doesn’t appear to be bleeding too badly.”

      Wybert nodded. “The goblin brute didn’t stab me, just cut across the top.”

      Silver magic covered Angelique’s fingers as she pressed against his shoulder, transferring the spell to his injury. “This is a slow-burn healing spell, so it’s not instantly going to knit up your wound, but you should be right in a day or two. I added a cleansing spell as part of it, but you’ll want to wash and dress the wound like normal once you return to Boyne—that is, assuming you still live there.”

      “I do.”

      Angelique funneled more of her magic into the spell, trying to make it more potent. She’d gotten better at healing spells out of sheer necessity since Evariste was taken, but she still didn’t have the finesse and abilities that mages with healing magic as their core magic possessed.

      She nodded in satisfaction after a few more minutes. “There. That should do the trick.” She offered Wybert another bright smile but was distracted when something tugged at her skirts.

      She looked down to find Wybert’s little boy—who looked perhaps eight-years-old—peering up at her.

      “Are you really Lady Enchantress Angelique?” he skeptically asked.

      Angelique slapped her smile back on. “Yes.”

      His shoulders went so lax, the boy tottered for a step. “Then that means you’re here to rescue us?”

      Angelique glanced from the boy to his father. “I’m not sure I know what you mean.”

      “The forests of Farset have been plagued by monsters.” Wybert stood and subtly rolled his shoulders, testing out the healing spell, probably. “We’ve seen a number of wraiths in the area, but there have also been trolls and some goblins.” He gestured to the fallen trees behind him.

      “Everyone’s real scared,” the little boy said.

      Wybert placed a hand on his son’s head and smiled down at him as his daughter leaned into his legs. “The army is patrolling a lot more. They’re doing an amazing job at great personal risk, and they catch most of them, but sometimes it takes time for the bands to track them down. A village or two has been caught in the crossfire during the wait, and travelers have to be extra cautious,” he vaguely said with a purposeful glance down at his daughter.

      Angelique frowned. “How bad is it?”

      Wybert pressed his lips together and shook his head slightly.

      Obviously, he didn’t want to say anything that would frighten his kids, but the tight expression on his face was enough for Angelique to get the gist.

      Things were bad.

      Angelique tilted her head back and stared at the forest canopy, gazing unseeingly at tall pine trees whose fragrant needles scented the air.

      If it’s so bad the army can’t handle it even with extra patrols— Angelique mentally cut the thought short. She was tired and exhausted. Could she really handle taking on more? But I’m going to be here anyway as I shout at King Themerysaldi-the-deaf. I could do my own patrols between shouting sessions.

      The thought made the muscles between her shoulders ache, and a headache threatened to settle behind her eyes.

      Wybert’s son stepped closer to Angelique and stared up at her with big eyes full of hope. “But you’ll help us, won’t you, Lady Enchantress?”

      Angelique smiled and pushed her weariness to the back of her mind. “Of course, I’ll help,” she promised.

      A sunny smile bloomed on the little boy’s face, revealing his missing front tooth. “I knew it!” His smile turned bashful, and he ran back to his father’s side.

      “Your help would be a godsend, Lady Enchantress,” Wybert said. “We haven’t seen mages in these parts for quite a while, and with the elves not leaving their woods…” He furrowed his eyebrows, looking older than he should.

      “Then it seems my timing was perfect—both in finding you and in arriving here just when I could help.” Angelique gave the children her best enchantress smile, prodding grins from both of them—even the shy little girl. “And I’ll begin by escorting you back to Boyne.”

      “Thank you, Lady Enchantress.” Wybert bowed to her. “You are as good and kind as ever.”

      Angelique winced a little—she was so tired and cranky she didn’t feel good or kind. But when there were wraiths and trolls rampaging about, good manners hardly mattered anymore, as long as she did what had to be done.

      “You’re very welcome. It is my honor and duty.” Angelique’s smile turned mischievous, and she held out her hand to the little boy, who took it. “Now, Wybert, please do tell: have you seen any wolves recently?”

      Wybert guffawed as he turned in the direction of Boyne. “Please, allow me to tell you the greatest irony of my life that has made me the manager of most of Boyne’s domesticated animals…”
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        * * *

      

      Weeks passed, and while Angelique didn’t come to regret her decision to help annihilate monsters in the area, with each passing day, she was just a little more irked and a little more exhausted.

      Individually, the fights weren’t difficult or taxing—what was a pack of goblins or even three to four trolls compared to black mages and wyverns? It was more the endlessness of her task that caused her pain and added to her exhaustion. For every foe she vanquished, another took its place. She was always moving, always fighting, always shouting into the void of a dreadfully quiet forest.

      To make it more challenging, she had to be stealthy in her fights. She couldn’t afford to let any soldiers see her, or they would doubtlessly invite her back to speak to King Dirth without giving her the opportunity to politely refuse. And meeting the King of Farset was the last thing she wanted to do—since his daughters were hale enough during the day, there was no way she was going to intervene in their curse, something the king would undoubtedly request of her.

      No, she was set on meeting with King Themerysaldi, even if she had to camp out on the border and wait for Odette’s delivery to do so. Since Carabosso had disappeared without a trace, the Elf King—once freed from his curse—was her greatest chance of finding Evariste, and she was going to prioritize freeing him, even if it was selfish of her.

      But as days turned into weeks and she saw no sign of the elves—much less their king—the grief that had settled deep in her heart bordered on turning into cynicism.

      The days turned colder as winter threatened to encroach on fall, and the trees lost most of their leaves.

      Angelique sat on a stump and stared into Alabaster Forest, aware she looked downright disreputable. Oh, her color-changing dress and its sparkling hues were unscathed, but the dark cloak she had wrapped around her shoulders was spattered with mud from a morning fight with a swamp troll, and her hair was half-pulled out of the braid she’d tamed it into that morning—a victim of running top speed through the forest while trying to lure about twelve wraiths away from a merchant and his cart.

      Should I even bother calling out? However the elves are cursed, they obviously must not be able to respond. I’ve been screaming myself hoarse for days traveling up and down their border, and there’s not even a sign of them.

      I cannot think that if they knew I was here they wouldn’t respond, or that they are so lackadaisical and carefree, they just haven’t bothered to check.

      It must, then, be beyond their abilities.

      If so, does that mean I would do better to spend my time tracking down more foes? Odette’s handoff should be within the next two weeks—I think—so I don’t have too long to wait.

      Angelique froze when she heard the faint, murmuring tones of voices.

      She perked with both interest and concern. Who—besides her—would be squatting on the border of the elves’ territory?

      Entering their forest without their permission was prohibited, and obviously their permission could not be granted due to their sequestering. What reason, then, would bring someone there?

      I doubt it’s good intentions; that much is for certain.

      Angelique slid off her stump and stole her way through the forest, going for stealth over speed as she followed the sounds of talking.

      The voices were animated and light-hearted—whoever they were, they obviously weren’t trying to hide their presence—so Angelique took her time in her approach, particularly because the closer she got, the more it seemed like she recognized one of the voices.

      She circled around the talkers once she pinpointed the location they were coming from and nudged aside a scratchy pine branch so she could peer at them.

      It was a man and a woman—and a fine, chestnut-colored horse.

      The woman had her back to Angelique, which meant she couldn’t make out more than blonde hair pulled back in a tight braid and breeches and a thick shirt in muted greens and browns that made her meld into the forest. She was quite tall, and there was something familiar about her.

      She was fussing with her saddle’s stirrups but presently finished and moved to join her companion in standing near the horse’s head. “Isn’t that the most important reason for my presence?” she said.

      Angelique tried to place the woman and her voice but, in finding she couldn’t, shifted her attention to the male companion.

      Most curiously, he had on a white mask that covered his entire face, and Angelique thought he emanated a faint whiff of magic. Raven-black hair topped his tall, broad-shouldered male frame, which was clothed in breeches, a midnight blue over-jacket, and a pale blue undershirt.

      Those colors Angelique was greatly familiar with, as they were the colors of King Themerysaldi. But it wasn’t until the man spoke that it dawned on Angelique just whom she was seeing.

      “It is important,” the male companion agreed, his voice cutting through Angelique with the ease of a sword. “But can’t I be glad…”

      The woman said something in response, but Angelique didn’t hear it; she was too busy gaping in shock. She knew that voice! The masked man was none other than Themerysaldi!
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      What was he doing here, so casually speaking to someone when Angelique had spent weeks screaming her throat raw? She was so frozen in shock that she dazedly watched the conversation play out, barely able to believe her eyes.

      “Sometimes you are too nice,” the woman said.

      King Themerysaldi snorted. “I’m as nice as an injured bear.” He lifted his right hand. “I just…value you.”

      Angelique’s shock took on new depths—and more than a little rage.

      King Themerysaldi is standing here on the border…FLIRTING?!

      The Elf King reached out to tug a loose strand of hair that had fallen from his companion’s braid, and Angelique saw red.

      Evariste was rotting in the clutches of black mages, and his best friend—one of the most powerful beings on the continent—was courting?

      I’m going to kill him, Angelique thought clearly. Without any kind of regret. And only after I rip that stupid mask off his face and repeatedly pummel him.

      “Quinn,” the doltish—selfish—Elf King took a step closer to his companion. “I—”

      “YOU!” Angelique exploded from her hiding place. She pointed an accusing finger at Emerys and was marginally tempted to lace it with magic, though she knew the Elf King could trounce her in his sleep. “You useless dolt!”

      “Angelique?” Themerysaldi had the gall to sound surprised.

      Angelique gritted her teeth and curled her hands into fists to keep herself from jumping across the border and shaking him. “I have been searching this stupid border for days looking for you! I assumed you would be eager to test the limits of your curse and try to free yourself, but instead I find you flirting awkwardly with THIS!” Angelique swiveled to pour her spiteful gaze out on the object of Themerysaldi’s affection, but that was when she finally placed the kind face matched with the military-esque bearings of the woman. “Oh, you’re the soldier from the road.”

      All dislike for the woman was immediately extinguished—Quinn of Midnight Lake had been the first kind person Angelique had encountered in ages, which bought her a lifetime of goodwill. “Well, you I still like. But you!” Angelique whirled her attention back to Emerys with a killing intent.

      Themerysaldi slightly bowed his head. “I’m glad to see you too, Angelique.”

      Angelique took a deep breath so she wouldn’t scream insults at the Elf King.

      “How did you find us?” Quinn asked.

      “Through your talking. I’d recognize His Majesty’s stupid, smug, self-satisfied voice anywhere,” Angelique snarled.

      “You’ve dropped the act finally, have you?” Due to his mask, Themerysaldi’s expression was covered, but she could hear self-satisfaction in his voice as he turned back to Quinn. “She always pretended to be this meek and quiet thing. She stammered and blushed like mad whenever anyone talked to her and always acted like those tranquil yet bossy enchantresses you hear about in the stories, but I knew she had to have hidden fire. You can’t have her magic of—”

      He was going to blab about her magic?

      Oh, no you don’t, you selfish princeling.

      She couldn’t lunge at him—she wasn’t so stupid as to break that law in her anger—but she scooped up a small rock and threw it with all her rage. The rock passed so close to the nose of Themerysaldi’s mask, it whistled.

      When the Elf King finally looked in her direction, Angelique’s face was cold with her resentment. “Not a word,” she ordered, not caring if it was faux pas to give a monarch an order.

      For the first time, she could feel Emerys’s preoccupation with Quinn settle as his posture returned to something more royal. “Angelique, you’ll have to get over it one day. Your magic isn’t something you can deny.”

      Angelique had a great many words she wished to exchange with the Elf King. None of them, however, involved her magic. So it was with a hollow, emotionless voice that she repeated, “Not a word.”

      For the first time since Angelique had met him, the Elf King backed down. “Right.” He rubbed the back of his head. “So, why are you standing in the human woods?”

      Angelique’s shoulders hunched as her emotions cooled from a deep rage to simple hostility. “Because I’m not an elf-friend, so I can’t just stroll in whenever I like!”

      Maddeningly, Emerys snapped his fingers and declared in a bright voice, “That’s right! I forgot about that.”

      He seems inept enough from his infatuation with Quinn that I’m fairly certain I could throw another rock and nail him in the throat. It wouldn’t do lasting damage, but it would do a great deal in making me feel better.

      Quinn must have sensed Angelique’s murderous thoughts. The kind soldier put her hand on Emerys’ arm. “Emerys. The Lady Enchantress has been through a lot. Stop playing games.”

      Angelique peeled her gaze from Emerys to Quinn, feeling such gratitude for the other woman, she probably could have cried again.

      That settled it: Quinn wasn’t a soldier; she was a saint.

      Emerys shifted his weight, appearing guilty—though Angelique couldn’t read much of his emotions with that stupid mask on. “Right. Sorry, Angelique. Please enter Alabaster Forest. As the King of the Elves, I offer shelter and safe haven to you as long as you should need it.”

      Angelique blinked back the possibility of tears that stung her eyes and traipsed into Alabaster Forest before Emerys could rescind his invitation.

      Quinn gave her a warm smile that did a lot for the good of Angelique’s soul. “Come. We can talk as we walk to Sideralis.” She tugged on her horse’s reins and motioned for Angelique to fall into step with her.

      “Thank you.” Angelique took in a deep breath and did her best to adopt a more peaceful attitude—for Quinn’s sake. Certainly not for the sake of the selfish, stand-offish—she stopped her inner tirade and smiled at Quinn. “And…could you explain to me how the two of you came to be friends? I fear I am rather ignorant of the goings-on of Alabaster Forest.”
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      Walking through Sideralis was both comforting and disconcerting. It took Angelique the entire walk to the palace before she started to pinpoint the issue.

      The city—which was normally bustling with elves—was quiet. Oh, there were a few elves out and about. But they seemed tired and their usual elegant steps dragged. Even the few elf children Angelique saw staggered as they followed their parents into their tall and narrow homes.

      Physically speaking, Sideralis looked the same. The river still flowed down the center of the city as beautiful bridges arched over it, crisscrossing in ornate patterns. Homes that were decorated with glass and spires that were welded to resemble stars and animals glittered in the anemic sunlight from the protective resin coating all elf houses were painted with.

      It was untouched by time—flawless and as wild as the immense trees that surrounded the city. But the air was so hushed, it was almost smothering.

      Is it part of their curse? Angelique almost snorted. Or, it could very well be the low morale that comes with living in a curse for years upon years. Sometimes I can be a dolt.

      She shook her head as she stepped through a side entrance of the palace.

      “I’ll call for tea, but do you want to freshen up first?” Themerysaldi asked, his voice slightly muffled by his mask.

      Angelique frowned. “Freshen up?”

      “You look wild,” the Elf King said. “And very untidy.”

      “Go take a swan dive off a tree,” Angelique snarled.

      “Temper, temper!” Themerysaldi tut-tutted.

      “Please excuse Emerys,” Quinn said. “He’s spent some time shape-shifting into a variety of animals lately. It seems the beast-like habits have stayed with him as a result.”

      Themerysaldi tilted his head. “Are you implying I’m acting like an animal?”

      Quinn raised her eyebrows. “I was going for outright calling you an animal, but if you think I was implying, perhaps I need to be more obvious.”

      A muscle in Angelique’s cheek twitched as she watched the Elf King.

      He’s been sitting around his woods for years, seemingly in high spirits, and is apparently having a fine time flirting. Has this been fun for him?

      “I believe I will take a moment to…collect myself.” Although she tried to keep her voice even, her words came out tight as she spat them out between clenched teeth.

      “Great. Here, you can use this room. We’ll be waiting for you in the Evergreen Tea Room.” Themerysaldi swung a door open, then scooped up Quinn’s hand and started marching away. “You may shout if you require anything,” he yelled down the hallway.

      Angelique stared at the retreating king, then slipped into the powder room. I can’t hurt him. I need him to find Evariste. Need. Him. Even if I’d like to shake him until his teeth rattle.

      Angelique’s slippers were soft and muffled on the white stone floor. There was a large mirror—which let her see just how scary she looked with her hair half yanked from her braid and her face flecked with dirt.

      The stone basin filled with water that was conveniently placed on a small table with a plush towel tempted her, but Angelique collapsed into an armchair, thumping herself good when the satin pillow placed on the seat proved to be much thinner than estimated. She hit the chair with enough force to jar her spine.

      Angelique grimaced and yanked the ribbon she’d used to tie off her braid free from her wild locks. Still sitting in the chair, she peered at her slumped reflection.

      I don’t think I’m going to get my hair in any kind of braid without using magic. Which feels tedious at the moment.

      Her hair spilled over her shoulders in messy waves, but at least it didn’t look quite so windblown.

      It’s good enough. I don’t care what Themerysaldi thinks of me anymore anyway. I just need his help to find Evariste.

      Angelique peeled herself out of the chair with a groan and staggered over to the basin of water and the soft towel waiting for her.

      The water was icy cold, but Angelique gritted her teeth as she washed her face and actually felt a little better as she wiped her face off with the towel.

      A tap at the door made her turn around.

      “Lady Enchantress?” Lady Alastryn—Themerysaldi’s cousin who had kindly taught Angelique nearly everything she knew about elven culture and customs—stood in the doorway.

      Again, Angelique was assaulted by the strange combination of disconcerting comfort.

      Comfort because even though years had passed and Angelique had seen children grow into adults—like Wybert from Boyne—Alastryn had not aged at all. Her hair and face were the same—Angelique even remembered the hunter green gown she was wearing.

      But the defeat in her eyes was new. The bright elegance that the elven lady had previously exuded in every move she made had dimmed, and her smile wasn’t as big as it had been when Angelique was Evariste’s student.

      “Lady Alastryn, how good it is to see you,” Angelique said.

      Alastryn swept across the powder room at a trot—unusual for the lady who didn’t typically move faster than an elegant walk—and threw her arms around Angelique. “It gladdens my heart to see you, Angelique.”

      Angelique—surprised by Alastryn’s show of affection—stood in shock for a moment before she returned the embrace. “It’s been a terrible few years,” she said. “I hope the cost has not been too high?”

      Alastryn stepped back and shook her head. “It has been wearing upon us. But we have hope. Emerys will tell you all he can—but when he asked me to prepare tea for your visit, I could not wait to see you.” The elven lady looked Angelique up and down as if she couldn’t believe her own eyes. “You’ve changed—you have grown stronger.”

      Angelique uneasily pressed her lips together. “I’ve had many opportunities to practice my magic—more than I would like.”

      Alastryn nodded. “Given…this,” she struggled to speak as she turned in a circle, “I cannot imagine outside our forest has been peaceful. But you deserve to rest—I shall send your favorite tea. Talk with Emerys. He will explain what he can, and by then I will have your regular room cleaned for you.”

      Feeling bold, Angelique took Alastryn’s hand and squeezed it. “Thank you, Alastryn.”

      The elven lady smiled, then slipped from the room as quietly as she had arrived.

      Angelique glanced back at her reflection, taking in her free-spilling hair. It’s not going to get any better, though I should make sure my silver eye color doesn’t peek through and frighten Quinn.

      A twitch of magic and the illusion coloring her eyes was shored up, getting rid of the sharp look in her eyes.

      Satisfied, Angelique marched into the hallway, making her way through the bright palace to the Evergreen Tea Room.

      It was one of Angelique’s favorite tea rooms due to its decor. A massive tapestry of a herd of elven horses mingling with unicorns in the forest claimed most of one wall, while a mural of an evergreen forest was painted on the opposite wall.

      A floor-to-ceiling window shed soft afternoon light on the room. Lanterns made of fogged glass with ironwork melded into stars, and a crescent moon hung from the vaulted ceiling. The room was quiet—like a forest—and smelled faintly of pine needles.

      Themerysaldi and Quinn were already situated—Quinn had chosen a wooden armchair that bore elaborate carvings of evergreen trees in its legs and back, while Themerysaldi lounged on a settee padded with cream-colored pillows.

      “Thank you for waiting.” Angelique followed elven manners and curtsied slightly. She edged around Themerysaldi’s settee and lowered herself into a plush chair covered in green velvet that afforded her a view of the courtyard that sprawled outside the palace, the royal stables, and the massive white trees that encamped around the borders of Sideralis.

      “Tea should be here soon,” Themerysaldi said. “Did Alastryn come find you? She just about had kittens when I told her you were here.”

      “She did,” Angelique said. “It was good to see her. But I’d like to hear about your curse.” She flicked her eyes from Quinn to Themerysaldi. “And it seems there is much to hear.”

      On the walk to Sideralis, Quinn had told Angelique all about her meeting with Themerysaldi—apparently in an effort to outwit the curse, the king used the tiny flicker of magic that hadn’t been blocked from him to shape-shift into a mouse. Like an idiot, he’d accidentally revealed himself to a bunch of goblins, who would have killed him if Quinn hadn’t heard his shrieks and investigated.

      It was a story Angelique dearly wanted to hear in excruciating detail—but it would have to come at a later date. For now, it’s enough to know that because she saved his life, Themerysaldi was able to name Quinn an elf-friend , allowing her to freely come and go from Sideralis.

      “There is much to say,” Themerysaldi said. “Unfortunately, I can’t talk about—” His words cut off, and even though his face was covered by the expressionless white mask, Angelique could feel the frustration rolling off him and saw it in the way he stiffened on the settee.

      “The elves—and those involved in the curse—are unable to discuss its particulars,” Quinn said.

      A timid knock on the door interrupted the conversation before it started. “I beg your pardon, but I have brought the tea.”

      A pretty elf maiden holding a wooden tea tray carved with hearts curtsied a little as she stepped into the room.

      Though her hair was beautifully braided and she possessed the flawless beauty of her kind, there was something about the set of her mouth and the dark smudges under her eyes that made her look tired and defeated—like the elves Angelique had seen in the nearly deserted streets.

      When she looked at Quinn and then Angelique, she rallied, and some of the light lit her gaze as she set the tea tray on a sideboard, then set about preparing individual cups.

      “Lady Alastryn has prepared a brew of herbal blueberry tea, Lady Enchantress Angelique. She told me the way you prefer it.” The elf maiden smiled as she poured tea with the elegance of a dancer into a teacup adorned with green trees and red foxes.

      “Thank you,” Angelique said. “As usual, elven hospitality is to be admired.”

      “I’m afraid we may be rusty—we haven’t had the chance to play host in some years.” The elf maiden added a splash of cream and a maple candy molded in the form of a leaf. She stirred the cup with a gold spoon, then carried it to Angelique. “But I hope you enjoy it, and that your stay with us is comfortable and welcoming. We are heartened by your presence.”

      She curtsied deeply after handing Angelique her tea.

      While the handmaiden waited—ignoring her king as she watched Angelique with hopeful eyes—Angelique took a sip of the tea.

      The familiar sweet, creamy taste of the tea was just as delicious as Angelique remembered.

      For a moment, she was lost in her memories: recalling the late nights under the cloudless sky as she laughed with Evariste and ate and drank with their elven hosts; the golden afternoons she’d spend sitting with Alastryn as the elven lady performed a tea ceremony under the boughs of the famous white trees; the cozy winter afternoons she and Evariste spent bundled up in the palace in this very tea room, talking with Themerysaldi and his generals as they drank tea and gorged themselves on treats.

      Angelique blinked, forcing the beautiful and precious memories back down, then smiled at the hopeful elf maiden. “It’s perfect. Thank you.”

      She took a moment to rustle through the lessons Alastryn had given her years ago, then added, “Your thoughtfulness—as well as Lady Alastryn’s thoughtfulness—has blessed my heart and lightened my soul.”

      The elf handmaiden’s smile grew, banishing the glimmer of sadness that drooped around her shoulders. “I am so glad.” She retreated to her tea tray and made two more cups, then delivered them to Themerysaldi and Quinn—bowing to her king and curtsying to Quinn with a smile that seemed strangely hopeful.

      Once finished, she picked up her tray and retreated to the door. Angelique waved to her, and then she was gone—nearly soundless as she padded down the hallway.

      Angelique took another sip of her tea and briefly closed her eyes, letting the warmth of the memories lull her for a few glorious moments.

      But when she recalled the last time she’d shared this particular tea—with Evariste, he’d teased her about her determination to get him to stop wasting so much money on buying them matching clothes—Angelique set her shoulders.

      I have work to do—because I’d rather have Evariste with me than sit here and ponder memories.

      Angelique convulsively clutched her tea cup and snapped her eyes open. “So, King Themerysaldi and the elves are unable to talk about their curse—I knew that already. Odette of the Black Swan Smugglers told me so. It was she who mentioned the elves were prisoners in their own woods, unable to leave Alabaster Forest. But what are the particulars? Something to do with masks, maybe?” She glanced at Themerysaldi’s white mask.

      “Emerys is the only elf cursed to wear a mask—I don’t quite know how it factors into the spell. The real bones of the curse are that the elves are forced to celebrate every evening, night after night,” Quinn said. “The twelve daughters of King Dirth were cursed with them—it’s how they wear out their shoes night after night. If a person attends the celebration and eats or drinks any of the food there, they also fall under the curse.”

      “Hmm.” Angelique glanced at Emerys and tugged on her magic. Her cool powers sank into her skin all too easily, and she studied the Elf King, trying to sort through the tangle of a spell that wrapped around him.

      “But I’m afraid that’s only half of the bad news,” Quinn said. “The Farset army has discovered that a huge goblin force has been amassing in the country. They’re closing in around Alabaster Forest.”

      Angelique frowned. “Alabaster has natural defenses that will slaughter any goblin stupid enough to enter it.”

      “Yes.” King Themerysaldi rubbed his thumb on the edge of his teacup. “However, once…it’s broken, the magic holding those defenses together will collapse, and neither I nor any of my people will be in any condition to get our shields back up.”

      “The curse obviously seals your magic, then?” Trying to make sense of the complex swirl of spells that surrounded Themerysaldi, Angelique tried to pick out the line that would cut the elves off from their power.

      Themerysaldi nodded.

      “And all fighting forces—including the elven generals—are outside the woods, cursed to wander,” Quinn added.

      “We’ll be slaughtered,” Themerysaldi said simply.

      Angelique considered her tea as her mind raced with all the new implications.

      Once again, the Chosen are five steps ahead of us. They obviously realize the elves have been discovered and have given up all sense of subtly in an effort to end the elves one way or another.

      She peered at Themerysaldi again, inspecting his curse. And there is something off about this spell. It’s different from the others I’ve encountered, like the one on Severin. It’s not as neatly constructed—it looks like the black mage who cast the spell and the person who provided the power are two different people. I’d hope that would make the spell easier to adjust, but whoever powered it has a lot of magic, and I don’t think I could pry the pieces apart by brute force or even with my core magic.

      Unease swirled in the pit of Angelique’s stomach.

      She knew she wasn’t the most learned enchantress, but she’d gotten fairly good at picking apart Chosen magic. Since this is so foreign, did they use the ancient mirror they took from Verglas to forge it?

      It seemed unlikely. If they managed to use it on the elves, why not use it in all their endeavors?

      “Is Clovicus available?” Themerysaldi asked, breaking Angelique’s thoughts. “Could you send for his help—or the help of any other mages?”

      Angelique shook her head. “Clovicus is being squashed under the Council’s thumb. He finds it difficult to escape, and it seems like someone has been assigned to watch him.”

      Themerysaldi set his teacup down. “What has happened in the Council that they feel the need to watch him?”

      “Ahhh, yes. I unfortunately have some very grim news to share with you.” Angelique drew her shoulders back and then spilled out a shortened version of all that had happened since Evariste’s capture—including the Summit and Prince Severin and Princess Elle’s quest to unite the continent against the Chosen.

      She noticed Themerysaldi didn’t seem surprised by the story of Evariste’s capture—which worried her—but it was hard to tell for certain given his curse-forced mask. But the elves’ news of being unable to help—due to their magic being stolen and the goblins waiting to march on them—depressed Angelique about as much as her news about the Chosen and recent events bothered Themerysaldi.

      Angelique set her teacup down with a quiet clink. “I came here hoping you might be able to help the continent, but it seems that is not possible.”

      “Correct,” Themerysaldi grimly agreed. “If it was broken, and we had a few months to recover…”

      “And you cannot tell me anything about Lord Enchanter Evariste?” Angelique asked, hope briefly flickering in her. If he wasn’t surprised about Evariste being taken, maybe he knows something?

      Themerysaldi shook his head, dashing her hopes. “I’m sorry,” he said.

      Angelique sighed as the numbness of disappointment invaded her soul again. “I should have expected as much. But I had hoped…”

      Quinn offered her a half-apologetic smile. “The King and Queen are searching for you.”

      “Seeking my help, no doubt,” Angelique grumbled.

      She cast another annoyed glance at Themerysaldi’s spell—she still hadn’t been able to make any progress in understanding it. “Tell me this. Your curse cannot be broken by true love’s first kiss or by someone falling in love with you, correct?”

      “Correct.”

      Angelique relaxed and picked up her teacup again to sip her now-cool tea. “Good. I thought not.”

      “Can you study his curse and tell us how it can be broken?” Quinn asked.

      Angelique suppressed an eyebrow twitch in her irritation with herself. “Unfortunately, not this time. Normally I can, and I’ve been trying to get a look at it since I met you. If you study a spell, you can generally pick it apart and see the loops and strings of power in it. However, whoever powered this curse had a great deal of power and highly advanced magic, which makes it nearly impossible for me to read. I can tell that the magic user who cast the magic is not the same magic user who provided the power.”

      Angelique extended a finger and traced the two different lines of the muddled spell across Themerysaldi. “There’s some discord between them. Unfortunately, I can’t get a read on who supplied the power—the spell caster’s magic covers it too heavily.”

      Emerys nodded. He seemed to struggle to try and speak, and in failing to do so, he slammed his fist on the table.

      “I understand your frustration perfectly,” Angelique said dryly. “The dual casting, unfortunately, makes it nearly impossible to alter. In the past I’ve had some luck changing and altering curses, but whatever was put on you is a level of skill far beyond my reach.”

      Emerys shrugged. “I expected as much.”

      Angelique narrowed her eyes as she studied him. “You expected that?”

      He nodded.

      Hmm. There must be something about the casting of this curse. Themerysaldi is powerful. He wouldn’t have been beaten easily. I suppose if he couldn’t beat the black mage that cast this, I wouldn’t stand a chance, but that doesn’t seem to be what he’s implying.

      Quinn cleared her throat and smiled a little when Angelique yanked her gaze toward her. “Tonight, my band and I are to follow the princesses for the last time. Tomorrow, I’m bringing some military officers here to meet with Emerys and the humans stranded here. Will you join us?”

      A sigh leaked out of Angelique, and she glumly stared at her teacup. I’ve wandered into another catastrophe when I was hoping to get help. Instead, this is going to be like every other season that has passed since Evariste was taken, and I will end up having to put my search for Evariste aside in order to help the continent.

      That Evariste would approve of such priorities didn’t make the knowledge any easier.

      “You should stay here for a few days at the minimum, Angelique,” Themerysaldi said, being thoughtful and perhaps even kind to Angelique for the first time in his life. “You look awful,” he sincerely added.

      Ahhh, yes, there we go.

      “How your kind words warm me,” Angelique snarled. “You just want me around because you’re hoping I can help.”

      “You’re an enchantress,” Themerysaldi said.

      “In training!” Angelique shot back.

      “That’s a load of bosh. You could have become one years ago based on your power alone.”

      Angelique narrowed her eyes to small slits as she glared at the Elf King. Why does Evariste like him? He’s insufferable! I mean, I understand that Evariste is gracious and kind to a fault, but he should have his limits!

      Quinn, proving her saint-like qualities once more—set a hand on the bossy elf’s arm. “Don’t push her.”

      Themerysaldi maneuvered his arm so he held Quinn’s hand, then he pointedly faced his mask at Angelique.

      Not at all in the mood to play, Angelique scowled. “What do you want?”

      Themerysaldi pointedly looked down at his hand holding Quinn’s.

      Ugh. I forgot—he’s completely taken with her. Of course. Goblins stand on your border but forget that—let’s fall in love! I swear, for being an elf, he lacks a lot of their wisdom.

      Angelique rested her chin on her fist and didn’t care if she looked like a scowling grandmother. “Am I supposed to approve of your relationship in Lord Enchanter Evariste’s absence? Congratulations, you’re very—very—lucky she’s willing to put up with you.”

      Quinn’s eyes nearly popped out of her head, showing that the Elf King was not so lucky that the object of his affection was also insane enough to prioritize romance in a time of dire need.

      Good for her!

      “W-what?” Quinn stammered.

      Themerysaldi puffed up like a cat. “T-that’s not what I meant!” He swiveled to glance at Quinn and judge her reaction.

      Hah! Embarrassed is he? Good. He deserves it.

      “Oh, you’re still in that stage where neither of you have confessed yet. How cute,” Angelique rolled her eyes and sipped her tea—even cool, it still tasted delicious. “If I didn’t know better, I would swear there was some kind of love blessing on this generation. Everyone is getting married and falling in love in situations that, frankly, I don’t think are at all romantic—much less logical!”

      Themerysaldi leaned over and whispered to Quinn, “Angelique has never had any special feelings for anyone.”

      Angelique ignored his stupid observation and continued to ramble. “Who has time to flirt and giggle when you’re running for your life?”

      “It always made me feel sorry for Evariste,” Themerysaldi said. “Poor man constantly tried to convince her romantic love was a valid and special thing.”

      Angelique scowled into her teacup and vaguely wondered if there was anyone responsible for the mass amount of twitterpation that had struck. If so, she’d like to have a word with them. Several strong words. “I swear, if I have to deal with one more curse that involves true love, I’m going to scream.”

      “I see…” Quinn blushed deeply at the Elf King, then awkwardly turned her attention to Angelique. “So, Angelique, will you help us?”

      Feeling like she was a hundred years old, Angelique sighed and set her teacup down. “I’ll remain in the area. It seems like the elves and the twelve princesses of Farset are the last hold-outs of curses—at this moment. Every other country has resolved its issues and is now working with Prince Severin and Prince Lucien to shore up their defenses. As long as I am here, I will provide support to the Farset army and fight with them.”

      “Thank you, Angelique,” Themerysaldi said with a shocking amount of sincerity.

      “I’m not using my core magic,” Angelique warned.

      “Just being here is enough.”

      Quinn shifted in her armchair. “If you’ll excuse me asking, but what do you mean by core magic?”

      “Most mages have one specific kind of magic they can use and specialize in.” Angelique sat up straighter in her chair. “It’s called their core magic because it is where their strength lies and is considered—to a certain extent—a reflection of who they are. Weather mages are gifted with weather control; craftmages have the power to place spells and charms on inanimate objects, and so on. The more powerful magic users, like Lord Enchanters, have such a high level of core magic, they can use it to achieve other spells that would normally be beyond their abilities. As an enchantress, I can spin illusions, modify curses, use a bit of weather magic, and more because I power the spells with my core magic. But the strongest spells any magic user—enchantress or otherwise—can cast will always be those involving their core magic.”

      “And you do not like to use yours?” Quinn asked.

      Angelique struggled to hold a neutral expression. “Correct.”

      “I see.” Quinn glanced at Themerysaldi, then quickly looked away when she realized the Elf King was already facing her.

      Ugh. Young love.

      Angelique would have rolled her eyes, but she liked Quinn enough to contain her jaded attitude. For the moment, anyway.

      “Will you remain here, in Sideralis, tonight while the rest of us attend the…celebration?” Themerysaldi asked.

      “Yes, I’ll rest here,” Angelique said. “As I said earlier, there’s nothing I can do to change or alter your curse. It’s too powerful. Even if I worked with Sybilla, we couldn’t change it. So there is no sense in joining you.”

      “Emerys indicated earlier that Lord Enchanter Evariste could end the curse,” Quinn said.

      Angelique peered at Emerys again. Hmm. That’s an interesting observation. “It’s possible. He has a much greater understanding of casted spells and curses—like this one.”

      Emerys grimly shook his head.

      Angelique frowned, puzzled and surprised. “That’s not why?”

      A strangled growl erupted from Emerys throat.

      “I see. I’ll try to ponder why he would make a difference then.” Angelique swiped her teacup and leaned back in her chair.

      Was his magic used to cast the curse? We already know the Chosen have been milking him for his magic…

      Angelique slightly shook her head, then forced her attention back to the conversation. “In the meantime, I wish you luck with your endeavors tonight, Quinn.”

      “Thank you, Lady Enchantress,” Quinn said.

      “Angelique,” she insisted.

      Quinn smiled. “Angelique.”

      “You’ll need to take extra care, Quinn,” Themerysaldi said. “If you mingle in the party, that will make its pull that much stronger.”

      “We guessed as much, but I appreciate the warning,” Quinn said.

      “It speaks highly of your abilities that you and your band have uncovered this much,” Angelique said. “Perhaps the Veneno Conclave should consider adopting similar training methods.”

      “The Conclave does not train its students for war,” Themerysaldi pointed out.

      “True.” Angelique frowned at the giant window. “I can’t help but wonder if that has contributed to our inability to respond to the numerous direct attacks by the Chosen. We’re too afraid to get our hands dirty and wade into the muck to help.”

      And many are too helpless to do anything besides fret.

      “You aren’t afraid,” Quinn said.

      Angelique grinned at the compliment. “Of course, I am. But I had a very good master who taught me that I needed to reach past my fears for the sake of saving lives. Those with magic have a duty to help others in need.”

      Themerysaldi grunted. “Evariste always was a do-good preacher.” He blinked, then quickly corrected himself. “And he still is, I imagine.”

      “Yes,” Angelique said softly. “I hope so.”
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      Angelique sat outside, enjoying the exquisite quiet of Sideralis as she stared up at the biggest patch of sky she could spy through the trees.

      There was something empty and a little lonely about it. The elven city was always a peaceful place, but it was usually warm and filled with the quiet hum of conversation and laughter.

      Now, it was silent. Angelique was the only living soul in the city—Themerysaldi and all the elves had left for their nightly, curse-required party.

      If Themerysaldi’s reaction is anything to go by, Evariste must have something to do with the curse. The black mages have proven themselves capable of harvesting his portal magic for their own use. Have they done something similar that allows them to twist his magic for their purposes?

      Angelique pressed her cold fingertips into the bags under her eyes and sighed.

      I’d say that’s something for Prince Severin and Prince Lucien to puzzle over, but given that they are royals and not mages, they don’t know or understand the particulars of magic. I should try speaking to Sybilla or Clovicus about it.

      Angelique stifled a yawn as she again stared up at the visible patch of sky directly above Sideralis, feeling more than a little lost. She didn’t see Pegasus’ constellation, but she wasn’t quite so familiar with the night sky as to know whether or not she’d usually be able to see him from this angle.

      Shrugging, she dropped her hands in her lap and dug her fingers into the fabric of her skirt—which had turned a melancholic gray-blue.

      She’d found Themerysaldi, and it seemed like the elves would soon be freed if Quinn could figure out the particulars of the curse. But now that she better understood the position the elves were in, she could see Themerysaldi would be occupied trying to establish contact with his generals and the rest of the elven warriors.

      Again, the search for Evariste would be pushed back.

      She could hardly fault King Themerysaldi—he had his people to think of.

      Yet it felt like she’d exhausted every possibility of help for Evariste, and there was nowhere left to turn.

      The Veneno Conclave had proven to be useless—it had a spy in its ranks, for Heaven’s sake—and the other countries were as preoccupied as Themerysaldi would be, at least for the time being.

      I have to keep looking…but what more can I do alone? Should I go to Lovelana and offer to help find the spy? Maybe then she’d be able to find more black mages if the information leak was stopped. But…I just want Evariste back.

      Angelique let her chin fall against her chest. She stared down at the cobblestone road and sighed deeply.

      She felt Pegasus press his velveteen muzzle against her cheek, and she patted him, grateful for the comfort. “Thank you, Pegasus.” She paused mid-stroke and jerked her head up.

      The flames of his mane and tail and the stardust spattering his coat glowed in the moonlight, making him look more ethereal than normal.

      When she stared gape-mouthed at him, he flicked his tail and gave her his version of a friendly nicker—which rumbled like the shakings of the earth.

      “I, I didn’t call you…did I?” Angelique bulged her eyes as she reviewed her actions for the past few minutes. “I mean, my sighing and misery might be a bit too self-focused and unhelpful, but I don’t think I was that out of it that I could have called you without realizing it.”

      Pegasus delicately took one of her flyaway locks of hair in his teeth and tugged it just enough for her to feel the pressure on her scalp.

      Her confusion settled down, and Angelique offered the constellation a shaky smile. “I’m sorry. I’m very happy to see you.” Daringly, she leaned closer to Pegasus and kissed him on his nose—which was as soft as velvet and held the faint whiff of sulfur.

      When she straightened, she had to fight a yawn.

      Pegasus made another thunderous nicker, then turned away from her and walked across the courtyard. He found a massive fern that was sprouting out of the ground at the corner of the stable and sat down directly on top of it.

      He squashed it with his hulking mass, but the persistent plant still curled up around him, creating a sort of green nest. Once he was content, Pegasus shifted his attention to Angelique and flared his nostrils at her.

      Angelique rushed across the courtyard and almost threw herself on the large constellation. She flung an arm over his withers and pressed her face into his neck, taking comfort in the heat he radiated.

      Snuggling with Pegasus was an experience of comfort and warmth. She didn’t do it often—something in her said she shouldn’t presume to cuddle a constellation at all, but it was too nice to completely deny herself.

      “Thanks, Pegasus.”

      Pegasus snorted, and between the faint flickers of his mane and the steady whoosh of his breath, he seemed to fill the empty city.

      Angelique’s eyes slowly drifted shut, and she relaxed as she finally drifted off to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      An explosion of magic knocked Angelique from her dreamless sleep.

      She snorted and poked her head up from the comfortable cradle of constellation and fern. “What? Who?”

      Her thoughts rattled around her head—there’d been something familiar about that magic, but she hadn’t awakened quite fast enough to catch the full feel of it.

      Pegasus lifted his head high and snorted, testing the air.

      Angelique rubbed her eyes and groaned. She started to stand, reluctantly peeling herself off Pegasus, when a wave of magic shoved her to her knees.

      This was a different sort of magic. It was fainter but demanding in its presence and as pure as the deepest springs of water.

      This magic she recognized—not because she was intimately familiar with it, but because Themerysaldi’s magic was so unmistakable.

      “It seems Quinn broke the curse.” Angelique finally managed to stand. “That didn’t take long at all.” She rolled her neck and massaged her stiff muscles then went cross-eyed when a snowflake landed on the tip of her nose.

      The courtyard and city had a light dusting of the stuff, but none of it had fallen on her or Pegasus due to the overhang of the stable.

      It was colder, but she didn’t feel it—the heat charm in her dress had automatically activated while she slept, and splaying out on Pegasus was like sleeping with an oven anyway.

      Behind her, Pegasus scrambled to his feet and shook like a dog.

      Angelique rested an arm on his back as she shook off the cobwebs sleep left in her mind. “Wait, that means the elves are free? That’s marvelous!” Angelique laughed and flung her arms around Pegasus’ neck, hopping in place a little as she gleefully hugged him. “This is the best news we’ve gotten in a long time! I’m happy for them—but this is the best news for the continent we’ve gotten since we found out the mirror had been stolen from Verglas! The elves are free!”

      Angelique twirled in a dizzying circle—her glee making her light hearted.

      For years, the continent had been dealt a terrible hand—so many losses, with Angelique and the royals of the nations scrambling to maintain their lands.

      But now…the elves are free! Angelique sagged against Pegasus with her relief.

      He nosed her side.

      “Even if Themerysaldi can’t help me with Evariste, the return of the elves changes the tides in this battle.” Angelique shut her eyes as she felt some of the weight she’d been carrying for years slip off her shoulders. “Having them join our forces will give us a magical fighting force—something we’ve lacked since the Veneno Conclave has turned chicken. Even if we have to wait a few months for the elves to recover, this is a major win for us. Prince Severin and the others are going to be delighted!”

      Pegasus didn’t seem entirely convinced, but he stayed where he was, letting Angelique lean against him.

      “At least the elf curse didn’t involve true love or love’s first kiss.” Angelique shivered in revulsion. “I’m so sick of those counter-curses, I could tear my hair out. That’s been the pattern for almost this entire time. Although now that I think of it, based on the timeline of when the elves disappeared, their curse was probably the first one cast.”

      Angelique had gone to Themerysaldi as soon as she had confirmed Evariste really was taken. It was a few weeks after the initial attack—because Evariste had shoved her through a portal in the house’s sitting room that opened up in the snowy country of Verglas and shut the gate behind her, which meant she had to travel back across the continent to reach the cottage again.

      But Prince Severin was the first official curse Angelique had personally witnessed, and he hadn’t been cursed until after the Veneno Conclave had thoroughly investigated the attack and Evariste’s disappearance. And his curse was the first of many that Angelique had found had a weakness against true love counter-curses.

      It seems like there is something important about that…

      Pegasus pricked his ears, stirring Angelique. “What is it?”

      He turned his head to Alabaster Forest.

      Curious, Angelique looked with him and was able to pick up the faint thud of pounding hooves.

      “Must be a messenger sent to tell me,” Angelique predicted. She rubbed her hands together in anticipation. “I should send word to Clovicus and Prince Severin—we finally have hope again!”

      The hoofbeats grew louder, until a creature emerged from the woods.

      It was huge—roughly the size of Pegasus—and it was something of a cross between a stag and a horse.

      It possessed the noble face and delicate build of a deer, but its body was more equine, and its coat was fuzzy warm fur not unlike a wolf’s. It was black with white socks and gray swirls of magic that moved across its neck, shoulders, and rump.

      Angelique recognized it as one of King Themerysaldi’s unusual, magical mounts. She squinted at its back, and sure enough, both the Elf King and Quinn were perched there.

      “Angelique!” Themerysaldi shouted, breaking the muffled silence the lightly falling snow created.

      His odd mount slowed from a canter to a trot as they entered the edges of Sideralis. “Angelique!”

      Angelique grinned as the pair rode closer. “I know, I know. Your curse is broken.” She brushed some snow off her shoulders. “It woke me out of a dead sleep when it shattered. Congratulations!”

      She was about to offer to set off some celebratory fireworks or lights or something when she finally recognized that the joyous occasion did not match Themerysaldi’s tense posture.

      He slithered off his mount, his shoulders tight as he ran a hand through his hair. Emotions flashed across his face like quicksilver now that it was no longer covered by that stupid mask the curse had put him in.

      “No—I mean, yes. Thanks.” He furrowed his eyebrows and shook his head like an unruly stallion. “But that’s not why I’m here.”

      Angelique frowned. “Did something go poorly?” She flicked her eyes to Quinn, who was sliding off the odd mount, and studied her for any sign of injury. “…Are you well, Quinn?”

      “It’s the goblins,” Themerysaldi said. “We’re not prepared for them at all. We didn’t expect Quinn to break the curse, but she did. The Farset army isn’t in position to help us, and the wall that protected us is gone with the curse!”

      Angelique straightened, the giddiness over the broken curse leaving as it dawned on her what breaking the curse would put into motion. “But your magic is back?”

      “And terribly weakened.” Themerysaldi’s expression was troubled and stormy. “It took multiple elves to do a temporary heal on Quinn.”

      Weakened elves aren’t the best forces I’d hope for right now, but we’ll manage.

      She reached for her magic and started a mental checklist of the spells that would be most helpful against an army of goblins. “Very well. Pegasus and I will fight with your people. You’ve sent messages to King Dirth? If we can hold out long enough—”

      “Angelique.” Themerysaldi waited until she met his gaze. “We need you to use your core magic.”

      Angelique didn’t even stop to consider the absurd request. “No. That’s not an option.” She turned to face Pegasus and wondered if she was awake enough to struggle onto his back, or if she needed him to find a crate she could stand on to give her a boost.

      Themerysaldi approached her. “We will die if you don’t.”

      Angelique almost rolled her eyes at the sheer drama of it.

      We’re fighting goblins, not an army of wraiths. They’re not difficult to dispose of. Heavens know I’ve finished many of them while hoping for his royal-pain to emerge, she thought uncharitably.

      She tried to keep the scoff from her voice—he was Evariste’s closest friend, after all—but she was pretty sure it leaked through anyway. “You’re facing goblins, Your Majesty. They may have numbers, but they are stupid creatures.”

      “That doesn’t matter,” Themerysaldi said. “My generals—all my warriors are gone! The Farset army is hours away from arriving. The elves will be slaughtered if you don’t act. You are our only hope.”

      “Only hope?” Angelique whirled around, the last shreds of her good mood shattering with his empty platitudes. “Do you know how many times I have been told that over the past five years? I have worked myself to exhaustion—until I can’t even breathe. I have given everything when all I want is to find Evariste. But instead, I sacrifice my life and blood to help every blasted country on this awful continent!”

      Something akin to bitterness seethed in Angelique—she was sick of what amounted to guilt tactics. “I give and give and give. And yet you want more? It’s not enough. It’s never enough. Now you need me to use my core magic as well? You want me to sacrifice my very self!”

      “Your magic is a part of you,” said Themerysaldi—the Elf King with magic so pure and clean, it was whiter than snow.

      It was the height of hypocrisy, and it made Angelique snarl. “My magic would have me turn into a being of blood and slaughter. Every time I use it, I can feel a piece of my soul flake off, and I am that much closer to losing myself altogether and becoming a mindless murderer.”

      Predictably, Themerysaldi protested. “It’s not like that!”

      “Oh, really?” A bark of laughter escaped Angelique’s control. “Please remind me what it is you are asking me to do again? That’s right—destroy a goblin army!”

      “You are the only one who can help us.”

      Angelique scoffed at the pale words she’d heard over and over. “Yes, just as I was the only one who could help Sole stop Carabosso when King Giuseppe himself wouldn’t save his people. Just as I was the only one who could destroy the wyvern in Kozlovka, and just as I was the only one who could aid nearly every cursed royal family. I am exhausted, Themerysaldi. I have given until I have nothing left, and yet it is always I who must make the sacrifice, do more, roll up my sleeves and face one more rogue mage or curse!” Angelique planted herself, every muscle in her body tensed as she shook her head. “It is time for someone else to take the burden. I cannot.”

      Themerysaldi threw an arm wide. “There is no one else! The Veneno Conclave cannot—or will not—aid any of the countries. Yes, you have faced horrible injustices and difficulties—and not through any fault of your own but rather through the failing of the Veneno Conclave! But you have the power to save us. Will you abandon us when we need you?”

      There was enough truth in his words to make Angelique paused and rub her eyes as she thought.

      Is it really so hopeless that if I refuse to use my magic, the elves will be lost? I assume I am the easiest source of help at the moment, but it can’t truly be that bad. The elves are freed! Even without their warriors among their number, they are still a powerful people.

      Themerysaldi—proving he never knew when to keep his mouth shut—continued. “Do you think Evariste would approve of this? Of refusing to help us?”

      He dared to speak so sanctimoniously to her? When it was obvious he wasn’t inclined to help her search for his dear friend in the future?

      Angelique’s core magic bubbled to the surface, and she barely kept it in check as she let all of the hostility she was feeling for the capricious Elf King show in her eyes. “Evariste isn’t here,” she growled. “And though everyone is oh-so-eager to receive help from me, no one has helped me search for him.”

      Themerysaldi did a fair job of appearing contrite. “Angelique, we were trapped in our own woods. When this is over, we will gladly—” he tried to begin with the empty promises.

      “No, no, no,” Angelique’s hands twitched as she had to push her magic down, even though its coldness would have maybe made this whole ordeal hurt a lot less. “Let’s not bother to pretend you will actually help me if we all do indeed survive. The moment this is over, you are going to set out, intent on rescuing your precious generals and warriors.”

      Emerys had nothing to say in return, only proving Angelique’s point.

      In her cynicism, Angelique turned her back on the dratted elf. “No, instead it will again be up to me to comb the continent. Zancara, Verglas, Kozlovka, Arcainia, Farset, Sole, Erlauf, Ringsted, Torrens, Loire, and Baris. I’ve been everywhere, and yet I can’t uncover even a hint of where he is being held!”

      A moment passed in desolate silence.

      “What of Mullberg?” Quinn asked.

      Angelique straightened—she had forgotten the soldier was present. “What of it?”

      Another few moments passed before Quinn spoke again. “Have you searched Mullberg?”

      Angelique was so surprised Quinn was actually addressing the issue of searching for Evariste rather than the need to wipe out the goblins, she almost spun around to gawk at the woman. However, her magic was still sputtering deep inside her, and she wasn’t entirely sure the illusion that colored her eyes and covered up their eerie shade of silver was working. Quinn was the last person on the continent that Angelique wanted to show the shadowy undertones of her magic to. So she settled for shifting to stare at a nearby building.

      “No. I haven’t bothered,” she said. “The Veneno Conclave is located in Mullberg. No rogue mage with two intelligent thoughts in his mind would hold Master Evariste captive there. The Conclave would sense it.”

      “Are you certain?” Quinn’s voice was reluctant but calm. “The Conclave has maintained the position that it is unable to aid any countries. I would think that would include Mullberg, or there would be an outcry.”

      The thought surprised Angelique so much that she was only capable of blinking like an idiot.

      She couldn’t be right, could she? It’s the Veneno Conclave! But they were so inept as to let Carabosso escape, and they haven’t moved on much beyond that.

      “Also,” Quinn awkwardly cleared her throat. “Based on the way the Conclave has failed to stop the Chosen and the rogue magic users that you have faced off with, can you confidently say they would really go so far as to search Mullberg for him?”

      Angelique frowned hard.

      She has an unfortunate point. I assumed…but I also assumed eventually I’d get more help from the Conclave in this fight against the Chosen, and that hasn’t been true at all either.

      Quinn picked her way around Themerysaldi and stood in front of Angelique, her eyes shining with the loyalty and honor that had probably been what broke the elves’ curse. “You are right, Angelique,” she said. “You have carried many burdens that should not be yours to bear alone. You protected and guarded those in need. You have stood up for us when no other magic user has. When this is over—no matter what magic you use or do not use—I will help you search for Lord Enchanter Evariste.”

      The offer was genuine—Quinn was too honorable to lie to her. Angelique knew that even though they’d only been acquainted for a short time. Even so, she felt afraid to hope it was real. “You will?” she asked.

      Something in Quinn’s expression flickered. “I will,” she said with a firmness and a glance that dared Themerysaldi to disagree with her. “I’m afraid I’m only a soldier, but I will use everything at my disposal to help you.”

      “But can you leave Farset?” Angelique tilted her head. “King Dirth…”

      “Then I will leave the army,” Quinn said, with the same calmness one used to announce dinner was served.

      When Angelique gaped at her, Quinn offered her an understanding smile. “You have borne much, Angelique, but it seems to me you see very little of worth in yourself. Even now what you want most is to find Lord Enchanter Evariste—whom you do believe is worthy. I will help you not because your master deserves to be found or because of all the things you have done for the continent, but because you give beyond your capacity out of your desire to spare others.”

      Angelique felt as scrupulous as a rogue mage, and she shifted uncomfortably. “How can you say that when I refuse to use my core magic?”

      “We all have limits,” Quinn said. “We all have fears. Besides, it is high time that someone step in to ease your pain.” She smiled as she held out her hand.

      Angelique finally got a good look at Quinn and noticed that her shirt was spattered with bloodstains which were likely—based on the slices in her garment—from her own blood.

      Quinn had just broken the elves’ curse, been wounded, and was prepared to go face goblins, and she not only offered help to Angelique, she took the time to understand and leave the choice up to her.

      Themerysaldi doesn’t deserve her. She’s too noble, like Evariste.

      It dimly occurred to Angelique that perhaps she and Themerysaldi were more alike than she cared to admit because she hardly deserved the kindness and friendship her teacher had always showered on her as well.

      Irritatingly, the memory of Evariste made tears well up in her eyes.

      “You remind me of him—Evariste, I mean,” Angelique finally replied. “He is—like you—a true hero. Giving endlessly and offering love to those that don’t deserve it.”

      A few wayward tears escaped from her eyes, and she wanted to groan at the repeated show of emotion, but Quinn had seen her bawl her eyes out. A few tears were hardly noteworthy in comparison. She glanced at the Elf King to see his reaction.

      He, surprisingly, looked pensive, and perhaps a little repentant?

      Angelique cleared her throat and held out her hand, palm up.

      Obligingly, Pegasus dropped his muzzle into it and gently lipped her fingers.

      His reassurance was the last bit Angelique needed to set aside her misery—and anger with Themerysaldi. “I will face the goblins. But I cannot promise to use my core magic,” she said.

      She glanced from Quinn to Themerysaldi.

      Both of them nodded—Themerysaldi didn’t even look mulish or displeased about her offer.

      Pegasus lowered himself to the ground with the commanding elegance he always possessed, scattering snowflakes with a woosh of air.

      Angelique slipped onto his back and shakily re-started her mental review of appropriate spells as the long-familiar movement of Pegasus rocking to his feet shifted her forward and backward.

      “I’m sorry, Angelique,” Themerysaldi finally broke his silence as he carefully studied her. “I wouldn’t ask this of you if there was another way.”

      Angelique ignored him—she still didn’t harbor friendly feelings for him at this moment—and leaned against Pegasus’ neck. “Where are we going?”

      Themerysaldi returned to his mount, Quinn right behind him.

      Quinn stepped into his cupped hands and sprang onto the magical mount’s back. “The elves are gathering at Jasper Circle.”

      “Then let’s meet them there.” Angelique nudged Pegasus, who exploded with a burst of speed, the flames of his mane and tail dimly illuminating their path as they left Sideralis for the forest.

      Evidently, Pegasus knew where Jasper Circle was. Without any direction, he looped around the outskirts of Sideralis and headed to the border of Alabaster Forest.

      Themerysaldi and Quinn—riding the magical mount—caught up with them just as the trees thinned and became less glorious the closer they got to the human-owned part of the forest.

      Although Pegasus thundered on at a speed that whipped Angelique’s hair in the wind and made each breath feel like she was inhaling ice, the heat charm of her dress kept her from feeling the frigid cold as snow continued to fall, soft and white.

      Pegasus and Themerysaldi’s mount angled their paths, and when they hit the border, they galloped parallel to it, skimming across the border where it was easier to gallop than in the thicker elven woods.

      When they were only minutes from Jasper Circle, flickers of fire danced in the forest.

      Goblins scurried through the human woods like insects, covering every surface. They boldly scrambled across the border, cackling and screaming as they shot crude arrows at Pegasus and Themerysaldi’s mount.

      The shots went wide, of course—they were going too fast for anything as stupid as a goblin to get an accurate shot—but Angelique felt her heart sink into her gut as she huddled close to Pegasus and stared at the seemingly endless mass of goblins.

      This wasn’t a raid—or the paltry war band Angelique had been picturing.

      This was a horde.

      She saw flashes of green and gray skin, tall goblins, and goblins with huge bulging eyes.

      There are cave goblins, forest goblins, and mountain goblins here. How is that possible? They never fight together! And where have they been? I’ve been roaming these woods for weeks, and I saw no sign that this many goblins had amassed!

      Pegasus lurched away from the border, taking a worn path that was relatively clear of low hanging branches and encroaching bushes.

      Within moments, they reached Jasper Circle.

      The circle was created by a grove of the elves’ famed white trees that leaned to the side to create arches. At the center of the circle—on a slight incline—were four enormous statues of the four humans the elves had come to respect most in their history of the continent.

      The elf forces gathered next to the shrine, taking up their positions in organized groups as they readied their weapons.

      The elves looked better than they had earlier in the day. But they still wore the finery—silk robes, elegant circlets and jeweled necklaces—they’d donned for the party. None of that was going to offer them much protection from the goblins.

      What made Angelique uneasy, however, was the lack of magic.

      Although she wasn’t good at sensing individual powers, Angelique had always been able to tell that—as a people—elves brimmed with magic. Now, standing next to an army of them—she only felt the faintest flickers.

      Themerysaldi wasn’t exaggerating the direness of this situation after all, Angelique guiltily thought.

      She was starting to regret Jasper Circle’s close proximity to the border. Pegasus was fast, but he was much slower than usual when running through a forest. Given how short of a distance they were from the border, it was likely the goblins would be on them within minutes.

      Angelique slipped off Pegasus’ back and patted his neck. “As you heard, there’s going to be a fight. You had better return to the sky if you don’t want to get involved.”

      Pegasus pushed his muzzle against her temple with more force than was necessary and trotted off, moving to stand behind the elven troops—who gave him a wide berth even in the hustle of their preparations.

      Angelique studied the elves and wondered where she should begin when she felt the faint beckon of magic. It tugged her through one of the white arches of Jasper circle and led her up to the four statues.

      They were larger than life with each standing approximately ten feet tall.

      Angelique was drawn to the one statue she knew most about—the one dedicated to Princess Rakel of Verglas, affectionally called the Snow Queen by most of the continent, and revered by magic users as the first enchantress.

      The Snow Queen’s statue depicted her in a thick dress etched with snowflakes and a fur collar that had been so painstakingly carved, it looked real. The artist had sculpted the Snow Queen’s hair into an elaborate braid, and the expression on her face was a quiet and serene smile.

      Given how long-lived elves were, the statue was the best record of what Princess Rakel actually looked like because there was a good chance her sculptor had been alive when she walked Verglas hundreds of years ago.

      As an apprentice, Angelique had always liked visiting the circle—the Snow Queen appeared so serene and kind, and she made Angelique proud to have magic.

      But now, as Angelique brushed the statue’s skirts with her finger tips, she wished the Snow Queen was still here—or that someone with her strength of character was.

      Stil, Prince Severin, and several others had once told Angelique they thought she was the Snow Queen of their generation.

      Standing at the base of this statue, Angelique felt their belief made a mockery of the Snow Queen and just how good and pure she had been.

      “That’s the Snow Queen,” Themerysaldi called. Apparently he had decided to never miss an opportunity to annoy Angelique today. “The first enchantress of the continent.”

      His observation broke the hold the faint magic of Jasper Circle had on Angelique. She yanked her hand back and flexed her fingers. “I know.”

      Themerysaldi opened his mouth to say something more, but Quinn slipped off his mount. “Never mind that!” She angled her head to shout to the elves, “Incoming! They’re right behind us!”

      Themerysaldi snapped on a serious expression as he shed his fancy over-robe so he could move freely in a tunic. He took a sword from one of his men. “To your posts!” he roared.

      He marched up and down the lines the elves had formed, murmuring to his people and giving orders. Quinn followed in his trail, leaving Angelique alone.

      Angelique glanced at the Snow Queen’s statue one last time before she left Jasper Circle.

      She started funneling her magic, twisting it into spells.

      If I work fast enough, I can throw out some traps and down the front lines. That will slow the goblins, and the longer we can delay their collision with our forces, the longer the elves will have to shoot them down.

      Angelique tapped her fingers against her chin as she studied the open stretch of land in front of the elves—who were pressed against the trees for cover.

      At least one hole. Maybe an ice field, too.

      She started shaping the spells and fought to stave off the weighty impression that this wasn’t going to be enough.

      She hesitated, holding an ice spell in her hands, and glanced at the closest elf.

      The elf hurriedly tied up the long sleeves of her dress with shaking fingers, then counted her arrows.

      All elves were taught basic combat and archery skills, but if Angelique wasn’t mistaken, the blonde-haired elf was the thoughtful handmaiden that had served Angelique tea—just the way she liked it—during her afternoon with Themerysaldi and Quinn.

      She’s not a warrior. She won’t survive this.

      Angelique swallowed, the thundering of her heart punctuated by the throbbing drums the goblins beat on as they marched closer and closer.

      Angelique’s gaze flickered past the handmaiden to the other elves around her.

      It was the same everywhere. Their eyes were glazed in fear, and their fingers shook as they tried to roll up their clothes and prepare for a battle they hadn’t been trained for. A few tried to use tiny flickers of magic, but they were so weak, it slipped between their fingers.

      Themerysaldi is right. They will die.

      Bobbing torches poked through the trees, and the goblin’s cackling laughter and shouts created a cacophony eclipsed only by the battering of their drums.

      The line of torches extended farther up and down through the trees than Angelique could reasonably see.

      How many are here? If I use spells, how many can I reasonably take down or stop?

      She had a bad feeling that—if she wanted to prevent the total annihilation of the elves—the answer was not nearly enough.

      Angelique clinically stared at the churning goblin forces. I’m faster and more capable than I used to be, but I have no hope of slinging enough spells to make a dent in these forces. If I use my core magic, just how many could I take down?

      The thought made her lungs freeze, but it was inescapable: her magic was made for war.

      Her stomach churned, and while she didn’t entirely stomp the thought down, she pushed it aside as she reluctantly moved to join Quinn, who was standing with a line of archers.

      Angelique narrowed her eyes and tried to better estimate how many goblins marched through the forest. “This is impossible.” She shook her hair out, getting rid of the snow that had coated the locks. “How could the Chosen control this many goblins? Who has this kind of power?”

      Themerysaldi had returned to Quinn’s other side, and he stared out at the goblins with a flinty frown. “I don’t know. But it seems they’ve been planning this for a long time.”

      A long time…that seems to be a pattern with the Chosen. They’ve been preparing for centuries, and we’re always ten steps behind them. What other foul tricks have they prepared?

      Lady Alastryn stood in front of a line of archers and hefted her bow. “We fight as one!”

      Angelique was faintly aware of Themerysaldi and Quinn arguing—the Elf King wanted her to flee because of her injury.

      But Angelique focused on the line of goblins. She was still on the brink of indecision.

      Save everyone and use her core magic—which she knew she didn’t have full control over—or return to building her pitiful ice spell.

      Guilt and concern swirled in her—if she lost herself to her magic, could Themerysaldi stop her?

      Or perhaps, the real question is do I have the strength to stop myself? Because I’ve never fought on this scale before.

      She watched as the first line of goblins broke through the trees, and she knew her answer.
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      Sighing, Angelique dropped the ice spell. “Every time.”

      Quinn had an arrow nocked in her bow and a goblin in her sights. “Pardon?”

      “Every time I reach the end of my strength, I realize I don’t have a choice.” Angelique hopelessly stared at the goblins—not discouraged by their numbers, but knowing this battle was going to be irrefutable evidence of what she was. And unfortunately, the one person who had shown her the most kindness she had experienced in years was going to witness it.

      Angelique rubbed the back of her neck. “I can’t let innocents die and walk away, even if I pay the price with my soul.” She offered Quinn a tight smile. “Thank you for your kindness, Quinn. I do hope this doesn’t change what you think of me, but if it does…I will understand.”

      Angelique stepped away from the line of archers and felt the weight of her magic as it greedily flowed around her, tugging on her clothes and weaving through her hair, anxious to be used. Longing for it.

      She swallowed, or tried to; her spit lodged in her throat halfway down.

      “Angelique?” Themerysaldi called out to her.

      Angelique considered several various rude gestures before settling on swatting her hand at the concerned monarch—even though he’d badly botched asking her for help, he hadn’t been wrong. “You’re getting your wish, Your Majesty,” she said, using the title as a shield of sorts. “Tell your people to stand down.”

      She didn’t want to risk turning back and seeing the elves’ fright or Quinn’s concern, so she watched the goblins’ torches twinkle in the darkness of the night and cast orange hues on the gathering snow.

      Reluctantly, Angelique released the illusion spell that made her appearance more acceptable, casting it off with a casual toss of the hand.

      I don’t know how difficult this battle is going to be, and I can’t risk losing my concentration over an illusion spell.

      She felt the illusions drop, making her taller, her facial features more angular, and letting her eyes settle into their true hue of silver.

      The second line of goblins had cleared the trees by now.

      Together, the two lines rushed across the meadow, souring the air with their terrible scent of rot and screaming so loudly, it made Angelique’s ears ring.

      With narrowed eyes, Angelique was able to confirm her observation: green-skinned forest goblins scampered around the feet of the taller, gangly, mountain goblins. The cave goblins—most numerous and most stupid—shambled through the meadow with milky eyes glazed with bloodlust as they stumbled over each other.

      The presence of all three kinds of goblins was another indication of the Chosen’s meddling. Goblins usually only operated in small packs, and they never intermingled or cooperated with their cousins.

      Fear prodded the back of Angelique’s throat as she stared the goblins down.

      If the Chosen can control goblins in this way, what else can they do?

      Before the fear could take over, Angelique’s cold and painfully sharp magic cut through her, as frigid as ice in its desire to be used.

      An over-eager goblin shot off an arrow that fell short of Angelique.

      She glanced down at the arrow as she unraveled her core magic, struggling to keep a death grip on it while gathering enough to confront the vast army facing her down.

      I hope this works.

      Angelique’s knees, hidden by her dress, shook, and her palms were clammy as she held her magic steady, letting more and more goblins pour into the area.

      A few more goblins released arrows—one coming so close to Angelique’s cheek, it whistled as it shot past.

      Angelique held her ground with her sharp, prickly magic at her back while the din of the goblins’ cackles and the steady thrum of their drums grew so loud, she could feel the noise in her bones.

      The front line—made up almost entirely of tall mountain goblins—was nearly on her.

      She felt horribly alone, but she didn’t allow herself to take a step back as they bore down on her.

      The goblin directly in front of Angelique threw a spear at her, aiming for her heart.

      Angelique raised a hand and released the smallest bit of her magic. It caught the spear midair and kept it there, hovering within an arm’s reach.

      The goblins directly in front of Angelique slowed down to squint at the spear. They must have recognized the work of magic because they turned on their heels and tried to flee.

      The rest of the horde hadn’t paused, however, so they trampled the terrified few as they converged on Angelique.

      Angelique’s heart pounded faster as she loosened her core magic. She raised her arms and stretched out her fingers as she directed her silvery magic so it spread out over the goblins, in a glittery veil, converging on their weapons.

      Angelique felt each individual weapon that her magic wrapped around and consumed.

      Every blade, club accented with spikes, and arrow was a pinprick in her mind, filling her consciousness like a prickly sea. It was an odd sensation, to have her consciousness covering an entire area. Each weapon her magic covered brought back a zap of feedback, and Angelique soon knew the count of every armament in the goblin army from general numbers all the way down to the specific weight of individual spears.

      Slowly, each weapon pulled free of the goblin that wielded it and rose into the air. Arrows, crude knives, spears, rough swords, clubs studded with nails—every—goblin weapon hung above the army. Some of the knives cut themselves free of belts and pouches, and the arrows rose from quivers in thick bundles.

      The area was so cluttered with weapons and dusted with the glowing silver of Angelique’s magic, it was hard for her to see much of the army, but she felt how far back her magic prowled, asserting authority over everything with an edge.

      Briefly, Angelique’s lower lip trembled as she realized just how big the goblin horde was and just how much magic she was using.

      There was so much. Her magic drifted farther than her eyes could see, past layers and layers of trees all the way to the last goblins bringing up the rearguard.

      And still her magic tugged at her, rubbing around her ankles and swimming in her chest, slowly spreading cold through her body.

      More. It wanted more!

      Angelique stiffened her spine, forced her chin up and kept her eyes open as she raised the weapons higher and higher. She wouldn’t falter in fear of the goblins…or in fear of her own magic.

      The goblins stopped their forward progress. Some—like the cave goblins—screamed in anger as they hopped up and down, trying to grab their weapons. A tiny percentage of the goblins huddled low to the ground and suspiciously peered up at their confiscated blades.

      They pounded the drums with extra force, as if that could make the weapons return. But Angelique could barely hear it above the buzzing in her brain caused by the feedback from all the connection points her magic had forged in engulfing the weapons.

      When the weapons had reached roughly the height of a two-story house, even the dumbest cave goblin seemed to realize they were beyond their grasp.

      The forest turned eerily quiet, and the goblins gaped up at their hovering weapons with fear.

      It had been theorized that she could defeat an army by herself, but she had always refused to test the guess. It had been a final hold out—a possibility that just maybe she wasn’t the powerful monster made for bloodshed that all her instructors claimed she was.

      Even though her foe was goblins, she took no pleasure in killing them and no pleasure in the vast strength of her all-consuming magic.

      She was glad to save the elves, but she knew in her heart this was the end of an era, the end of her innocence.

      Angelique dropped her arms, feeling defeated.

      “So may it end,” Angelique whispered.

      She triggered her magic, which dropped the weapons with pinpoint precision on the army, tearing the goblins to shreds in their messy formations.

      Goblins gurgled and shrieked, but that single use of her magic had wiped out more than half of their immense army.

      The goblins that were able to flee turned on their heels and ran, but they were too late.

      Angelique sent out a pulse of her core magic, and again all bladed and pointed weapons—no matter their size or material—rose into the air.

      The coolness of her magic and the way it eagerly wrapped around her fingers was intoxicating.

      It took only the smallest flick, and her responsive powers dropped the weapons again, slaughtering more of the goblin troops.

      With her magic crashing across the battlefield, no goblin escaped. Angelique swept the area, her power splashing farther and farther as it searched for more goblins.

      When she had successfully slain the entire army, Angelique cut off her magic.

      It fought her for a moment, desperately sinking its cool, powerful sensation deep into her bones.

      Angelique forcibly peeled it off, then paused.

      Her mind had settled as her awareness of all the goblin weapons had faded.

      She nodded in acceptance and took a step back, intending to turn around to face the elves, when her price slammed into her gut, making her stomach flip.

      Instantly, she fell to her knees and painfully retched, her entire body shaking at the strength of it.

      Every mage had a price or a limit on their magic.

      Limits were limitations in the operation of the magic—rules that one had to follow. Evariste had a limit—he couldn’t open a gate in an area that had been desecrated by black magic.

      Angelique had a price—a cost she paid every time she used an extensive amount of magic. For her, it was an intense, awful sickness that made her terribly weak and open to attack.

      The sickness didn’t last as long as it had the first few times she used great amounts of her core magic, but it was still just as painful, and it was awful enough to throw her to her knees and drive her to the limits of her strength.

      “Angelique!”

      Angelique’s second retch jolted her entire body and made her cough and cry once it had briefly subsided. It was so hot, so nauseating that Angelique could barely tell upside down from right-side up.

      When someone crouched at her side, it took a soft hand on her shoulder for Angelique to realize it was Quinn.

      “I hate this,” Angelique panted. “I hate my magic.”

      Quinn rubbed Angelique’s back. “Thank you for…saving…us.”

      “Quinn?” Themerysaldi’s voice punctured the haze of sickness that clouded Angelique’s mind.

      Angelique registered the blonde solider had tipped over and collapsed on the ground moments before another spasm in her stomach made her retch.

      “Quinn!” Themerysaldi shouted. “She reopened her shoulder injury!”

      “Anyone with a scrap of magic—you are needed!” Lady Alastryn bellowed in a voice that was very un-Lady Alastryn-like.

      Angelique dug her fingers into the snow as she tried to hold on—as if she could forcibly repel the nausea that ebbed through her.

      She was shocked when she felt Themerysaldi place a hand on her back. “Angelique needs help as well! Do we have any healing tonics or draughts?”

      “I’ll be fine.” Angelique clutched her stomach, groaned, then retched again, her throat burning as it felt like something gnawed on her innards.

      “That’s hardly convincing,” Lady Alastryn drawled as she crouched next to Angelique.

      Angelique squeezed her eyes shut. “My price,” she got out. “It’ll go away. Check Quinn.”

      “Should we move them?” Themerysaldi asked, his voice crusty with worry. “Is it safe?” He sounded so unsure, Angelique peeled an eye open to confirm it really was Themerysaldi—the smug, rude king of the elves—and not an illusion that didn’t know the Elf King’s personality.

      “Apply pressure to Quinn’s wound,” Alastryn instructed as she pressed a bundle of cloth to Quinn’s shoulder, then forcibly moved Themerysaldi’s hands to push against it. The sharp-eyed elf woman glanced at Angelique. “How are you, Lady Enchantress?”

      Angelique dimly watched groups of elves scout through the fallen goblin forces as her skin turned clammy. “Dying, I think.”

      “What?” Themerysaldi yelped.

      Angelique raised her eyebrows in disgust. “I was kidding, obviously. Idiot. Though I must say I’m touched you’re at all concerned.” She bit off the rest of her response and deeply regretted her sarcasm when her stomach rolled.

      “Is she feverish?” Themerysaldi asked, his annoying voice able to pierce the haze of Angelique’s nausea. “Alastryn, check and see if Angelique is feverish.”

      “Just focus on Quinn,” Angelique snarled.

      Alastryn ignored Themerysaldi and set her cool hand against Angelique’s forehead as she shouted. “Who has any magic? There must be someone!”

      “I used everything I had when we healed Quinn the first time,” someone replied.

      “I did as well,” said another worried voice.

      The pain dulled enough that Angelique was able to unhunch her shoulders and glance at Quinn.

      The soldier was white as the fallen snow and cradled in Themerysaldi’s lap as the Elf King pressed the cloth to her shoulder.

      She looks terrible.

      Sweat dripped down the back of Angelique’s neck, and she could feel the uncomfortable stretching sensation in her stomach that hinted another round of retching would soon be on her.

      Angelique hastily threw together the most slap-dash healing spell she’d ever made and slapped it on Quinn.

      “Slow-burn healing spell,” Angelique panted. “Should help—”

      She broke off in another retch, choking as she had nothing more in her stomach to bring up.

      “Thank you.” The relief in Themerysaldi’s voice was stark. “Thank you,” he repeated.

      Angelique grunted and considered shoveling a handful of snow into her mouth.

      “Lady Enchantress, how long will you be sick?” Lady Alastryn asked.

      “Varies,” Angelique managed to say as she started shivering. The pain in her guts was almost gone, and the shaky feeling her price usually left behind was starting to invade her bones—which was a little confusing.

      The first time Angelique had used her war magic, she’d been bedridden for days. But since then, it seemed like every time she used enough of her powers to set off her price, the amount of time she’d been sick had rapidly decreased.

      I’m not sure if that’s a good thing or a bad thing.

      Her stomach rolled again, and a whimper escaped her throat. “I just want to sleep,” she muttered.

      “What is—oh.” Alastryn’s hand disappeared from Angelique’s back, and for one horrible moment, Angelique felt only cold and miserable.

      And then a warm, comfortable, and familiar presence settled at her side.

      Pegasus.

      Angelique didn’t even have to open her eyes. She inched her way over to the constellation like a worm and wriggled onto his back.

      When Pegasus started to stand, Alastryn again placed a hand on Angelique’s back. “Rest, Lady Enchantress. We will accompany you back to Sideralis and see you to your quarters.”

      One last retch rocked through Angelique’s body, making her curl on Pegasus’ back. When it left, Angelique pressed her cheek against Pegasus’ neck, her teeth chattering as she tried to soak up his warmth.

      “Thank you, Pegasus,” she whispered.

      Pegasus snorted, a movement that made all the muscles in his body ripple, then started to walk.

      Angelique opened her eyes and almost smiled at him—until her eyes landed on the carnage she and her magic had wreaked upon the goblins.

      The metallic scent of blood combined with the regular rot-like scent of goblins was enough to make Angelique’s innards clench again.

      She moaned, then turned and pressed her face into Pegasus’ mane.

      But as the constellation left the battlefield, one shining thought crept through Angelique’s mind.

      I thought slaying an entire army—spilling blood like this—would ruin my soul…but I don’t feel any different. Is that because I’m already so twisted I can’t sense the change, or because I’ll just slowly lose myself more and more as I come to use my magic? Or…maybe…was I wrong?
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      By the time Angelique and the elves made their way back to Sideralis, Angelique was feeling better.

      Her stomach was still rolling, but the gnawing ache of her intestines had faded entirely, and she was fairly certain she no longer had to fear being sick.

      Angelique slipped off Pegasus’ back, staggering when she hit the ground.

      “Hold her.” Themerysaldi’s voice was tight with strain as he passed Quinn down to two elves, who cradled her while the king dismounted.

      Despite Angelique’s slow-burn healing spell, Quinn was still deadly pale, and she hadn’t stirred on the ride back.

      “I have a craftmage potion!” Alastryn—elegant and always poised—grabbed her skirts with one hand and hitched them up past her ankles as she ran across the snowy courtyard, clutching two bottles of colorful liquid.

      Themerysaldi took Quinn back as Alastryn unscrewed one of the potion bottles and poured some of the liquid on the soldier’s shoulder.

      Elves flocked around Quinn and King Themerysaldi—their concern apparent.

      They still don’t have magic, Angelique realized as she watched the king carefully start walking across the courtyard, heading for his castle. Or they would have used healing magic—even if they had just a spark of it.

      Angelique pressed her lips in a grim line.

      The elves being freed from their curse was still the best event the continent could have hoped for, but she was coming to realize that they were still paying a terrible price for their curse, and it was going to be a while before they were in fighting condition.

      “Lady Enchantress?”

      Angelique blinked and rested her hand on Pegasus’ neck as the kind elf maiden that had served her tea—the one she’d seen on the battlefield—trotted through the swirling chaos of the courtyard, carrying a corked glass bottle that contained an amber liquid. She dodged a group of returning elves that clattered into the castle courtyard on horseback, ducked around an elf carrying bandages that was scurrying after Themerysaldi, and flitted past a pair of elves that were carefully refilling empty arrow quivers.

      “Here, please drink this.” The elf maiden bowed her head and held out the bottle. “This is a ginger-based tonic—it should help your stomach.”

      “Thank you.” Angelique took the bottle and glanced back at Themerysaldi—who was carefully holding Quinn.

      “What else can I get you?” the elf maiden asked. “Do you wish for refreshments?”

      Angelique uncorked the bottle and took a swig of the brew—grateful the sharp taste of ginger washed away the rancid aftertaste of her price. “I’m fine—but thank you for thinking of me.” Angelique offered the elf maiden a smile, then slowly followed Themerysaldi, stopping every few feet to take another slug of the ginger drink—which settled her stomach the more she drank.

      “Has anyone recovered enough to make a healing spell?” Themerysaldi asked as he carried Quinn up the steps and into the eaves of the castle.

      “Not that I’ve found, but I’ll put another call out,” Alastryn grimly asked. “Where are you taking her?”

      “To my bedroom.”

      “Understood. I’ll see what other supplies we have—but I fear we’ve almost entirely run out of potions since we’ve been unable to restore our supplies.” Alastryn swiveled around and dashed up a different hallway.

      Angelique silently followed behind the king as he tensely asked the retinue of elves chasing after him for additional supplies.

      By the time he reached the room, only Angelique, the unconscious Quinn, and Themerysaldi remained.

      He settled Quinn in his bed, carefully easing her down on the silken sheets as he took care not to jar her injured shoulder.

      It took Angelique a few moments to recognize the hardened expression on the Elf King’s face as fright—his fingers were almost white with strain as he yanked blankets up around Quinn. The creases around the corners of his eyes were deep.

      He’s worried.

      Angelique finished off her ginger drink and was feeling remarkably better—well enough, in fact, to be snarky. “Hold this.” She chucked the empty bottle at the Elf King, then gracelessly plopped down on his bed and dragged herself across the covers so she sat next to Quinn.

      When the Elf King wordlessly held the bottle, turning it endlessly over in his hands instead of saying something sarcastic and annoying as she had expected, Angelique knew without a shadow of a doubt that the proud Themerysaldi had lost his heart to Quinn.

      Angelique gathered a silvery healing spell at her fingertips—this one stronger than the patch-job she’d done out on the battlefield—and slowly poured the magic onto Quinn’s shoulder. “She’s going to heal just fine.”

      “She doesn’t look fine,” Themerysaldi prowled up and down the length of the bed like a caged wolf.

      “It’s because she lost a lot of blood,” Angelique said. “Even magic can’t instantly replenish blood.” She waited just long enough for her magic to take hold before she gestured for the king to join her. “See? Her wound is already scabbed over and is closed up. She’s breathing easier. I’ll apply a few more healing spells, but by tomorrow afternoon, she’ll only have a few aches and stiffness left. As long as you don’t let her run outside for target practice for a few days, that is.”

      Themerysaldi collapsed into an ornately carved wooden chair. He covered his eyes with his arm and clutched the empty bottle as tension visibly drained from his previously stiff frame. “Thank you, Angelique.”

      Angelique glanced at him as she spun a little more of her deadly core magic into a warm healing spell. “Of course.”

      She worked in silence for a few moments, and just as she wondered if she ought to ask the Elf King if he needed a healing spell—or at least a cup of tea—elves swarmed the room.

      “Please allow us to assist you, Lady Enchantress.” Two elves—a male bearing a steaming tub of water and a female carrying bandages and towels—scurried up to the bed.

      “Thank you.” Angelique looked up from Quinn’s shoulder just long enough to smile at them. “Another minute, and I’ll have her shoulder healed enough that you can clean her wound and wrap it.”

      An elf dressed in leather jerkins and bearing a bow slipped into the room, stopped just short of Themerysaldi’s chair, and bowed.

      “We have reports from the scouts,” she said. “Three packs of goblins had peeled off from the main army and started marching north—to the Farset capital, Navia, it is assumed—before the rest of the forces attacked us. Those packs are still moving north, but an alarm has already been raised in Navia. It seems the red rider and her horses are being sent out.”

      Themerysaldi stood up and tapped the empty bottle on his thigh. “I think the humans will be able to take care of those forces, but send scouts to observe and help if necessary—and tell Cynbryn I’m sending him as an official envoy to King Dirth and Queen Orsina to explain what has happened.”

      “Is that necessary?” The jerkin-wearing elf asked. “A number of important human officials were cursed with us—since the curse was broken, I imagine they will explain the situation. They were leaving for Navia when we elves left Brandy Crest to fight the goblins.”

      “Perhaps, but given that the King’s twelve daughters were all cursed with us, I’d like to clean up any misunderstandings before they can form rather than let them fester,” Themerysaldi grimly said.

      Smart. I know who I’m going to vote for to deal with all the stupid politicking in the alliance in the future. Hopefully it will annoy him, too!

      Angelique stepped back and shook her hand out. “There—you can get started cleaning her wound. I’ll place another slow-burn healing spell on her once you finish.”

      “Yes, Lady Enchantress!” The female elf dipped a soft cloth in the warm water and began to dab at the sticky blood on Quinn’s shoulder.

      The male elf offered Angelique a hot, moist towel to wipe her hands on. She took it and gratefully cleaned her hands as she turned around to watch Themerysaldi and his scout.

      “What other forces are near Alabaster Forest?” Themerysaldi asked. “Any wraiths or trolls?”

      The scout shook her head. “No. But there is a second goblin army to the south—almost as large as the force Lady Angelique conquered.”

      Themerysaldi narrowed his eyes. “We’ll have to gather a defensive force and ride out to fight them. Using ambush tactics, we should be able to pick off some of the forces before they reach us.”

      The scout fidgeted nervously. “And what, then, after they reach us?”

      Themerysaldi set Angelique’s empty bottle on a wooden dresser that was carved with an ivy design. “Then we hope that the red rider and the human forces can come south fast enough to help us. Begin preparing our force—”

      “That won’t be necessary.” Angelique smoothed her skirts—more to sooth herself than because she at all cared about how she looked at the moment. “I’ll take care of the goblin forces.”

      Themerysaldi flicked his dark eyes in her direction and inspected her from head to toe. “Can you wield that much magic so soon after already using such force?”

      Angelique shrugged. “My price is uncomfortable to experience, but once I pay it, I recover quickly. Besides—do we really have a choice?”

      Themerysaldi mashed his lips together, then nodded. “I thank you, Lady Enchantress Angelique. The elves will owe you a great debt for your aid this evening, and you will be marked as an elf-friend of the highest caliber.”

      “Thank you.” Angelique barely refrained from pointing out how much of this drama could have been spared if he hadn’t been such a pest about criticizing her during her years of apprenticeship to Evariste and had named her an elf-friend years ago.

      Angelique glanced back at Quinn—the two elves were judiciously wrapping her shoulder. This is it, I guess. I may as well ride out and kill some more. Alone. Again.

      She sucked in a breath of air and prepared to duck out of the room when Themerysaldi got in the way and stood in the doorframe, talking to the scout.

      “Gather a small band of archers—the best we have here in Sideralis,” Themerysaldi said. “Tell the stables to prepare fresh horses—we’ll ride out with the Lady Enchantress.”

      “Yes, Your Majesty.” The scout bowed and slipped around the Elf King, darting out of view.

      Angelique stared dumbly at Themerysaldi. “You’re sending elves to come with me?”

      Themerysaldi stalked up to the bedside and studied the unconscious Quinn with an intensity that furrowed his brows. “Of course. We’re not going to send you off by yourself. And I’d be a shoddy king if I didn’t at least try to help you.”

      “You’re coming with me?” Angelique asked.

      Themerysaldi looked away from Quinn just long enough to scoff. “Obviously.”

      “What about Quinn?”

      Themerysaldi grimaced. “While I would prefer to stay with her, there is little point at the moment as my magic hasn’t recovered enough for me to perform even the most basic healing spell.” He narrowed his eyes as he studied Quinn—she was still pale, but Angelique thought a touch of her color might have returned.

      “Besides,” Themerysaldi continued. He gently brushed a loose lock of hair off Quinn’s forehead. “I have the suspicion that if Quinn awoke and found out I shirked out on my responsibilities and stayed here, she’d thump me—after recruiting Alastryn for aid.”

      His observation was so unexpected—but so correct—a startled puff of laughter escaped Angelique. “Very well,” she said. “In that case, please lead the way, King Themerysaldi.” The scant moment of humor left her as her smile faded away. “We’d best ride out to the fight—or the goblins will soon be upon us.”
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        * * *

      

      Angelique stood in the shadows of the forest. She had no idea what time of night it was—the human half of the woods had towering evergreen trees that blocked out the sky. The only light she had to see by were the glowing flames of Pegasus’ mane and tail.

      The constellation sniffed at a bald shrub and snorted at it, breathing glowing sparks.

      Angelique absently stepped on the few sparks that survived falling to the forest floor and snuffed them out—a practiced habit since she’d come to ride the magical equine—while she listened to the faint hoots and hollers of the goblins.

      “You know, this isn’t really necessary.” She glanced at Themerysaldi—who was leaning against a tree, caressing the fletching of an arrow tucked into his belt quiver. “I can march out and off the army in one go like I did earlier.” She hesitated. “Unless…you’re afraid I’ll hurt one of your people?”

      Themerysaldi snorted at her. “Considering how you’ve grown, you still have moments of great stupidity, I see.”

      “I beg your pardon?” Angelique didn’t bother to keep the snarl out of her voice.

      “You aren’t going to hurt my people,” Themerysaldi said. “You might be tempted to kick me in the shins, but you wouldn’t harm any innocents—no matter how mad I make you.” He pulled the arrow from his belt quiver and absently tested the chiseled tip. “But there’s no need to make you experience your price if we can avoid it. If we can stave off some of your sickness by carving off chunks of the goblin army and making them easier to fight, it’s worth the effort.”

      Angelique brushed a lock of her dark hair from her face. “Funny. I never pegged you as thoughtful.”

      Themerysaldi shrugged. “I’m not shy about needing help, but I know you pay a price for it. Just as it’s my duty to spare my people, it’s my responsibility to aid you as much as I can.”

      He tilted his head as he listened to the forest. “It sounds like my people have successfully separated another band of goblins and are driving them this way—about thirty of them, maybe?”

      Angelique stuck her chin out as she struggled to listen, but to her ears the goblins sounded as far away as they had previously. “Any idea how long until they’ll be within range?”

      “Several minutes,” Themerysaldi said. “They’ll have to clean up any scouts that notice the missing forces.”

      Angelique’s core magic—cool to the touch and sharp—twined around her fingertips. She impatiently flicked it away, then wiped her hands off on her skirt. “Excellent. Thank you.”

      Themerysaldi pursed his lips. “Why are you so afraid of your war magic?”

      Angelique sighed. “As annoying as you can be, King Themerysaldi, I’ve never thought you to be an idiot. Haven’t we been over this enough?”

      “Yes, but all your rebuttals are dodgy at best: your magic is suited for war and bloodshed, it’s dangerous, and so on and so forth with all kinds of drabble that sound like something a Veneno Conclave bureaucrat would rattle off.”

      “I hurt Evariste with my core magic,” Angelique reminded him.

      “Once, when you were a student, and Evariste was acting like a stupid dunce who—frankly—deserved to be stabbed, considering how sloppy he was acting,” Themerysaldi said. “But you’re too terrified of your magic for the root of your trauma to be that one incident with Evariste or even the droning of your Luxi-Domus teachers. So. Spit it out—what is it?”

      Angelique squinted at the Elf King, considering him.

      His inky black hair had a blue haze to it from the light of Pegasus’ mane, but the look on his face was a rare mesh of seriousness and curiosity.

      I’ve never been overly fond of Themerysaldi—he’s too sharp and rude. Or maybe it’s that his poor temperament is too much like mine. But I respect him. He’s powerful, and he knows what he’s doing. And as a friend of Evariste’s, I know I can trust him.

      Angelique pressed her lips together, then slowly nodded. “I don’t like what happens when I use my magic.”

      “The end result?”

      “That, too. But I was referring to the feeling of my magic itself.”

      Themerysaldi peered into the woods—looking in the direction of the goblin cackles that were slowly drawing closer. “Describe it.”

      “It’s very…eager to be used.” Angelique spread her fingers wide and watched silvery magic pool at her fingertips, even though she hadn’t pulled on her powers. “Too eager. If I lose my death grip on it, it’ll run wild.”

      “And that’s a bad thing?”

      “Yes!” Angelique shivered. “It’s so potent it feels…no…I’ve seen it consume other magic. It doesn’t fight for dominance; it overpowers and eats other magic. I fought a black mage before I came to Alabaster Forest, and my magic almost swallowed him whole.”

      “Hmm.” Themerysaldi nodded slowly, his eyebrows twitching as he thought.

      He’s actually thinking about it.

      Something in Angelique loosened at the realization. So many times Evariste or Sybilla had swatted off her concerns as silly. But Themerysaldi had listened and was actually considering Angelique’s fears.

      There was something about it—that he hadn’t bothered to minimize her worries—that made Angelique feel better.

      It felt almost disloyal to even think that (Evariste had done so much for her), but it seemed to Angelique he was so certain in her magic that he didn’t listen to her.

      “This happens all the time, or only in specific situations?” Themerysaldi asked, interrupting her thoughts.

      “All the—” Angelique paused when Pegasus sucked a lock of her hair into his mouth and pulled just hard enough that she felt pressure on her scalp. “Well, whenever I use my core magic, which is only when I fight.”

      “Ahhh. That is an important distinction,” Themerysaldi said, “and one that explains a lot.”

      Angelique furrowed her brow. “In what way?”

      “Because when you fight, you face—what were some of the enemies you told me about? A basilisk, a wyvern, black mages? Goblins too, obviously. It doesn’t matter.” Themerysaldi dramatically swept a hand through the air. “The point is you are fighting evil and darkness.”

      “Yes.”

      “And that is why your magic acts so.”

      “…I’m not following your reasoning.”

      “Look. Your magic comes from your soul, right? While it’s not a sentient thing per se, given where it’s coming from, it’s going to have a flavor of you to it,” Themerysaldi said. “And you can’t stand anything evil or twisted. It’s abhorrent to you. Naturally, that’s going to mean your magic reacts stronger—perhaps almost violently so—to it as well.”

      Angelique blinked. “That seems like a large leap in logic.”

      “How? You’ve never really hurt anyone with your magic—that one incident with Evariste-the-sloppy doesn’t count,” Themerysaldi countered.

      “There’s never been a moment where I’d consider using my magic on others, so we can’t know for sure it wouldn’t react just as enthusiastically in attacking the helpless,” Angelique said.

      “Yes, we can—because you’d never harm someone like that.” Themerysaldi casually nocked an arrow in his bow and leaned back against the tree.

      “You can’t say that for certain. What if in the darkest moment I do strike out at the innocent,” Angelique argued. “We can’t know—”

      “But we can,” Themerysaldi interrupted. “Because you’ve had dark moments. You’ve practically lived in dark moments these past few years. Your master was taken; you’ve been forced to face down an assortment of evil creatures and vile magic users that normally only a seasoned enchanter would be sent after; you had to face down fellow mages and strike out from the Veneno Conclave.”

      “Never once have you turned on the innocent. Rather, you’ve doubled down on fighting against what is wrong,” Themerysaldi said. “Your magic is going to have that same kind of awful—annoying—stubbornness. And enthusiasm.” Themerysaldi peered around the trunk of the tree.

      The chunk of the goblin army that Themerysaldi’s archers had split off and driven away were visible. Mostly Angelique just saw the sputtering torches they carried—which were pinpricks of light in the smothering darkness of the forest.

      An elf stepped out of the shadows and bowed to Themerysaldi over his arm. “We have driven another group of goblin troops here, Your Majesty.”

      “I can see that, but thank you. Keep ‘em moving, and we’ll take care of it.” Themerysaldi said.

      “Yes, Your Majesty.” The elf stepped back into the shadows, disappearing.

      “Your rationale makes sense. At least it’s the most sensible explanation I’ve been told,” Angelique said.

      “About your magic? Of course, I’m right. But you don’t believe it, do you?” Themerysaldi gave her the side eye.

      “It’s not that I disbelieve you.” Angelique hesitated and stepped around a tree trunk, watching the goblins as they scrambled closer—hollering and shrieking as they charged through the underbrush. “You’ve given me a lot to think about. And what you’ve said makes more sense than any of the empty platitudes I’ve heard others say.”

      “I assume you’re referring to Evariste, which—in his defense—it would be pretty obvious you’d never hurt anyone, so he’d never think it would even be necessary to break it down for you. Annoying prodigy—most geniuses are a pain that way, you know?” Themerysaldi started to scoff, then froze.

      Judging by the brief look of pain that flashed across his face, Angelique guessed the Elf King finally remembered that Evariste was missing.

      She looked away from him, giving him a moment to grieve as she studied the goblin force. They were now close enough that their torches lit up the woods, showing that Themerysaldi’s guess of approximately thirty goblins was correct.

      I guess it’s time to act.

      “Let’s have an experiment,” Themerysaldi said abruptly.

      “Huh?” Angelique peered over her shoulder to scowl at the Elf King.

      He removed his nocked arrow from his bow and slid it back into his belt quiver. “I’ll go out there in the goblin force. You let your magic run wild—if it’s as dangerous as you say it is, it will try to harm me. If I’m right, it’ll be harmless.”

      “Are you insane?” Angelique scoffed. “Did the curse finally break that thin thread of sanity you’ve been holding onto for most of your life?”

      Themerysaldi clicked his tongue. “Temper, temper. And no—but I’m the best shot you’ve got at answering this question. I’m an elf, after all. Your magic won’t be able to keep up.”

      “Maybe, except for, oh, I don’t know—the part where you don’t have any magic!” Angelique hissed, her shoulders hunching like an angry cat.

      The goblins were almost on them, now. A few of the creatures leading the charge flicked their enormous bat-like ears—probably hearing Angelique’s raised voice.

      “I don’t have any magic, but I still have my speed and strength,” Themerysaldi pointed out.

      “I don’t care! I don’t want to be known as the Elf King slayer!”

      He smirked. “Now you’re getting a big head. Do you really think an enchantress could kill an Elf King?”

      “One that doesn’t have magic at the moment, clearly lacks intelligence, is currently doe-eyed over a human soldier, and is generally insufferable? Yes. I think one could.”

      One of the goblins left the front line—which had slowed now that the elven archers were no longer driving them—and was about two trees away from Angelique.

      I’ve run out of time. I’ll have to address these goblins before I give Themerysaldi a detailed analysis of all the reasons why his plan is stupid.

      Angelique gathered up her core magic. Whether it was because she’d used it so much over the past few hours, or because it was just that eager, it encased her body in a silvery light. She flung her magic at the goblins—heaving it like a fisherman throwing a net. But of course her magic had to be deceptive, so rather than looking as frightening as it was, it fell on the goblins like starlight, dusting them as it dripped down their bodies and pooled around their crude weapons.

      She grimaced as her magic stretched her awareness across the blades, spears, and arrows. The goblins made curious noises as they tried to brush the silvery magic off the weapons and failed.

      Ignoring their panicked yelps, Angelique yanked a finger up, and the weapons pulled free from the goblins’ grasp, hovering above their heads.

      Before the goblins had a chance to react, she twisted her magic, flinging the weapons back at the goblins, finishing them off with a frightening efficiency.

      The sour scent of bile and blood assaulted Angelique’s senses. She gritted her teeth and hefted the weapons back up in the air, repositioning them before sending the second attack at the few goblins that had survived the first.

      Angelique squeezed her eyes shut as the goblins died with gurgles. She relinquished the grip her magic had over the weapons and shivered.

      It’s done. For now.

      Her stomach twinged, but otherwise she felt no discomfort—besides the persistent nagging sensation that it shouldn’t be this easy for her. Magic shouldn’t be dangerous—

      “See? What did I tell you? I’m completely unharmed.”
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      Angelique snapped her eyes open, and she finally noticed the lone figure standing among the slaughtered goblins—King Themerysaldi the Idiot.

      “Though in standing here, I must be forced to admit that you have the aim of an elf,” Themerysaldi said. “That was exceptional all around.”

      Angelique slapped her hand on a nearby tree trunk—both to steady herself and to keep from storming out to the king. “You really are insane!” The rough bark of the barren tree dug into her palm. “Why did you do that?”

      “To prove my point,” Themerysaldi said. “You’re not going to hurt anyone, Angelique. You’re too righteous—your magic would never allow it.”

      Angelique rubbed her temples—which were tightening with a headache she was starting to suspect would plague her whenever she had to deal with the brash Elf King. “Very well—I understand. My magic isn’t dangerous.”

      “Do you really believe that, or are you just saying that so I don’t do this again?” Themerysaldi squinted at Angelique as his archers picked their way through the goblins, gathering up the torches and dosing them in piles of snow before they could start a fire.

      “It doesn’t matter,” Angelique said. “You should never walk into a mage’s spell. That’s an even more foolhardy move than what you called Evariste’s dunce-like behavior.”

      Themerysaldi shrugged. “It was a good experiment—one you can’t deny gives you proof.”

      “You’re right,” Angelique agreed to placate him. “I will be sure to meditate on it later. When I’m not slaughtering goblins.”

      “Hmmm.” Themerysaldi turned around to address his archers. “How is the main force? Have they figured out our plan yet?”

      “No, Your Majesty. I’m not certain they have the necessary intelligence,” once of the archers reported.

      “They have to, don’t they?” Themerysaldi said. “Or how did they manage to muster like this? Even if the Chosen are organizing them, their cooperation for this large of a force goes against typical goblin nature.”

      Angelique relaxed a little and kicked a little snow that was drifting around the base of her tree, scattering white snowflakes across its bark.

      Hopefully Themerysaldi was through with his experiments for the night.

      She petted Pegasus’ silken neck when he came over, investigating her skirts as he sniffed for treats. Themerysaldi really is an idiot. But even he is wise enough not to pull such a stunt again.

      Except he wasn’t.

      He did it again, and again, and again. In fact, in every goblin force Angelique faced, Themerysaldi popped up in the middle of them like a large, suicidal boil.

      By the time the sun was thawing the sky to a soft blue—Angelique couldn’t tell if it had slipped over the horizon yet due to the trees, but as the sky lacked the gold, pink, and orange colors that usually accompanied a sunrise, she suspected it wasn’t yet up—Angelique was paranoid and exhausted, but satisfied she’d managed to finish off the last band of goblins.

      Sweat trickled down her back as she splayed over Pegasus’ back and glared at the idiot Elf King, who was giving a few remaining orders to his people before he joined her to ride back to Sideralis.

      Once he finished, he turned away from his people and strode up to his waiting mount—Pookie, his massive, coal-black unicorn. He glanced at Angelique before he swung up onto his mount’s back. “You look terrible.”

      Angelique puffed up with anger. “I wonder why!”

      “Did your price activate?” he asked.

      Angelique sat up and twitched her skirts into place. “No,” she admitted.

      Though I’m not sure if that’s because of the way I used my magic or because I spent most of the night watching out for your foolish neck!

      Themerysaldi nudged Pookie into a walk, leading the way back to the elven territory. “That’s a good sign—for you. It means you can manipulate your powers. I suspect the harder and faster you pull your magic, the harsher the price is. It seems that if you keep a connection with it, it delays your price at least by a little.”

      “You mean as long as I use my core magic in a steady stream, my price won’t activate?”

      “Unless you pull hard, yes.” Themerysaldi held the reins in one hand and gestured with the other. “I wish I could teach you more. But unfortunately, the way we use magic is different enough, I can’t offer more than my observations of your power.”

      Angelique shifted—Pegasus had magicked up tack for her, so she was comfortably seated in a saddle rather than being forced to cling to the constellation’s bare back. “It is helpful, still.”

      “Even though you don’t want to use your core magic? Ever?” he asked.

      Angelique nervously dug her fingers into Pegasus’ mane. “My magic still frightens me,” she said, slowly. “But I’m aware that learning more about it would prepare me for the future. So the next time a black mage tries to steal someone away right in front of me, I’ll stop them.”

      No matter how afraid Angelique was of her magic, that was something she knew in her heart. She’d find Evariste and stop the black mages—no matter what the price was.

      “Angelique…about Evariste.”

      Angelique glanced at King Themerysaldi. “What of him?”

      He directed Pookie around a tree, then met Angelique’s gaze. “I saw him after he was taken. Based on the timeline you gave earlier, I suspect it was only a day or two after.”

      All air left Angelique’s lungs. “What?”

      “Two women, a man, and a sorceress the others called Suzu brought him here to Alabaster Forest. That’s how they got through our wards—they used Evariste and his position as elf-friend .” Themerysaldi grimaced. “They also used Evariste’s magic as the power source for our curse.”

      A tingling numbness settled into Angelique’s bones. The pained throb of her heart filled her ears as she struggled to adjust to Themerysaldi’s news.

      They used Evariste’s magic? How? It must have nearly killed Evariste—he loves the elves!

      “But, how? I knew it was likely they were harvesting his magic but…can they really twist Evariste’s magic?” Angelique asked. “His core magic—his portals—won’t work in the presence of evil. They start to dismantle and shut down.”

      “They didn’t curse us with death—just to remain in the Forest and for the warriors to be banished to wander outside,” Themerysaldi said. “If they had done something more drastic, I imagine you’d be correct, and they wouldn’t be able to abuse his powers.”

      Angelique dropped all pretense of riding and let the reins slip from her numb fingers as she leaned back in the saddle and tried to process it. “You know…most of the recent curses I’ve come across haven’t been death spells or the like. Prince Severin was cursed to have the body and mind of a beast; the Arcainian princes were cursed to turn into swans—they’ve all had the potential to take out their targets, but none of them were outright deadly. Do you think it’s possible the Chosen have been using him to power all of their largest curses?”

      “It’s most likely. You also said all of them have a weakness to romantic love—I’d say that’s another indicator it’s Evariste’s power they’re using.”

      Angelique wrinkled her forehead. “Why?”

      “His magic would force a loophole—as it did for our curse.”

      “You said the key to breaking your curse didn’t involve romantic love,” Angelique said.

      “You’re correct. It required an elf-friend —a personal friend to me—to shed their blood on the white throne in a moment of sacrifice.” Themerysaldi clenched his jaw and stared at the game trail they rode down.

      “Ah. So that’s how Quinn got so injured?”

      “Unfortunately,” he finished quietly.

      Angelique studied the Elf King for a moment. She wanted to push for more information, but the exhausted king looked almost broken at the memory of Quinn’s sacrifice.

      What would Evariste do? He’d cheer up his friend first, for certain.

      Angelique awkwardly cleared her throat, then made a show of wrinkling her nose. “For all the Chosen’s planning and cunning, one would think they’d have recognized by now that Evariste’s magic makes the curse easily breakable using romantic love. Though I still don’t understand why it would be friendship for your curse and romantic love for every other curse. Do you know how much easier these curses would be if they all involved the power of friendship?”

      “I suspect it has something to do with Evariste’s mental state,” Themerysaldi said.

      “And what is that supposed to mean?” Angelique demanded. “Evariste isn’t sitting locked in a mirror flirting with sorceresses!”

      Briefly, Angelique remembered the so-realistic-it-almost-felt-true string of dreams she’d had when chasing the wyvern in Kozlovka. Whether she was just suffering from exhaustion while chasing the wyvern, or whether her conscious was guiltily wondering if Evariste was dead, she’d dreamed of him for several brief nights.

      He’d looked awful—pale, dull, and the bright light in his eyes was broken.

      No. That was just a dream.

      “I’m not getting involved because I’m fairly certain Evariste wouldn’t want me involved,” Themerysaldi said cryptically, interrupting Angelique’s grim memories.

      She shook her head, clearing her thoughts. “What do you mean by that?”

      “Nothing.” Themerysaldi looked down his nose at her—or rather he had to look up his nose, as Pegasus was larger than Pookie. “Except perhaps the Chosen are more intelligent than you suggest, and that’s why there haven’t been any new curses.”

      “Maybe.” Thinking of Carabosso’s escape—which still brought a bitter taste to her mouth—she continued, “The black mages are certainly active enough that they must be doing something. And we haven’t even seen that magical mirror yet.”

      She glanced down at Themerysaldi. “I assume you didn’t say anything earlier about Evariste because you couldn’t, since his magic was tied up in your curse?”

      “Correct.”

      Angelique nodded slowly.

      “What will you do with this knowledge?” Themerysaldi asked.

      “I’m not sure there’s much we can do—except double down on our goal to find him,” Angelique said.

      “There is one additional takeaway one could conclude from this knowledge,” Themerysaldi said.

      “What’s that?”

      “If they aren’t using Evariste’s magic to forge curses anymore, they’ve got another trick they’re planning,” Themerysaldi said. “There’s no possible way that the Chosen—organized and prepared to an extent we can’t fathom—are letting him sit around uselessly. They must be using his magic to further their nefarious purposes in one way or another.”

      “Probably, yes.” Angelique tried to swallow, but couldn’t. “We have to find him,” she whispered.

      “We do,” Themerysaldi agreed. “If you and Quinn haven’t found him by the time I recover my soldiers, and my forces have enough time to regenerate their magic, I will ride with you. We will find him—even if we have to uncover the entire continent stone by stone.”

      “Thank you, Themerysaldi.”

      “Please. You are a friend to my people—finally. Call me Emerys.”
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        * * *

      

      When they returned to Sideralis, Angelique looked in on the still-unconscious Quinn long enough to confirm she was improving and to renew the healing spells she’d placed on her. Emerys came in and made a big show of insisting on staying with Quinn, so Angelique willingly surrendered her to his loving—if not overly-protective—care, and returned to her room where she promptly passed out.

      When she awoke, the sky was gold with sunset, the air was so crisp it blew out the haze left over from Angelique’s nap, and the courtyard was swimming with Farset troops.

      Angelique leaned an elbow on her wooden windowsill and scrunched her nose. “Well. This is both a welcome and burdensome sight. I’ve managed to avoid visiting King Dirth and Queen Orsina even though they knew I was in the area, but with this many of their people around, I don’t think I’ll be able to keep that record going.”

      She drummed her fingers on the windowsill and glanced down at her glowing, color changing dress—which, even among the beauty of the elves—would make her stick out.

      But Evariste had this dress made for me as a gift. And for some reason that makes me reluctant to change it out just for a selfish desire to avoid a royal who is more-than-likely going to ask me to run magical errands for him.

      Angelique pushed away from the window, crossed her room, and slipped outside into the hallway.

      She was in her usual rooms in the guest wing—which was unfortunately on the other side of the palace from where Quinn was staying in Emerys’s rooms.

      As she swept down the hallway, she considered putting on an invisibility charm to make it easier to sneak her way across the palace.

      Unfortunately, she hadn’t made up her mind by the time she ambled down the stairs, popped out into the large atrium that made up the heart of the elven palace, and almost ran down a woman who was carrying a satchel filled with papers.

      “I say!” The woman—who had to be a representative of King Dirth given the royal emblem emblazoned on her satchel—adjusted the glasses perched at the end of her nose and scowled. “I beg your pardon…” She trailed off as she looked Angelique up and down from head to toe. “Lady Enchantress Angelique?”

      Angelique forced a smile. “Correct—a very good guess.”

      The woman’s face shifted from fussy to delighted. “Not at all—King Dirth personally gave me your description! Since receiving reports that you were staying with the elves, he was hoping I might see you!” She unbuttoned her satchel and started pawing through her papers as rocks started to fill Angelique’s belly.

      Oh, no.

      “He has several requests that you might see to whilst you’re in the country,” the official continued. “Foremost, he asks that you visit him at Navia so he might explain those requests in greater detail.”

      Angelique gripped the top layer of her skirt so tightly her knuckles turned white. No, no, no! I’m finally free—I finally get the chance to go search Mullberg for Evariste, not play solo mage for the continent again!

      Oblivious to Angelique’s swelling emotions, the official rattled on. “But in short, we require assistance with an outbreak of wraiths, trolls, and goblins—though it seems like those have mostly been handled.”

      Angelique tried to swallow, but her throat felt like someone was squeezing it so tightly she could barely breathe.

      “The King also requests a thorough investigation into the curse, naturally,” the official continued. “And he requires—”

      “I’m afraid I must behave most rudely and intrude upon this conversation, but it must be said that the Lady Enchantress will be unable to help because she has tasks to see to outside of Farset that are extremely pressing.”

      Angelique and the official turned together to the delightful, wonderful, and most under-appreciated Lady Alastryn, who had just elevated herself to a saint-like status in Angelique’s mind.

      The elven lady—who looked beautiful and perfect with not a strand of hair out of place or wrinkle to be seen, even though Angelique suspected she hadn’t slept since the elves curse had broken—smiled demurely and clasped her hands together in a pleading gesture.

      “But it is for the best, for now that we elves are free from our woods, it is our honor and our duty to partner with King Dirth to end the monsters that plague our neighbors,” Lady Alastryn said. “And while Angelique is unavailable, it is my understanding that several other mages are working with Prince Severin of Loire. Once a message is sent, perhaps one of them would be willing to help.”

      Bless the elves. I repent for every mean thought I’ve had about them. Emerys might not be willing to help me search for Evariste, but if he’ll cover for me so I can actually search, it would mean the world to me.

      The tightness in Angelique’s chest loosened, and she released the breath she’d been holding.

      “Wouldn’t you agree, Lady Enchantress, that a mage would love to aid us?” Lady Alastryn’s perfect forehead wrinkled in concern as she glanced at Angelique.

      Angelique laughed a little in her relief. “Yes, of course! A number of mages were going to report in to Prince Severin once they cleared their schedules—including Mage Finnr, who is a Grandmaster Mage of ice and snow! He is exceptionally strong and would have no trouble disposing of trolls, goblins, and the like.”

      Angelique couldn’t help the slightly vicious edge to her smile.

      Mage Finnr had been rude at best, and eager to chuck Angelique into battle on her own at worst. He regularly pivoted between scolding Angelique for using her magic without supervision and sending her off against the likes of a wyvern alone because “her magic was made for it.”

      Though perhaps I least like him for suggesting Evariste has died and that my search is in vain. Regardless, it does my soul some good to think he will finally be forced to stop judging me and actually help with this mess for once.

      The Farset official bobbed—a giant smile brightening her countenance. “Splendid! Naturally the royal family would love to work with the elves on this matter, and the help of any mage would do if the Lady Enchantress has prior obligations to see to—which is most understandable!”

      “Indeed,” Lady Alastryn said. “In fact, I believe there is a need for her right now. Quinn—the hero who broke our curse and, as a result, the princesses’ curse—has been awake for some hours now. I was on my way to see if the Lady Enchantress could cast any additional healing spells?”

      Recognizing the offered exit, Angelique tipped her head slightly. “Yes, of course. I shall check in on her this very moment. Thank you.”

      She hurried off, walking faster than was polite and not caring one bit as she marched across the massive chamber, passing under the branches of several trees that still bore bright green leaves.

      The atrium was one of the most gorgeous feats of architecture on the continent with its massive, arched, glass-glazed roof that stretched so high the elves grew full sized trees in the indoor space, and flowers bloomed in it year-round, giving the palace a woody and floral scent.

      Angelique almost tripped on a box of gardening tools—elven made, so of course they were inlaid with glittering gems and the crate that held them was made of white wood and was held together by elaborate iron work around the edges—when she popped out on the other side of the green expanse and continued her storm to Emerys’ room.

      The King’s bedroom was easy to find—it was the only room in the royal wing that contained a double-arched doorway. Angelique wrapped her knuckles on the wooden door’s polished surface but swung it open without waiting for permission to enter.

      She poked her head inside to see Quinn sitting up in the enormous bed, with a young lady sitting in a chair pulled up to her bed.

      “Lady Enchantress Angelique, good evening.” Quinn smiled brightly as her companion popped to her feet and bowed.

      Angelique did a double-take between the pair for a moment—Quinn’s friend possessed the same blond hair, quick smile, and had a marked resemblance in the chin and nose to the soldier, though she was markedly shorter.

      “Hello. I hope I’m not interrupting anything?” Angelique hovered in the doorway, unsure if she should enter or leave.

      “Not at all,” Quinn’s friend said. “I’m actually glad I have this chance to speak with you. Thank you for healing my sister—you saved her life.” She bowed a second time to Angelique, and the smile she wore looked a tiny bit watery, but happy.

      “I don’t know that things were that dire, but I’m glad I could help.” Angelique closed the door behind her before coming to stand at the foot of the bed.

      Quinn struggled to sit up taller and pushed pillows out of her way. “Lady Enchantress Angelique, please allow me to introduce my little sister—Bridget. She’s the Red Rider.”

      Dimly, Angelique recalled that the Farset royal family had magicus mounts—colored horses given to them by the elves as a symbol of their co-mingling of Farset. Each color of horse represented something different of the royal family’s power, and the herds were said to allow only one rider to claim them at a time.

      If I remember correctly, the Red Rider is the warrior out of the magicus mounts. It seems bravery runs in the family.

      “It is a pleasure to meet you, Bridget,” Angelique said.

      “The pleasure is all mine. I’ve heard what you did to the goblins, thank you.” Bridget looked at Angelique with something like admiration—which felt a little odd considering the petite rider was carrying a sword and at least two daggers that Angelique could see, though she was betting the Red Rider had more hidden based on the pleased hum of her core magic.

      “Bridget took out the few goblin bands that were marching for Navia,” Quinn explained.

      “I rode south after facing them—I was hoping I could be of some help with the rest of the goblins—but you’d already taken care of the southern force by then,” Bridget explained. “You’re amazing,” she added in a voice that brimmed with sincerity.

      “Um,” Angelique awkwardly said.

      I have always respected those who serve in the military and fight to protect others since my father was a solider, too. It feels strange to have their admiration when they are far braver.

      “She is very impressive,” Quinn agreed. “And the variety in her abilities is astounding. Which reminds me, I, too, must thank you for saving my life, Lady Enchantress, with your healing magic.”

      “It was nothing,” Angelique said.

      “It was everything to me,” Quinn said.

      “To our family,” Bridget added. “We owe you a great debt, Lady Enchantress—as does our entire country, for you saved the elves just as surely as you saved my sister.”

      Angelique felt a blush heat her cheeks. “I’m afraid you’re overestimating me. It is merely that I have magic, which makes fighting such an army far easier.”

      Quinn shook her head. “I saw the price you paid, and the way you used your magic. It was not easier.”

      “I am certain your skill with magic is to be admired, but it is your passion to protect others that sets you apart,” Bridget added, the two sisters combining their earnest sincerity to make even Angelique’s jaded—and admittedly slightly embittered—heart twist in her chest.

      Is there something special about this family that both of these sisters are able to so entirely put me off my guard? Listening to them makes me want to be proud of who I am.

      Angelique shuddered a little at that uncomfortable thought and cast around for a new conversation topic—one that perhaps wouldn’t embarrass her as much. “Be that as it may, I am glad to see you are awake, Quinn. I’d like to place another slow healing spell on you—that shoulder wound of yours looked rather tricky, and I don’t imagine you’re the type to willingly rest in bed while healing.”

      Bridget backed away from the bed, giving Angelique room to approach Quinn, and folded her arms across her chest. “No, she’s not.”

      Quinn grimaced. “I am not typically the most ideal patient.” She glared at her sister when Bridget scoffed.

      “May I?” Angelique rolled back the collar of Quinn’s shirt when she nodded—someone had helped the soldier into a clean elven tunic. The soft fabric stretched nicely, giving Angelique a view of the wound.

      The wound was closed—though the skin was still an angry red and was slightly swollen—but the elves must have been happy with Quinn’s progress or they would have kept it bandaged.

      “It seems you are doing quite well—though another slow-burn healing spell will ease some of the pain and continue to encourage swift healing.” Angelique flexed her fingers, calling some of her magic up as she carefully twisted it from her cold, metallic core magic into the fine fibers of a healing spell.

      Bridget snorted like a horse. “She’s doing more than quite well. I almost felt the need to cleanse my eyes when I innocently entered the room to find Quinn and the king of the elves passionately kissing—”

      “The Lady Enchantress doesn’t need to hear about that!” Quinn turned bright red and sank back in the plump pillows surrounding her.

      Angelique laughed at the interchange as she layered the spell into Quinn’s shoulder. “He officially confessed, did he? And you love him in return, I take it?”

      Quinn reflexively reached for her waist—probably to rest her fingers on a belt that wasn’t there. “I—yes,” she stammered. “Very much so.”

      “In that case congratulations are in order,” Angelique said. “Emerys couldn’t have found a better bride—and future queen!”

      Quinn made a strangled noise, but Bridget laughed openly, planting her feet wide so she could drop her head back and project it into the tall ceiling.

      Angelique listened with amusement as she worked on the last bit of the healing spell.

      I can’t say I think Emerys deserves her—Quinn is too good and kind and heroic while he’s sharp-mouthed, bad tempered, and blood-thirsty at times.

      Again the nagging sensation nudged her mind that Angelique was quite similar to the prickly king—and based on their short acquaintance, it would seem Quinn was a great deal like Evariste.

      Maybe that’s why I think he doesn’t deserve her. Just as I don’t deserve—

      Angelique firmly shut the door on that ridiculous thought and hurriedly finished off the healing spell, giving her the opportunity to step back. “There. You’ll be set.”

      “Thank you, Angelique.” Quinn awkwardly maneuvered her neck so she could peer down at the wound before she readjusted the collar of her tunic so it settled straight on her shoulders. “I appreciate the extra boost. It will mean I am ready that much more quickly to join you on your search.”

      Angelique blinked, completely lost. “Sorry—what?”

      “The search for your master.” Quinn slowly rolled her shoulders back, testing her arm. “I’m aware you’ll want to leave as quickly as possible. I shall do my best to prepare with all speed.”

      Confusion buzzed in Angelique’s mind. “Pardon?”

      “I wish I could come with.” Bridget scowled and planted her hands on her hips. “But as the Red Rider, I can’t leave Farset.”

      “Even your brave horses wouldn’t be able to keep up with Angelique’s mount,” Quinn said. “I shall have to ask Emerys if I may borrow one of his mounts—Fluffy could almost keep up with Pegasus. But I’m unsure if he’d be willing to leave Emerys.” Quinn frowned and thoughtfully tapped her chin.

      “Wait, you really mean it?” Angelique asked.

      “About Fluffy? Yes. He’s quite intimidating.” Quinn nodded to her sister. “He is a strange creature that is almost like a large stag crossed with a horse, but covered in fur similar to a wolf. A bit unnerving, but beautiful.”

      “No, no, no—I wasn’t asking about Fluffy. You’re really willing to come with me?” Angelique asked.
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      Quinn turned her grave eyes onto Angelique. “I thought we already discussed this.”

      “Yes, but Emerys wants to marry you!”

      “And he will wait until I see my promise through.”

      Angelique stared at Quinn and didn’t know quite what to say.

      Quinn slightly tilted her head. “I’d already assured you I wouldn’t go back on my word.”

      “It’s not that I thought you were making empty promises—I believed that you want to help me, which is more than anyone has done in a long while for me.” Angelique wrung her hands as she struggled to find the words. “It’s just…there’s so much going on. I imagined your priorities would have to shift given the repercussions.”

      Quinn relaxed and settled back into her pillows. “I gave you my word—and your troubles should be a priority. As for all the repercussions, I won’t pretend there’s not work to be done. Emerys will need to connect with his generals and troops, and the Farset government will have to adjust to all the missing officials and warriors returning now that the princesses’ curse is broken. But that is why it is important to work together. It’s like my band.”

      Feeling stupidly shy, Angelique sat down on the edge of Quinn’s bed. “What do you mean?”

      “The Farset army is divided up into bands, and to us soldiers, our bandmates become family. We depend upon one another, and we work together to accomplish what a single soldier cannot. I will go with you to search and help you, while people like Bridget remain in Farset to guard it, and Emerys leaves to reclaim his warriors. It’s the best plan that most efficiently accomplishes what must be done,” Quinn said. “Because you must be helped, Angelique. It doesn’t matter if I could work elsewhere. You need help—so you shall have it.”

      Angelique felt like shrinking under the weight of Quinn’s kind gaze. “Thank you,” she said to her hands.

      “Quinn is right.” Bridget scratched her jaw and frowned. “And frankly, I find it disturbing that you expect people to retract their help. That’s despicable.”

      Angelique shrugged. “The continent is an unsteady place. I cannot blame the leadership for focusing on the areas that will prove crucial to our survival.”

      “Maybe, but it still seems silly that they haven’t given you additional help,” Bridget grumbled.

      “I’ve had some help from a group of smugglers,” Angelique said. “Odette and her crew have aided me when I’ve been on several particularly sticky assignments.”

      Bridget squinted. “If you’re trying to convince us, you should probably just stay quiet.”

      “Bridget!” Quinn said.

      “It’s not like I’m wrong!”

      Angelique laughed as some of the tension she’d been holding bottled up in her heart loosened. “Your parents have raised honorable daughters.”

      “Could we get that in writing?” Bridget asked. “Mum will faint if we tell her a Lady Enchantress called us honorable.”

      Quinn swatted a hand at her sister but addressed Angelique. “It’s settled, then. I’m coming with you. We’ll need to discuss what supplies will be necessary to pack and when we should leave.”

      “It won’t be anytime soon.” Angelique pointedly stared at Quinn’s injured shoulder.

      Quinn made a “hmm” noise in the back of her throat as she also peered at her shoulder.

      “I’m glad that’s figured out,” Bridget said. “You both seem equally muleheaded, so between the two of you, I’m sure it will work out well.”

      “Bridget,” Quinn growled.

      Bridget grinned at Quinn, but then turned all of her attention to Angelique, her eyes sparkling with glee. “So, you like magic horses, do you? Do you want to meet my red horses? I bet they’ll let you ride them—and I also bet unlike Quinn, you’re not too scared to take them up on the offer!”
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        * * *

      

      As Angelique predicted, they didn’t leave for about two weeks as Quinn needed time to heal. Angelique used the days to send messages to Prince Severin of Loire to bring him up to speed—and given that Bridget, along with all the soldiers in Quinn’s band, were being named elf-friends in a fancy ceremony, Angelique insisted they remain until the ceremony was over.

      A part of Angelique thought they’d never actually leave—she’d been thwarted too many times for the tiny flame of hope that had sparked in her chest to do more than just sputter in dread.

      So when early afternoon arrived and found her mounted on Pegasus while Quinn went over the supply list and checked the gear she’d strapped to Fluffy, Angelique was almost addled with shock that it was actually happening.

      “Rope, a bedroll, travel rations…” Wrinkles spread across Quinn’s forehead as she went down her list.

      “Do you have enough rations?” Emerys frowned as he peered over Quinn’s shoulder. “Maybe you ought to take more. There’s no telling if Angelique will actually stop to feed you if you do find a lead.”

      Quinn ignored her love’s suggestion. “Angelique, did I place two spare quivers of arrows or three in your magnificent bag?”

      “Two,” Angelique said. “But then Emerys gave me three more, so you’ve got five.”

      Emerys smiled winningly at Quinn as he leaned against Fluffy. The mount shifted slightly, almost jabbing him with its massive antlers that grew out of its head—which was long like a horse’s but tapered like a deer’s.

      Quinn pursed her lips at him. “Stop interfering. I’ve been a professional soldier and hunted monsters far longer than I’ve known you.”

      “Yes, but you can’t ever have too many arrows.” Emerys abandoned his spot for the sake of his health and strolled up to Pegasus and Angelique. “And besides, Angelique’s bag can hold a closet’s worth of items.”

      Quinn frowned.

      Emerys laughed airily and tried to rest an arm on Pegasus’ backside, but the constellation smacked his hindquarters into the Elf King, making him stagger a step.

      “I apologize, Pegasus.” Emerys tipped his head in respect to Pegasus, then shifted his gaze to Angelique. “Good luck. Normally I’d ask you to take care of Quinn, but frankly I suspect she’ll be the one fishing you out of trouble because that’s just who she is.” Emery’s offered her a quick grin, which faded into an iron-like determination. “You’ll find him, Angelique. I know it.”

      “Thank you.” Angelique briefly struggled to swallow around the unexpected lump in her throat.

      “You promise you’ll only search until spring?” Emerys asked.

      Angelique would have scoffed at him, if not for the shadow of concern that darkened his eyes.

      “Yes, Emerys. Once spring comes, Quinn shall return to you for the most annoyingly large wedding of the century.”

      Emerys grimaced. “Don’t let Alastryn hear you say that—she’ll try to make it happen.” He shifted his stance as his exaggerated horror faded away. “It should only take a season for us to find my armies and generals with the Black Swan Smugglers’ help. The largest irritation will be waiting for enough of my magic to return so I can break my warriors’ curse.” He furrowed his brow and glanced up at her, magic flickering in his eyes. “I know I already promised you once, but I will swear it again, Angelique. Once my forces fully recover, I will help you find Evariste.”

      Unused to getting warm feelings from the annoying monarch and actually liking him, Angelique cleared her throat. “Thank you. But while I appreciate your well wishes, shouldn’t you be saying your farewells to Quinn?”

      “Nah, we already did.” Emerys’ grin returned. “A very long, warm and—”

      Angelique gathered up her reins. “I really don’t care to hear this.”

      Emerys laughed from deep in his chest while Quinn mounted Fluffy and settled her feet in the stirrups.

      Quinn twisted in her saddle to peer at her gear, then nodded in satisfaction. “I believe we are properly outfitted. We can go if—”

      “Lady Enchantress Angelique?”

      Angelique’s heart plummeted when an elf riding a buckskin-colored horse galloped into the clearing, nearly running over a few well-wishers.

      The elf on horseback slowed his horse to a trot, but the animal tossed its head and snorted as he pulled it into a tight circle. “Lady Enchantress Angelique?” the rider repeated.

      “Yes?” Dread frothed in Angelique’s stomach, and she placed her hands on Pegasus’ shoulders for moral support.

      Here it is. Someone else asking for my help—I knew I’d never get the chance to search for Evariste.

      “I have a communication for you from Prince Severin of Loire.” The rider held up a letter sealed with wax. “The messenger is waiting at the border of Alabaster Forest but said it was an important communication that you need to receive immediately.”

      That kind of preamble makes me more certain I’m about to be asked to put out another fire. I hope it’s not a curse—if it’s a curse, I’m going on strike.

      The rider directed his horse just close enough to pass the letter off before the spirited animal danced away.

      Pegasus snorted a few sparks, unimpressed with the elven mount’s exuberance.

      Angelique would have normally smiled at his antics, but dread was making her tongue go numb and brought a sour taste to her mouth as she broke the seal and scanned the contents of the letter.

      
        
        Angelique,

        In your last missive, you mentioned you and the soldier who broke the elves’ curse will be riding to Mullberg to search for Lord Enchanter Evariste.

        I request that you stop by Chanceux Chateau while en route. I have received some intel that may be of use to you.

      

      

      In remarkably different scrawl, someone had written just below that,

      
        
        I’d love to see you again and meet this Quinn. She sounds fun!

        Severin of Loire

        Elle of the fancy front parlor

      

      

      All of Angelique’s fears fell away as she studied Severin’s letter—and the scrawled note from Elle. Surprisingly, a wave of warmth enveloped Angelique.

      This is fantastic—perhaps it’s the best letter I’ve received in my entire life. Any information will be a help, and Severin is not one to exaggerate, so it must be some first-rate information. Besides, we have to ride northeast through Loire to make it to Mullberg anyway—Chanceux Chateau is practically on the way.

      She almost sagged in her saddle with sweet relief—some of which must have shown on her face because when she looked up, Quinn and Emerys were smiling.

      “Good news?” Quinn asked.

      “Fantastic news!” Angelique said. “We might have a lead!”
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        * * *

      

      Evariste rolled his head, trying to loosen his muscles that felt permanently cramped from the pain. The movement incited jolts of pain up and down his spine, but he was already sweating from the constant agony that was the mirror feeding off his magic.

      He was still actively placing himself between the mirror and his magic. It didn’t do much besides make the pain downright agonizing. But he felt better knowing he was resisting—even if the only outcome was irritating the ancient and evil mirror.

      But the pain growing worse—something Evariste didn’t think was possible—and the mirror’s effect on Queen Faina of Mullberg was starting to strengthen despite his efforts.

      Evariste stared out at the murky front of the mirror—unable to see much given the darkness of the queen’s chambers.

      Queen Faina had left shortly after midnight, moaning in pain. It was just Evariste—and the mirror, of course.

      “Why resist? You’re never going to escape. You are entirely in my power,” it whispered.

      Evariste rallied the effort to yawn, showing the mirror just how little he cared about it. He regretted the display when hot pain burrowed into the hinge of his jaw.

      Everything in him was tensed with pain—even his teeth hurt and his eyelids ached.

      I’d do anything to sleep for an hour. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d slept. The mirror hadn’t even granted him the courtesy of letting him pass out from pain.

      Whenever he was on the brink of it, the mirror lashed out with a singing magic that burned at Evariste’s skin.

      I wonder if I’ll lose my mind soon, Evariste dully thought. Could the mirror still use my magic then? Or would it go mad with me? I imagine my sanity level wouldn’t matter to it. It would just be gleeful there was no resistance.

      That thought alone made Evariste sit up a little taller despite the hot pain that tore through his lower back as the mirror ripped another strand of his magic free for its use. That was the only reason why he didn’t appear half dead when the black mage appeared.

      Evariste didn’t even know he was there until the haze of the mirror faded, revealing a thin, elderly man wearing a gray cloak.

      Evariste had seen him before. Every so often—maybe once a week or once a month? He didn’t know. Time ran differently in the mirror—a Chosen mage appeared to check on the mirror’s progress with Queen Faina, renew its orders, and to glance at Evariste as well.

      Although the man’s limbs were skinny like sticks and he wheezed whenever he breathed—a combination that made him appear less than one day from the grave—when the Chosen mage reached out, Evariste braced himself.

      “Are you sleeping, Lord Enchanter Evariste? Time to wake up!” The mage put a hand on the edges of the mirror and, as if he were picking up a toy block, hefted the entire mirror up—even though it was taller than he was. He shook it, jostling the mirror.

      Strength magic—not a usual power.

      Evariste didn’t feel it overly much—it made the ground ripple underneath him, but the motion was not as violent as the mage was hoping—so he stayed sitting where he was, watching the mage with a purposely lazy expression.

      “Use me…” the mirror whispered to the mage.

      “We are.” The old man’s laugh was high-pitched and raspy, and after a moment it descended into a cough that wracked his body for a good minute before he recovered.

      Evariste stared past the man into Queen’s Faina darkened room, his eyes starved for any sight besides the rusty, brownish-red that continuously filled his sight, even if all he saw was blackness.

      The mage wiped his mouth off on his sleeve, then pressed so close to the mirror he nearly mashed his mottled red nose against its surface. “Lord Enchanter? You haven’t finally died, have you? Me and the boys have bets going for when you finally break and croak, and I said you’d last at least another week!”

      “My spite keeps me alive,” Evariste drawled. “Your beloved leader told me she didn’t believe I could survive this. But I live to hear of the day she chokes on her own ambition and black magic.” He fell silent, refusing to show an ounce more of weakness, when the mirror sucked more magic from him, making his fingers pop.

      The mage grunted. “Sounds right. We were told you’d never last this long. Lady Liliane figured the mirror would chew you up right an’ finish you off fast. She’s been getting’ fair terse in her orders to us. It’s been months since you arrived, and not only are you still sulking and alive, but Princess Snow White is blithely runnin’ around.” He backed up a step so he could scowl up at the giant red ruby that was fixed on the top of the mirror’s frame. “Care to explain yourself, tool?”

      “I follow the orders I am given.”

      “Yeah, and you were sent to end the princess’ life and crush Mullberg with the insane queen. None of which has been accomplished—even though you’ve had years, and Lady Liliane gave you a pet enchanter to eat.”

      “One enchanter’s magic is but a droplet compared to my potential. I need more.”

      “You ain’t getting more until you actually do somethin!” The mage hawked a disgusting wad of phlegm and spat it on the mirror’s frame.

      It grew dim inside the mirror. The endless stretch of brown-red swirled, becoming the bright, vivid red of fresh blood.

      For a moment, the constant pain disappeared, giving Evariste the first moment of relief he’d experienced since being shut in the mirror.

      Instead, his surroundings trembled with raw power—an unforgiving sensation which stretched on like the deepest abyss and threatened to swallow everything in its unending hunger.

      Evariste’s limbs grew numb from the ancient power, and he felt the thump of his heart start to slow.

      And still the mirror’s powers rolled on, smashing through Evariste.

      He gasped as the foreign sensation ravaged through him. The mirror’s power was strange and horrible—unlike any powers Evariste had felt before in its disregard for anything alive. It would consume and destroy until nothing was left. It was forged to destroy, and although it could technically be bidden, it would bide its time until it could eradicate everything.

      I assumed Liliane’s goal was to take over the continent and rule it—like the Chosen of the past. But the mirror wants to destroy everything—people, animals, even the land itself!

      The mirror’s powers surged, wrapping around the Chosen mage—who laughed.

      A moment passed as the mirror’s magic tightened, and the mage stopped laughing and swore instead. The old man turned on his heels and ran through the magic—spitting curses with every hop he took. He disappeared from sight, but Evariste could hear the thudfalls of his feet for several moments, and then the shattering of broken glass.

      He must have escaped through a window.

      Evariste forced himself to crouch, warily watching the red surroundings as the ground trembled. This is worse than the pain. This mirror…I hadn’t recognized just how evil it truly is.

      Something howled—not the soulful song of a wolf, but the scream of the deranged threaded with the rumbles of the power hungry.

      And then, abruptly, the blood-red color faded back to a rusty shade, the ground stopped shaking, and all hints of the mirror’s power faded.

      Evariste had only a moment’s breath before the pain slammed into him—fresh and multi-hued—as the mirror returned to feeding on him.

      He collapsed, struggling to breathe.

      But even with all the pain from the mirror dredging his magic through his body, the terror of the mirror’s powers made a horrific enough impression that a single thought still rang through Evariste’s mind, despite the agony.

      How can we beat something this powerful, this old, and this terrifying?
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      Angelique had visited Prince Severin and Princess Elle at Chanceux Chateau enough times that—dare she say it—she knew what to expect.

      And this…this was not it.

      Angelique felt like an owl as she swiveled in the saddle, trying to look at the sea of soldiers that surrounded them.

      They’d started running into wagons and pack animals about a mile from the chateau’s massive gates, and the closer they got to the chateau, the more soldiers, equipment, horses, and weapons they found.

      On one side of the road, several soldiers were loading what looked like crates of food into a wagon, while on the opposite side, four officers had a map pulled out between them and were talking and gesturing to it—though they stopped long enough to bow to Angelique and Quinn.

      Beyond them—standing at attention on the chateau’s snow-covered lawn—were rows upon rows of soldiers checking their gear and seemingly preparing for muster.

      “Is there a fight we are unaware of?” Quinn asked blithely. Fluffy tossed his head, and she casually patted his neck as they pranced past a squad of calvary soldiers and their mounts that were fitted in warm, winter gear.

      “Not that I’ve heard.” Angelique settled back in the saddle as they rode farther down the chateau’s driveway. “Severin is likely taking some of his troops to a different country.”

      Satisfied with the lackluster answer, Quinn casually smiled and nodded to any soldier or worker who met her eyes after scrutinizing Fluffy’s unique appearance. “He sounds like a sensible prince.”

      “He is,” Angelique agreed. “I’m quite confident you’ll like him—and his wife.”

      The drive funneled them into a courtyard that stretched in front of the main entrance to the chateau and had a convenient path to the cozy stables.

      Angelique dropped her reins—they were mostly for show anyway since Pegasus went where he liked—and used her pointer fingers to prod her most likely red-with-the-cold cheeks.

      Winter had finally arrived in earnest. The snow was only knuckle deep, but the wind that howled across the snowy lawn had a frigid bite to it.

      Just short of the few steps that led into the main entrance, Angelique wriggled off Pegasus’ back, landing with a wobble. Quinn slid off Fluffy in much the same way. Stablehands approached—including Oliver, whom Angelique had known since he was a boy and now was nearly an adult, which slightly traumatized her.

      “Lady Enchantress!” He had to shout to be heard above the whistling wind. “Welcome back to Chanceux Chateau. Can the lads and I care for your steeds?”

      “We would appreciate that. Thank you, Oliver.” Angelique held onto the braid of her hair with one hand to keep it from smacking her in the face from the strength of the wind as she tried to smile.

      Oliver took Pegasus’s reins with more confidence than any person besides Angelique had displayed towards the constellation—though Pegasus clearly recognized him, judging by the way he smacked his muzzle into Oliver’s face in a “friendly” manner.

      Oliver had ridden Pegasus—with Angelique—so he just laughed before patting Pegasus’ star-studded shoulder.

      His fellow stablehand was slower to approach Quinn and Fluffy. The servant fiddled with her hat as she squinted at Fluffy with great confusion.

      “Might I inquire what your…beautiful steed is, mademoiselle?” the stablehand asked Quinn.

      Quinn thoughtfully peered up at her borrowed mount. “I’m not sure. But he’s from the elves.”

      “Ah,” the stablehand said.

      The main doors burst open, and Severin—dressed in a fur-lined cloak with a heavy hood and thick gloves, strode into the wintery air without even a grimace.

      “Lady Enchantress Angelique—and Quinn of Midnight Lake, I presume?” Severin asked. Even above the wind, his low and growly voice—Angelique had wondered on more than one occasion if the growly tone was natural or leftover from his time as a cursed beast—was still perfectly audible.

      Quinn saluted. “At your service.”

      “Severin, are you leaving?” Angelique held onto the skirts of her dress—although the heat charm kept her body toasty, it didn’t keep her skirts from ruffling in the icy wind.

      “Indeed—I actually believed I’d be gone before you arrived. You traveled much faster than I expected.” Severin glanced at Pegasus and Fluffy.

      Oliver had maneuvered Pegasus over to Fluffy and the other stablehand, to join her in looking over Emerys’ unusual mount.

      “What do you think it eats?” the female stablehand asked Oliver.

      “Hay and grain, maybe? Pegasus pretends to eat it sometimes,” Oliver said.

      Carefully, the female stablehand offered a shriveled carrot to Fluffy.

      Fluffy—with an elegant, deer-like grace—nibbled delicately on the carrot.

      The two stable hands visibly relaxed…until Fluffy spit it out.

      “Ahh, yes,” Angelique tried to hide her amusement as trepidation made the stablehands visibly shrink under Fluffy’s intelligent gaze. “Our swift travel is all thanks to our mounts.”

      “I am aware of the pace at which Pegasus can travel.” Severin studied Fluffy, who raised his head high so his antlers towered above the prince. “But I’ve never seen such a steed as this fine animal before.”

      “His name is Fluffy. The King of the Elves gave me permission to borrow him.” Quinn said. “He isn’t as fast as Pegasus—his stamina isn’t quite as good either—but he’s faster than any horse I’ve ridden and can go longer than I can ride.”

      “What Quinn isn’t saying is that she’s engaged to King Themerysaldi, so he gave her his fastest mount to potentially limit the amount of time she’s away from him,” Angelique dryly said.

      “Reasonable,” Severin decided. “I would love to hear more of your exploits—particularly your recount of breaking the elves curse, Quinn of Midnight Lake. Unfortunately, I’m due to take more troops south to Erlauf.”

      “More?” Angelique frowned. “I thought you’d taken several armies there already?”

      “Erlauf needs the fortification. Goblins have been coming down from the mountains at a previously unseen rate. They’ve even been organizing into large armies and marching into Torrens as well, so Erlauf has been forced to send some of their soldiers to help.” The wrinkles that sliced across Severin’s forehead deepened into canyons. “It’s strange. I didn’t think the Chronos Mountains or the Arkane Mountains could support much life besides a few cave and mountain goblin packs, but there’ve been veritable hordes marching upon Erlauf in the past few weeks.”

      “To my knowledge, there is nothing—no spell or artifact—that would allow the Chosen to breed goblins,” Angelique said.

      Off to the side, Oliver dug a piece of jerky out of a pocket of his cloak. After exchanging shrugs, he offered it to Fluffy.

      Fluffy sniffed the meat, then backed up.

      Oliver and his fellow stablehand visibly slumped with relief, until Fluffy stepped forward, swiped Oliver’s knit cap off his head, and then proceeded to eat it despite Oliver’s squawk of outrage.

      “Yes, I’ve asked a few mages about such a phenomena, and they assured me of the same thing.” Severin shook his head. “Regardless, I must be off. But I am glad I am able to see you before I leave, so I might have the honor of sharing the intelligence the rangers uncovered.”

      Angelique fidgeted and tried not to let herself hope. “What did you find out?”

      Maybe he learned if Liliane and Acri are really Chosen members, or maybe he can confirm Evariste’s location?

      “We’ve found a medium-sized black mage stronghold in our northern territory, which is a confirmed site of Chosen mages,” Severin said.

      Nothing to do with Evariste then.

      “Elle will give you the exact location inside, but we’re giving you first crack at it,” Severin said.

      “What do you mean?” Angelique asked.

      “We need to shut it down, but before my men do so, I wanted to give you the opportunity to infiltrate it,” Severin said. “Given that only Verglas is to the north, it’s likely one of the Chosen holdouts closest to Mullberg. If Evariste is indeed captive in Mullberg as you suspect, it’s possible they’ll have record of it.”

      Angelique dumbly watched Oliver and the female stablehand lead Pegasus and Fluffy to the stables—if by lead, one meant charge ahead of the stablehands, who protested the fast pace as they were dragged along.

      “I hadn’t thought of that.” Angelique’s heart throbbed again with hope. “Who knows that you’ve discovered it?”

      “The ranger who found the information, Elle, my staff, and Stil and Gemma.” Severin cocked his head. “And now the two of you. We’ve kept it from other countries because we believed it was most important to give you priority access.” The prince hesitated, sliding his fingers across the width of his sword belt. “And we have not told any mages—not even Lord Enchanter Clovicus—due to Lady Enchantress Lovelana’s suspicions of a Chosen spy within the Conclave and their history of botched attempts at infiltrating Chosen dens.”

      Lovelana did say that was what made her suspect there is a mole in the Veneno Conclave—every operation she held against black mages, the locations were already cleared out.

      “If you’d like help, we’d be happy to provide it,” Severin said. “Just tell Elle what you need. Stil has already volunteered to produce any charms you should need.”

      Angelique released a shaky breath. “Thank you, Severin.”

      Severin bowed over his arm. “It is we who must thank you, Angelique, for all you have sacrificed for our cause. We will help you find Lord Enchanter Evariste. I promise.” He met her gaze with piercing amber eyes, then straightened. “But, unfortunately, I must deal with the goblins.”

      “Of course. The information alone is more than I ever hoped for,” Angelique said.

      Severin shook his head. “It’s not nearly enough. But in this case, I expect Elle would be a bigger help to you, regardless. She specialized in undercover work and intelligence gathering in her years as a ranger.”

      “I will be thankful for her expertise,” Angelique said.

      Severin nodded. “Good luck—and be safe.”

      “You as well.”

      Severin nodded, then strode across the courtyard, heading for a furry gray gelding a soldier was holding. He mounted up, inclined his head to Angelique and Quinn, and then was off, his horse trotting down the driveway.

      The troops started moving from their positions to follow Severin, turning the white lawn into a sea of movement. The clattering of wagons and the stamp of horse hooves on snow filled the air.

      Angelique and Quinn watched the impressive sight for a moment.

      “Lady Enchantress and Mademoiselle?” A maid curtseyed to them and indicated to the double doors. “If I may—would you like to be shown to your rooms first, or would you be more inclined to visit Madame Elle?”

      Angelique glanced at Quinn, trying to gauge just how road-weary the smiling soldier looked.

      Quinn caught her gaze and shook her head. “There’s no need to delay on my account,” she said. “Though the pace was unusually fast, I am used to long hauls as a soldier.”

      Angelique grinned. “Just what I was hoping for. We’d like to see Elle, please.”

      The maid bobbed a curtsey and led them into the chateau while two footmen closed the doors behind them.

      She led Quinn and Angelique to Severin’s private study.

      The door was wide open, and—familiar with the room—Angelique stepped inside without hesitation. Over the years, Angelique had seen it warp from something that was similar to a personal library into the office of a commander. The Loire maps had been swapped out for maps of the continent with colored tacks marking out the movement of the countries in the alliance, as well as the monster hordes the Chosen were moving around the continent with alarming speed.

      Wood was stacked high next to the fireplace, and three different hand mirrors were strewn across a massive desk that housed several geographical models of Erlauf.

      Elle was seated at a round end table that was so small, the tea caddy balanced on its surface was larger than the table.

      The Loire princess dropped a sugar cube in her tea and stirred it with a spoon as she glanced at the two guests seated at the end table with her—Gemma and Stil.

      Stil was a Grandmaster craftmage Angelique knew quite well—he was an orphan she and Evariste had tested for magic and then taken to Luxi-Domus, the Veneno Conclave academy of magic.

      Stil was something like a little brother to Angelique—though Evariste had always jokingly referred to him as their child—and was a genius at his magic.

      Gemma, his wife, was just as talented in her work—sewing. She produced the highest quality of sewn clothes and goods that Angelique had ever seen, which was particularly important for craftmages who could place stronger spells and charms on higher quality goods.

      Seemingly unaware of their arrival, Elle sipped her teacup, and then set it down. “Grandmaster Craftmage Stil, how much would a cloak similar to yours cost?”

      “My black one?” Stil puffed his chest in pride. “Why, it’s priceless considering Gemma made it for me.”

      Gemma—who appeared to be hemming a sash of some sort, probably something for the impending war that Stil would, in turn, enchant—didn’t even look up from her work. “I don’t think she’s talking about the cloak itself, but the spells.”

      “Yes.” Elle eagerly nodded. “As much as I would love a cloak made by Gemma’s hand, that’s not exactly possible given the great need we have for her work. I was actually thinking a subpar cloak with a few small enchantments. Nothing too big—maybe a heat charm, or a spell to cool the wearer off, an invisibility charm—small things!”

      Stil eyed the Loire Princess. “You just want that invisibility charm so you have an easier time slipping your guards.”

      “They have gotten aggravatingly good at tracking me down lately,” Elle acknowledged.

      “Can’t do it,” Stil said. “Severin would be mad—and don’t think I didn’t notice how you waited to ask until he was gone.”

      Elle casually tossed a small bag onto the tea tray. It clinked suspiciously like coins when it landed and nearly tossed a spoon into the air. “Are you certain?”

      “Weeeellll, those are small charms,” Still said. “It’s not like you’re asking for much.”

      “No,” Gemma said.

      “Why not?” Elle asked.

      Stil poked a corner of the coin pouch. “Yes, why not?”

      “Because I have great empathy for Prince Severin,” Gemma dryly said, “given whom I married.”

      Stil sputtered. “I beg your pardon! I do not go skidding around on castle roofs for fun like Madame Elle!”

      “No,” Gemma said. “You both just charge stupidly into fights and like to sacrifice yourselves in similar ways.”

      Elle fluttered her eyelashes and looked excessively innocent. “Why would you say that?” she asked. “It’s not like we’re reckless or anything.”

      Gemma actually set her project on her lap and stared at Elle.

      Elle’s winning smile turned sheepish. “Ahahah.”

      “I’ll tell you why—it’s that we are over-burdened with an abundance of good ideas,” Stil declared.

      “Sometimes I wonder if I failed as a mentor because I was unable to stamp any lick of humility into you.” Angelique grinned as she approached them, skirting around a table that held drawings of the various monsters that plagued the continent.

      “Angelique!” Elle stood, her smile warm and sunny. “I’m so glad to see you—and your lovely companion must be Quinn of Midnight Lake?”

      Quinn saluted her as she had the princess’s husband. “I am.”

      “Quinn, please allow me to introduce you to Princess Elle of Loire, Grandmaster Craftmage Stil, and Gemma.” Angelique gestured to each person as she made the introductions.

      Quinn nodded to each of them in turn. “A pleasure,” she said. “Angelique told me much about you during our travels.”

      “All good things, I imagine.” Stil winked at Quinn as he stood up, reaching out to clasp Angelique’s hand in his.

      Angelique squeezed his fingers, then motioned for him to sit again. “We can make nice later—Severin told me about the Chosen stronghold.”

      Elle held a finger up. “Ahh, yes—I’ll tell you everything I know!” She marched over to Severin’s desk and shuffled through several maps before finding the one she was looking for. “Here we have it. It’s a moderate stronghold. One black mage runs the place—the ranger estimated he is probably a high-ranking mage. Not high enough to be sorcerer or a Grandmaster, but on rank with a master mage. He’s got no less than three mages serving under him at a time, and most of them are craftmages.”

      Angelique stared at the spot Elle tapped—a dot marked in northern Loire—before she finally realized what Elle had said. “Rogue craftmages?”

      “Not rogue.” Stil stood up and joined the trio at the desk. “Chosen-trained—they never set foot inside Luxi-Domus.”

      Quinn frowned. “How can they be craftmages without the proper schooling?”

      “The same way many of these black mages learned—from records, documents, and previous members of the Chosen, I imagine,” Angelique said.

      Stil nodded. “There’re a bunch of craftmage texts—it wouldn’t be hard to procure copies.”

      Angelique slowly nodded. “If so many craftmages are present, I imagine they’re making something at this stronghold?”

      “Exactly. They’re manufacturing all manner of charms that get distributed to various Chosen members.”

      Quinn whistled. “This is big.”

      “It is,” Angelique agreed. “We’ve found shops before, but not any suppliers. Are you sure it’s fine for me to go in first? I could ruin it all.”

      Elle shrugged. “Then we’ll just find another stronghold.”

      Angelique stared at the map, unable to articulate just how much it all meant to her.

      They listened. Before I left for Sole, I told them I wanted to find Evariste, and unlike the Veneno Conclave, they listened!

      “Of course, we’re hoping you could infiltrate the place, get the information, and leave with the Chosen none the wiser,” Elle continued. “But the important thing is getting information on Evariste. Severin instructed me to give you whatever you need to accomplish this—money, charms, I could guide you—”

      Stil had been nodding sagely at her words, but he frowned with her last offer. “He didn’t say that.”

      “He didn’t say it with words, but I felt it in his heart,” Elle smoothly said. “If Angelique says she needs me, Severin would not refuse her!”

      Stil shrugged. “I’ll whip some charms up for you, Angel,” he offered. “Shouldn’t take me more than a week.”

      “I think you should take some starfire crystals, too,” Gemma said. “Quite a lot of them—in case you encounter hellhounds.”

      Angelique started to shake her head. “I’ll gladly take the starfires, but waiting a week for the charms is too long—”

      Quinn subtly shifted, making Angelique glance at her. The blonde-haired soldier offered her a nod. “We will need time to prepare and make our plans,” she reminded her.

      Angelique flicked her eyes to the marked spot on the map, then exhaled. “You’re right. I’m just paranoid. I can’t shake the feeling that if we don’t move fast enough, they may close up shop.”

      Elle made a noise of dissent in the back of her throat. “I can understand your fear. However, it was a ranger who discovered this workshop—not a mage. The Chosen won’t have even the faintest idea they’ve been discovered. Besides, this stronghold has been around for at least a decade based on the supply chain. It’s not temporary, so they’re not going to suddenly flee into the night.”

      “Right. Very well.” Angelique bit her lip. “We’re not going to tell any other mages, are we?”

      “Not yet,” Stil said.

      “Not until you find what you need,” Gemma added.

      “Yes, it’s just sheer coincidence we’ve forgotten to tell our allies. Silly me!” Elle’s tinkling laugh made a shard of a smile return to Angelique. “But speaking of our allies, the craftmages have finished another batch of magic mirrors, and I have one for you.”

      Angelique blinked in surprise. “Me?”

      “Indeed!” Elle stepped away from the crowded desk and approached a wooden crate set by the door. “Let me see if I can find yours.”

      “It’s the one with the silver ribbon around it,” Stil called. “No, not that porcelain one—the mirror part is more oval shaped, and it’s set in silver.”

      “Aha! It’s this one, isn’t it?” Elle plucked a small hand mirror set in silver, decorated with fancy fleurs that gave the mirror an air of sophistication.

      “Yep, that would be it.” Stil smugly puffed up his chest. “I specially charmed this one for you, Angel.”

      “Thank you?” Angelique reluctantly took the mirror, the soft ribbon that was looped through a hole punched through the base of the handle caressed her knuckles as it draped over her hands. “But I’m not sure I should take it. No one will be able to contact me. Ever since Evariste was taken, I’ve shielded my presence from most tracking and spying spells, including the ones magic mirrors use to establish contact.”

      “Yes, but that won’t affect any messages you try to send,” Stil said.

      “And that’s our main concern.” Elle flopped down into a chair pulled up to Severin’s desk with a carelessness that still managed to look graceful. “You’ve been in so many dangerous situations on your own. It would make us all feel a lot better knowing you have a fast way of contacting us rather than relying on sending physical messages that take longer to reach us.”

      “She’s right.” Gemma briefly looked up from the sash she was hemming. “It’s a necessary precaution, even though Prince Severin has personally stated he will refuse to ask you to enter said dangerous situations on your own ever again.”

      By the knowing light in her gray eyes, Angelique knew Gemma had chosen her words carefully.

      Back when Severin and Elle had hosted the Summit—where most of the countries on the continent agreed to work together to fight the Chosen—the other mages had been less than useful and had volunteered Angelique to investigate a sorcerer that was terrorizing the country of Kozlovka.

      Angelique ended up fighting a wyvern by herself as a result of that horrible decision.

      She’d been angry and more than a little bitter about it and had somewhat yelled at Severin when—after defeating the wyvern—he’d asked her to head off to Sole on his behalf.

      Apparently, he’d taken her complaints to heart.

      Angelique mashed her lips together as she carefully cradled the slight weight of the mirror in her hands and felt like crying.

      They care. They’re listening.

      “Thank you,” Angelique said, her voice small.

      Elle reached across the desk and squeezed her hand. “Of course.”

      Angelique cleared her throat and coughed. “I’ll use it to tell you what we learn after infiltrating the Chosen location.”

      “Yes, that would be splendid!” Elle said. “Speaking of which, I shall continue with the report we received. While many goods pass through the Chosen den, it appears that most of what they work on involves imbedding charms into jewelry.”

      “Jewelry would be easy to hide and smuggle,” Angelique said.

      “But it’s expensive,” Stil said. “Gems and precious metals would cost them quite a bit.”

      “Which likely means they have a secured stream of income,” Angelique said.

      Elle nodded.

      “Or,” Gemma—having returned to her hemming—didn’t even look up. “The Chosen have a number of wealthy and assumedly powerful or well-connected members.”

      Angelique planted her hands on the desk. “I hope not. If they have an income stream, it means we can dissolve it. But wealthy members…” She shook her head in dismay.

      Quinn rubbed her chin as she circled the desk so she could get a better look at the map. “If I may enquire, what can you tell us about the surrounding geography of this Chosen location?”

      “Ah, yes.” Elle unrolled a sketch of a building. “It’s surrounded by woods—the best way to provide visual cover, I imagine—and is near a city that is a major trading post…”
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        * * *

      

      “I think the journey from Chanceux Chateau to the Verglas border is nearly a week moving by horseback—on a normal horse.” Angelique glanced to Fluffy—who was still chewing on the scarf he’d swiped from a stableboy at their exit approximately an hour prior.

      Apparently he eats textiles for his meals. Given that he belongs to Emerys, I can’t bring myself to be surprised.

      Pegasus didn’t seem to care about Fluffy’s eating habits. He pranced every few steps and snorted at the woods.

      Why is he showing off so?

      She shook her head—for all his power, sometimes Pegasus acted more like a temperamental child than an ancient being.

      “I’m not sure how long the journey will take for us, given our mounts.” Angelique was careful not to single out the cloth-consuming mount in fear that her dress would be next on the list of his meals. “And I expect we’ll run into some foul weather. I can reroute some of it, but I’m no weather mage.”

      “I also expect the closer we get to the location, the less you should use your magic,” Quinn said, “given what you explained to me about others being able to sense magic.”

      “Yes.” Angelique flexed her fingers in the warm, yarn mittens Stil had charmed for her and Quinn. “Normally it wouldn’t matter quite so much. Each mage’s magic has a personal touch or sensation to it, but there’re enough mages in the world that unless you’ve been exposed to a mage’s powers more than once, it would be difficult to pinpoint whose magic it is you’re sensing. But…”

      “But because you’re the only mage—enchantress or otherwise—who has been running around the continent and blasting Chosen work to smithereens, it’s very likely the Chosen have a rough idea of how your magic feels and have warned one another,” Quinn supplied.

      When Pegasus again tossed his head and glanced at the woods crouched on either side of the road, Angelique couldn’t help but look again—even though she saw no sign of what could draw his attention. “Yes,” she said once she realized she hadn’t answered Quinn.

      “Then we’ll just have to take care that we don’t use your magic when infiltrating the Chosen location—if we can help it,” Quinn said.

      Angelique squinted at her traveling companion. “You make it sound so easy.”

      “Isn’t it?”

      “No—it means I can’t use invisibility charms or defensive spells to protect us.”

      Quinn shrugged. “I can’t say before meeting you I’d ever used any sort of magic or spell for my work as a soldier. We’ll manage. But I think we ought to pick up our pace to full speed for a while and then continue our conversation when Fluffy needs a break.”

      Angelique was about to add her acceptance when a familiar, bright voice chimed in.

      “Oh, I really wish you wouldn’t do that. It would take forever to catch up with you!”
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      Angelique twisted in her saddle and peered behind them just in time to see Elle—riding a large, chestnut-colored pony with a coat so thick it rivaled Fluffy’s—emerge from the snow-covered trees.

      Pegasus was not outraged or surprised as he pranced in a circle to face the stowaway princess—presumedly she was what he kept glancing back at. But he did seem offended when the pony nickered at him, and he flattened his ears to his skull.

      “Princess Elle,” Quinn said. “Did we forget something at Chanceux?”

      “Yes,” Elle said. “Me.”

      “You’re not coming with us, Elle,” Angelique said.

      “But I want to help—and my experience as a Ranger will be invaluable. Think about it—my job used to be sneaking into secret locations in disguises to secure guarded information. Isn’t that exactly what you’re going to do?” Elle fussed with her cloak—a light gray that blended in well with the shadows cast on the dusting of snow.

      “That would be helpful.” Quinn rested one hand on her thigh and loosely held the reins of Fluffy’s bridle in the other as she glanced at Angelique. “I am trained in tracking, defense, and fighting. I have done a few occasional undercover operations, but I am a soldier, not an intelligencer. And we will lack the advantage of your magic, Angelique.”

      Angelique narrowed her eyes. “You’d be in danger.”

      “It’s only fair, given the number of times Severin and I have asked you to do something dangerous,” Elle said.

      “Yes, but does Severin even know you intended to come with us?”

      “He had an inkling.” Elle slyly smiled. “Before he left, he told me it was my choice—and then in the same breath, he added that I better make sure I butter up to you so you’ll let me check in with him over your newly bespelled mirror.”

      Angelique grunted. From Severin, that’s as good as a personal blessing and send off party. But is this really fine?

      “I am also quite skilled at helping black mages become unconscious,” Elle chattered on, oblivious to Angelique’s musings.

      “That sounds like a very useful skill,” Quinn said.

      “It is! It’s extremely multi-purpose.” Elle cast a mournful look at Angelique, making her green eyes big and puppy-like. “And naturally I’d love to use this opportunity to give back to the Lady Enchantress who saved my husband before I even met him, and who has near-single-handedly kept the continent together all on her own. We owe so much to her.”

      Angelique raised an eyebrow. “I’ve put out fires. Severin is the one holding the continent together.”

      “Severin is organizing the continent.” Elle nudged her pony forward so he casually strolled up to the spot between Fluffy and Pegasus. “You’ve kept it running. But it doesn’t matter—you’re my friend, and Severin’s. This is important to you, so I want to help. Can I come?”

      Angelique bit her lip, warring between fragile joy and cold logic. A strange bubbly feeling tingled in her belly at the idea that she had friends, but Angelique forced herself to shove the sensation aside and concentrate.

      I’m happy she wants to help, and I’ve heard on more than one occasion that she was one of Loire’s top rangers…but she’s a princess. It can’t be a good idea to put her in danger. “I’m contacting Severin by my mirror tonight, and if he has no idea what you’re talking about, I’m sending you back.”

      “Excellent!” Elle clicked to her pony, who trotted down the frozen road, leaving Fluffy and Pegasus behind. “Then let’s be off!”

      “This will extend our travel plans.” Quinn clucked to Fluffy, who jolted forward before transitioning to his effortlessly smooth walk. “It will possibly take a full week now if we get much snow.”

      “We will!” Elle chirped. “But that’s fine. The longer travel time will be good.”

      Angelique had been staring at the back of Pegasus ears. When the constellation twisted his head back so he could nudge her foot, she smiled, then clung to his back as he trotted a few steps to catch up. “Why would a longer travel time be good?”

      “Reasons,” Elle evasively said. “We’d need to stop along the way, regardless, to purchase items necessary for a good disguise—you never want to buy your disguise entirely in one city. It will make it too easy to trace back to you.”

      “Sage words,” Quinn said.

      “I think Emerys is going to be very mad at me for introducing the two of you,” Angelique said.

      “Why?” Quinn asked.

      “Yes, why?” Elle added. “The knowledge of procuring disguises for hiding is important!”

      Angelique grinned at Elle’s innocent expression and Quinn’s genuinely confused one, then cackled. “It doesn’t matter—he needs to be ruffled every once in a while. So, Elle, what kind of disguises were you thinking of?”
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      “So, we have enough shapeless clothes to play with. We still need some props to firm up our roles and a hidden weapon. Or two. Or ten.” Elle gazed into the depths of Angelique’s satchel with a critical eye as she rummaged around it, looking for anything that would be useful at infiltrating the stronghold.

      “We have at least half a day left of travel tomorrow.” Quinn thoughtfully added a log to the fire she’d carefully constructed. “And we’re quite close to the Arcainian border. If the map you brought is correct, Elle, the major trading city is just inside Arcainia. We could go there first to establish our own base before venturing into the woods surrounding the den.”

      Elle nodded. “I’m certain they have contacts within the Arcainian city. Besides, any goods they ship north to Mullberg would have to cut north east through Arcainia, because they certainly aren’t going to go straight north into Verglas.”

      Quinn adjusted the cast iron skillet she’d dug out of her saddlebag and stirred the sausage mix simmering within it. “I imagine you must be correct, but what do you think, Angelique?”

      Angelique stared at the simmering meal. “I think I would have starved or died if I’d tried this on my own.”

      The morning of the previous day, she’d begun to refrain from using her magic, and it was swiftly becoming a major shock to learn just how much she used her powers—for everything from building a campfire and cooking to pulling water from the air to drink.

      I’m starting to understand why Evariste got so upset whenever I flippantly said I’d be fine without my magic…

      Quinn frowned so strongly it made wrinkles spread across her forehead. “What are you talking about?”

      “I think that was a joke,” Elle said.

      “No, it’s not. I just might be helpless if my magic was ever sealed,” Angelique thoughtfully said. “At least in ways that matter. I still know hand-to-hand combat, but I don’t even know how to find clean water without magic.” She pulled her fur-lined cloak closer—given that she’d swapped her eye-catching, heat-charmed magic dress for a far more appropriate plain tunic, she’d been struggling a great deal to keep warm.

      Quinn and Elle exchanged looks.

      “It’s an intellectual thing, I assume,” Elle said. “Severin sometimes gets broody like this, too.”

      Quinn nodded. “A reasonable explanation.” She stirred the sausage stew/sauce mixture again. “Speaking of survivability, Elle, did you see any more goblin tracks when you went scouting?”

      Elle shook her head. “Just the ones you found when we were gathering firewood. I’d say if goblins are in the area, it’s a much smaller pack than what’s running amok in Erlauf right now.”

      “Not surprising.” Angelique rested her hands on her thighs and stared across the fire at Fluffy and Rosemerry—Elle’s pony. Pegasus had returned to the sky for the evening, though Angelique was surprised to realize that even when chatting with her companions, she still missed him. “I don’t imagine many goblins would survive this close to Arcainia with both Gabrielle and Rune out on patrol.”

      Rune—Prince Rune—was one of the seven princes of Arcainia who filled the position of classic hero, and frequently hunted dangerous creatures while protecting his people.

      Gabrielle was Marquis of Carabas and the wife of Crown Prince Steffen. She also happened to be a personal friend of Angelique and the mistress of Roland Archibald Whisperpaws the Fifth—or Puss, as he was known these days—who was a magic cat and an old friend of Angelique’s.

      Gabrielle and Puss also frequently went out on patrols, though they weren’t sent as often given Gabi’s position as Crown Princess.

      “Ahh, yes. Gabrielle.” Elle’s expression was too innocent as she stared into the fire. “Such a charming young lady.”

      “She’s a year or two older than you,” Angelique said.

      Elle casually stretched her legs out in front of her and glanced up at the evergreen they’d taken refuge near to keep out of the snow. “Is she? I wouldn’t know.”

      Angelique narrowed her eyes.

      She’s hiding something.

      “Is there a reason you insisted on buying an additional cloak when Quinn, you, and I have cloaks that you assured us would be reasonable for the subterfuge roles you have in mind?” Angelique asked, fishing for information.

      “Must I need a reason?” Elle asked.

      “Did you hear that?” Quinn abruptly turned around, frowning as she peered around the boughs of their protective evergreen.

      Elle and Angelique exchanged glances and warily stood. “Hear what?”

      Snow crunched.

      Quinn nocked an arrow and swung her bow up, aiming before Angelique blinked.

      Distantly, a goblin screamed.

      “Sounds like the goblins that left the tracks are coming out to play,” Elle said.

      Three goblins burst out of the shadows, the orange blaze of the fire making their green hued skin glow.

      “Forest goblins.” Angelique automatically reached for her magic, but jerked herself to a stop just in time.

      Wait…without my magic, what do I do?

      Evidently, the answer was stand there like a delicate, blooming, and useless flower.

      Quinn downed a goblin and nocked an arrow and loosened it at her next target with a grace and speed that rivaled the elves.

      Elle whipped two daggers out of a hidden pocket in her gray cloak and threw them at the last remaining goblin, which toppled over with a gurgling cry.

      And just like that, the fight was over.

      Elle eased out of the crouch she’d folded herself into and trotted up to the dead goblins. “Your archery skills are quite impressive, Quinn.”

      Quinn frowned a little as she yanked her arrows free and retreated to the farthest edge of their campsite—where only flickers from the fire reached—and wiped the arrows off in the snow. “Thank you. It’s part of my training—though I’m afraid I’m not nearly as fast nor accurate with any other weapon.”

      “That hardly matters. Your archery skills alone are impressive enough to make my heart beat faster,” Elle said.

      Quinn bemusedly smiled a little as she inspected the tips of the arrows before dunking them in the snow once more. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard such an enthusiastic take on archery before. Are you well, Angelique?”

      Angelique turned in a circle, straining her ears. “Yes, I’m fine.” She narrowed her eyes as she stared into the blueish shadows of the night. “I just thought there might be more—the goblin scream we first heard was too far away to be one of the three that attacked us.”

      Elle pulled her daggers free from the goblin carcass and joined Quinn in wiping them off in the snow to get rid of the goblin blood. “Ohh, now that’s an unfortunately accurate point.”

      Something scuffled in the snow, and Quinn and Elle swung around to face the noise, their weapons raised.

      Unexpectedly, a goblin emerged from the shadows at the opposite side of the camp.

      Angelique opened her mouth to warn the pair, but the goblin threw a spear at her.

      She ducked it, but it took all of her self-control not to automatically raise a shield or bury the monster with her magic.

      It was a strange sensation, to fight against her finely honed instincts. She hadn’t realized that focusing on not using her magic would take so much self-control, and she didn’t wrestle herself into submission until the goblin had cleared half of the space between them.

      She opened her mouth to yell when the goblin abruptly froze, all of the air left him in a surprised gasp, and he toppled forward.

      Behind him stood a beautiful woman with long, silken hair that was the crystalline color of honey, and eyes that were a dark amber color.

      A black and white cat was crouched on her shoulder, his bronze eyes glittering in the dim firelight.

      Angelique stared dumbly at the pair in a mixture of shock and delight. “Gabrielle? Puss?”

      The cat twitched his whiskers, which made the black, half-mustache that covered one side of his face move. “Are you sincerely inquiring? If so, I worry some of your cranial capacity has leaked out your ears from the various missions Prince Severin has sent you out on and will resolve to sternly lecture him so as to warn him off from doing so in the future.”

      Gabrielle, the Crown Princess of Arcainia, grinned—which increased her beauty from gorgeous to stunning. “Hello, Angelique!”

      Angelique blinked, still trying to process their presence. “What are you doing here? We’re not that close to the Arcainian border, are we?” She swung around to peer at Elle as Quinn joined her in observing the Loire princess.

      Elle planted a hand on her cheek and looked innocent. “What? Why does everyone assume I did something?”

      “Because usually you have done something,” Quinn said. “And I know that after only a short acquaintance.”

      “Short but heartfelt,” Elle corrected. “We’re friends now.”

      “Elle,” Angelique said.

      “Fine, fine. I may have notified them of your actions via magic mirror just before I left Chanceux.”

      Quinn finished wiping her dirtied arrows off with a cloth before returning them to her belt quiver. “Ahh, I see. That’s why you were so insistent we travel at a normal pace when you could have easily ridden double with Angelique or me.”

      “Maybe. Yes,” Elle admitted.

      “While the reception we’ve received has been simply divine,” Puss drawled, “perhaps we ought to dispose of these goblins?”

      “Ahhh, yes.” Quinn peered down at one of the goblin carcasses. “I was considering it might be easier to simply move camp.”

      “Probably.” Gabrielle glided closer, the fire making her honey-colored hair glow. “Especially with Puss here. He’s got a few useful spells for camping.”

      “A few?” Puss sputtered. “I’ll have you know I am a veritable treasure when it comes to camping conveniences!”

      Gabrielle ignored him and smiled at Quinn. “I’m Gabrielle, by the way. This is Puss.”

      “Master Puss, that is,” Puss corrected her. “And you ought to introduce yourself by your official title.”

      “Crown Princess of Arcainia?”

      “No! I was referring to the title that matters: Marquis of Carabas and hero of the people!”

      Quinn grabbed an armload of the wood she’d collected for the campfire. “I am happy to make your acquaintance. I am Quinn of Midnight Lake. I’m a soldier in the Farset army.”

      “And the future bride of the King of elves!” Elle dumped snow on the campfire. The hot coals hissed as the fire sputtered and went out.

      “Ohhh, you’re that Quinn! I heard of your adventures when Severin sent out a notice to the alliance,” Gabrielle said.

      “Saving the elves is quite the impressive feat—for a human,” Puss added.

      Angelique could only dumbly stare as the others scuttled around the camp, preparing to move. I’ve got two princesses and a future queen camping with me as we plan to break into a Chosen stronghold run by black mages. Why is everyone acting like this is a social tea? “But…Gabrielle, Puss…why are you here?”

      Gabrielle—visible in the dim light of the moon that reflected off the snow so brightly, Angelique could make out some of her facial features—cocked her head. “We’ve come to help you, of course.”

      Puss crouched on Gabrielle, his rear going up as he braced his paws on her shoulder before he jumped, springing into Angelique’s arms. He dug his claws into the fabric of her cloak as he pushed his face into hers. “And please allow me to assure you that you need our help.”

      Angelique cleared her throat around the inexplicable lump that gathered there. “But…”

      “We’ve been failing you,” Gabrielle rested her hand on the pommel of her sword strapped to her belt. “You’ve done so much for the continent, and we’ve done so little to help you. It’s time we change that.”

      Elle, having finished rolling up her things and strapping them to her pony, used a piece of firewood to point at Gabrielle. “Exactly! Yes! Frankly, it’s making me feel horrible that you’re so touched by this. You’re our friend, Angelique. We should help you—or we’d be the worst type of friends.”

      Quinn leaned against Fluffy. “We’re going to prioritize Evariste because he’s important to you.”

      “When Elle reached out to tell me what you were doing, I knew I had to come,” Gabrielle said. “It will be my honor to finally have a chance to try and repay you for all the kindness you’ve shown me and Arcainia, and for all the sacrifices you’ve made on behalf of the continent.”

      The pang in Angelique’s heart was so foreign (it had been so long since she’d last felt it) that it took her a few moments to realize she was happy.

      She was glad it was dark—it meant no one saw when she started to cry, but she did sniff and mash her face into Puss’s fur.

      The persnickety cat didn’t even complain. He purred with such strength, his entire body vibrated.

      Gabrielle slid her arms around Angelique, hugging her as Angelique hugged Puss. “We’re here for you.”

      “Thank you.” Angelique’s voice was watery, and some of Puss’s hair was sticking to her face while her tears burned her cheeks, but Angelique felt happier than she had in years. “Thank you,” she repeated.

      Quinn strode up to the still-embracing Angelique and Gabrielle. She set one hand on Angelique’s shoulder, then tipped forward so their foreheads touched.

      “Wait! Me, too!” Elle dropped the bag she’d been holding and jumped into the huddle, throwing her arms around Quinn and Gabrielle.

      “Careful—Angelique is holding precious cargo,” Puss chided.

      Angelique laughed and enjoyed the closeness and companionship she’d been longing for ever since Evariste left.

      She wanted the moment to last, but after a few heartbeats, she cleared her voice. “As lovely as this is, we probably ought to move camp—or we’ll be up half the night.”

      “You have a point.” Elle let go and backed up, giving the other women space to part.

      As Angelique watched them go, a part of her realized the hugs and companionship she experienced with Evariste were…different.

      Not any less precious, but it has a different feeling to it. But why? Evariste was my master, but he was undoubtedly my friend as well. He’s only a few years older than I am.

      Puss waited until everyone had settled back into their tasks before he touched his nose to Angelique’s. “You’ve done well,” he gruffly said. “I’m very proud of you.”

      Angelique grinned. “Thanks, Puss.”

      He flicked his tail, then jumped from Angelique’s arms to the snow-covered ground with a displeased sniff. “Just don’t let it go to your head.”

      Elle finished securing some of the firewood to her pony and laughed sheepishly. “Since now seems to be the time for heartfelt moments, I feel like I should confess I didn’t contact Gabrielle just because I was aware she’s close with you, Angelique,” Elle said. “I was rather hoping she’d come.”

      “Oh?” Gabrielle asked. “You thought you’d need muscle, and I could provide it?”

      “That was part of it,” Elle acknowledged. “But it was that you’re incredibly deadly, and you’re a two-part deal with Puss and…” Elle held a finger up in the air. “You’re amazingly gorgeous.”

      Gabrielle propped a hand on her hip, a frown twitching across her lips. “What does that have to do with anything?”

      “Why, everything!” Elle rubbed her hands together. “Because it opens up a great deal of possibilities with our disguises!”

      Quinn swung onto Fluffy’s back. “Like what?”

      “Oh-ho-ho-ho, just wait,” Elle chortled. “This is going to be my finest disguise yet!”
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        * * *

      

      “This is the Chosen stronghold?” Angelique squinted at the building and tried not to let logic color her expectations.

      It looked like any cottage owned by a small-scale merchant or tradesman that could be found in the countryside. A few tendrils of dead ivy dusted with snow clung to stone walls; smoke curled from the chimney, and the snow had been swept off the front step. Matched with the gray shingled roof, the building elicited a quaint feeling. There were a few windows with wooden shutters, but the cottage was smaller than Evariste’s home in Wistful Thicket. It was just a single floor with two visible doors.

      But it wasn’t so much the inconspicuous outside—that was to be expected; the Chosen wouldn’t wish to declare they’d taken up residence. That would be a stupid mistake the centuries-old organization wasn’t likely to make. Rather, it was the size that had Angelique doubting their information.

      “I thought you said it was a ‘moderate’ den?” Quinn asked—voicing Angelique’s doubts.

      “It’s dug into the ground,” Elle supplied. She briefly peered around the tree trunk she was stationed behind—to avoid the detection spells and charms they had stopped far enough away from the cottage that Elle had to hunch awkwardly to see through the trees. “As best as the ranger could tell, the actual magic workshop is underground.”

      Gabrielle gripped her shut fan in her hand rather more like a dagger than a lady wielding a tool of flirtation. “It’s a good plan—the smaller size makes them less noticeable.”

      “It’s also probably why this is the first fortification of worth we’ve found rather than just piddling locations they abandon at a moment’s notice.” Elle scowled at the building. “It’s built to be a longstanding front—not something temporary. Is everyone ready? We know our parts?”

      Gabrielle, wearing a beautiful deep blue gown with a dove-gray cloak that was decoratively spattered with embroidery, reluctantly opened her fan. “I am, but I think I have the easiest part.”

      “I’m not so certain about that,” Quinn said.

      “But I don’t even have to talk!”

      “Perhaps, but your role is the most important.” Elle stamped snow off her boots. She was wearing a worn blue skirt with a dark green shawl, which was mostly covered by her traveling cloak. “You’ve got to convince them you’re a mage.”

      “Please, I’m just a puppet. Puss will be doing the magic for me.” Gabrielle made a noise in the back of her throat, then uncomfortably twisted her head to glance at Puss, who was crouched on her shoulder. “What do you think, Puss? Are you ready?”

      Puss twitched his whiskers. “Please,” he scoffed. “Fooling these buffoons will be the merest child’s play. They don’t even have any listening spells set up on the grounds—just a few weak alarms.”

      “If we botch things up, I can use my magic,” Angelique said. “But we’d like to avoid that because we’ll notify the entire Chosen network that we know this place exists. It’d be better for Severin and his men to quietly take them out and catch them unaware.”

      Angelique chewed on her lip and tried to ignore the ball of nerves building in her gut.

      This is the best chance I’ve had in a long time at learning more about Evariste. Will I actually uncover anything helpful? Or will this be just another dead end?

      Quinn rested a hand on Angelique’s shoulder. “We can handle this.” She looked comfortable in her clothes. Playing the part of the guard, she was wearing a tunic with a leather doublet, a sword belt, arm guards, and leather pauldrons. “We’re just making ourselves known and trying to get a layout of the place.”

      That was the plan—to make two trips in their disguises. The first visit would give them the opportunity to see inside the building—something the Loire ranger, as talented as they are, had been unable to accomplish—and assess the situation. It was during the second trip that they’d make their move and snoop.

      “Right, then. Ladies—and gentle-cat—shall we?” Elle’s green eyes practically glowed with mischief and excitement.

      Gabrielle adjusted the hood of her cloak. “Lead on.”

      “So it begins.” Puss flicked his tail back and forth before he activated an advanced invisibility charm. His form shimmered for a moment before he faded entirely from view.

      Given that he was a cat, Puss didn’t have a magical signature the way Angelique or any other mage would, but the second charm he activated was a basic magic-misdirection spell, which made magic hang in the air around him…and Gabrielle, who was disguised as their employer and a mage.

      Elle put on a pair of rudimentary eye glasses that had thick metal frames and winked before she set off. The air around her entirely changed as she took on the role as the most trusted servant of mage-Gabrielle. She even changed how she walked so it was more of a shuffling, half- bent gait, and her black hair was pulled back in an almost scholarly bun and covered with a yellowed handkerchief. She had to furrow her brow a little to keep the glasses in place, which gave her more wrinkles and aged her by a few years.

      Gabrielle followed behind her, her skirts sweeping and her chin lifted high as she raised the fan to cover the lower half of her face. Her role of lady mage was an effortless fit—she had a natural grace to her that was only complimented by the social training she’d received when she became Crown Princess of Arcainia. Though Puss provided the air of magic around her, Gabrielle made it believable by the confidence she held, and the hint of danger to her posture. (That danger was the instincts of an accomplished and deadly swordswoman, not a mage, but the Chosen likely wouldn’t be able to tell the difference, particularly with Puss’s spell hanging around her.)

      Quinn and Angelique followed behind. Elle had opted to give them less flashy roles, because—when given the chance—they’d be able to fade in the background and hopefully search the premises.

      Quinn was especially convincing as a guard—and her stealth training as a Farset soldier made her particularly easy to overlook.

      (“You’ll need roles as close to your reality as possible—it’s what will make the act extra convincing,” Elle had explained the day she fitted everyone to their roles.)

      Angelique was also dressed as a guard (“We have to explain that dangerous edge of yours somehow!”). But, unlike Quinn, she was wearing a full helm that obscured her unusual silver-colored eyes, and Elle had padded her tunic with extra layers of cloth to bulk up her body before pinning up her hair so none of it could be seen.

      Angelique highly doubted any Chosen would recognize her on sight, but Severin and Elle had suspected since the previous summer that the Chosen were targeting Angelique, and after being attacked by a Chosen mage who had the ability to wield weapons made of shadows, she was less inclined to disagree with them.

      Their unlikely quartet trooped through the woods, Angelique and Quinn looking around—alert and with their hands resting on the pommels of their swords, though Angelique’s palms were clammy with sweat—while Gabrielle imperiously marched ahead, and Elle scuttled at her side.

      When they reached the door, Gabrielle stuck out her chin and glanced down at Elle.

      Elle scurried forward and rapped her knuckles on the door. “Ahem, ahem!” She said in a dry and reedy voice. “Entrance is demanded on behalf of the beautiful and powerful Mademoiselle Mystrim!”

      The door swung open, and a sallow-faced girl with eyes suspiciously narrowed and a runny nose peered out at them. “Don’t know no Mademoiselle Mystrim,” she snapped.

      Elle leaned in and muttered. “I should think not—she is far above you. Now let us in, Infinito.”

      The girl blinked at the whispered code word—which Severin’s skilled ranger had ferreted out after listening to several Chosen enter the place.

      Angelique’s heart galloped in her chest. It was hard to breathe as she waited for the girl’s reaction.

      Will this work, or have they already changed the password?

      The moment stretched on for what felt like forever, before the girl backed up. “You have to leave all weapons outside.”

      Elle sniffed. “Very well. Guards?”

      Quinn and Angelique unbuckled their sword belts and tossed them aside.

      Based on Quinn’s bland expression, you’d never guess that she had at least a dozen hidden daggers sheathed in her boots and secret pockets in her tunic.

      Elle was similarly outfitted. Gabrielle had pins with sharpened points jabbed in her hair, and Angelique had sharpened fragments of a starfire crystal in her pockets as backup. As the crystals were broken, they carried no magical signature, but they were Angelique’s backup weapons in case the Chosen were able to detect the party’s hidden blades.

      Using her magic, even tiny shards would be deadly enough to get them out of any sticky situation they may encounter—though Angelique wasn’t thrilled at the prospect of using her core magic.

      Angelique waited to see if the girl had a detection spell on her and would demand they hand over their hidden weapons, but the girl dully rubbed her shoulder. “I’ll lead you to the master,” she said.

      Angelique was lightheaded with her relief. She had to press her lips tight together to keep herself from letting a relieved sigh escape her.

      Elle winked at her before slouching in first, Gabrielle following at a more sedate and less attentive pace. Quinn nodded slightly at Angelique, offered her a flash of a smile, and then ducked through the narrow cottage door.

      Angelique followed her, feeling more than a little crowded as they marched down the narrow, darkened hallway.

      They passed five doors before the girl—an apprentice, maybe?—led them to a backroom filled with tables upon tables of jewelry, and seeped with the oily, oozing sensation of black magic.

      It prickled at Angelique’s nerves, and it took everything she had not to react to the uncomfortable feeling. She had an inkling a mere guard shouldn’t be able to feel any magic, so she didn’t react, even when she could see the shadows of black magic playing around some of the glittering jewels set in precious metals.

      Even though it was mid-morning, the windows were shuttered tight, and the only light was the fire burning in the fireplace and several sputtering lights in glass oil lamps that were foggy with years of smoke.

      The room was icy cold, but none of the outside snow managed to worm its way inside, and Angelique was more inclined to think the low temperature was due to the black magic stored in the gems.

      “The master will be along in a moment.” The servant girl studied Gabrielle for a moment, then slunk off, disappearing back up the hallway.

      Although Angelique strained her ears to listen, the girl’s footfalls were silent, making it impossible to track where she went.

      Quinn settled into a spot near the door—a natural guard position—so Angelique picked a place on the wall between the two shuttered windows that afforded her an excellent view of the bespelled jewels.

      Her eyes safely hidden by the shadows of her helm, Angelique narrowed her eyes as she tried to see the spells woven into the jewels.

      After a moment, the spell language shimmered into view—for everything in the room.

      The glittering letters of magic—twisted by the black enchantments—were unidentifiable from one another as their power filled the room.

      If I was better at sensing magic, I might be able to isolate the jewels one at a time and look at the spells that way, but that’s beyond my abilities. Maybe Puss will be able to tell?

      Three particularly large jewels set in surprisingly simple necklaces pulsed with exceedingly potent spells.

      I can’t guess what’s in them, but it has to be powerful. Why on earth would the Chosen let this place burn with so much black magic? The Veneno Conclave isn’t far beyond Mullberg’s border. There are mages traveling through these parts all of the time!

      Angelique clenched her teeth. But obviously they haven’t been found out—and Severin said this place had existed for at least a decade. A testament to just how badly we mages have failed.

      The bitterness of regret filled Angelique’s mouth, but when she heard a heavy set of footfalls march down the hallway, she assumed a position of attention, watching Elle and Gabrielle as the pair peered at the rows upon rows of jewels.

      A mage stepped into the room, lingering in the doorway.

      He appeared to be in his late thirties, perhaps early forties, with silver-streaked hair, and a well-groomed goatee that was also peppered with gray. His face was strong but handsome, and he was well dressed with aquamarine-colored gems that glittered at the cuffs of his white robe and the neckline of his dark brown tunic.

      He didn’t look cruel, despite the curls of black magic that wafted into the room after him. Rather, he looked clean cut and presentable.

      His presence was unsettling because he wasn’t unsettling. He wouldn’t have looked out of place in a prosperous town.

      The mage glanced at Quinn, inspecting her in a quick head-to-toe motion. Based on the way his gaze lingered at her waist, Angelique wondered if he had a detection spell or could sense the daggers, but he blew into the room with no hesitation, so he assumedly did not.

      Angelique wasn’t entirely surprised—both black mages and regular mages alike always seemed to forget about the existence of physical weapons, including fists. She’d downed more than a couple opponents using physical fight tactics.

      The Chosen mage fixed his sight upon Gabrielle and approached her. “Mademoiselle Mystrim, I presume?” His voice was smooth and delectable—like icing on a cake.
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      Gabrielle raised her fan to cover her lips. The orange light of the fire made her hair look like it was glowing, and the shadows of the room seemed to magnify her fine facial features and make her look every bit the mage she was pretending to be. She lazily flicked her eyes to Elle and barely tipped her chin.

      “Yes, yes.” Elle scurried forward. “Please allow me to bestow the honor upon you of introducing the renowned Mademoiselle Mystrim.”

      “Renowned, is it?” The Chosen mage smirked as he idly stroked his goatee. “And yet I have never heard of the illustrious Mademoiselle Mystrim, much less that she is a member of our…company.”

      It was about then that Angelique realized she wasn’t cut out for undercover work. Her mouth went dry, and her heart beat faster and faster—and the mage wasn’t even looking at her, but at Elle!

      Elle looked to Gabrielle, who rolled her eyes and gave the sigh of one who finds any sort of exertion cumbersome.

      “Yes, yes, of course.” Elle bowed several times to Gabrielle before facing the Chosen mage. “Mademoiselle Mystrim is a particularly talented illusionist who—due to the public fervor for her skills—has, over the past few years, found it necessary to retire to her country home. She has no use for those outside her abode and does not care what a common mage would think of her,” Elle said.

      The mage stared at Elle. “You got all of that from a sigh?”

      Elle pushed her thick glasses farther up her nose and craned her neck while remaining in her slightly hunched position. “I have had the great honor of serving Mademoiselle Mystrim for many years. It is my job to anticipate her needs before she voices them and to speak what she cannot.”

      “Cannot, or doesn’t feel like?” the Chosen mage asked.

      Elle scowled. “You dare besmirch my lady?”

      “Wouldn’t dream of it,” the Chosen mage said smoothly. “But you are essentially saying your lady is against mingling with society?”

      “Indeed.”

      He stepped past Angelique and muttered under his breath, “A small mercy for society.”

      “What did you say?” Elle’s voice crackled with suspicion, perfectly playing her role of faithful attendant.

      “Nothing.” The mage folded his arms across his chest. “But I shall say my own greetings. I am Nefari, the keeper of this modest shop. Now, pray tell what brings the illustrious and rarely seen Mademoiselle Mystrim to my doors?”

      Elle turned expectantly to Gabrielle.

      Gabrielle tilted her head and fanned herself for a brief moment, then huffed like an offended cat. Puss, most likely.

      Elle sagely nodded. “Yes, of course, Mademoiselle.” She turned to the Chosen mage and bowed her head. “With Prince Severin spearheading the useless resistance, Loire has become markedly more…active.”

      Nefari certainly didn’t seem to find her words suspicious—he appeared to be much more preoccupied with “Mademoiselle Mystrim’s” disdain for speaking as he looked back and forth between the pair, and wrinkles crinkled his forehead.

      “Mademoiselle Mystrim fears certain precautions may become necessary given all of this activity,” Elle continued. “And though she is outstanding at illusions—simply a marvel, there are none better!—she would prefer to have something more, hmm, shall we say, solid to guarantee her safety?”

      “And she said all of that with a huff?” Nefari said.

      Elle bristled. “Are you implying I am terrible at my job?” Elle whirled around to face Gabrielle. “Mademoiselle Mystrim, strike me down if I have misspoken or misinterpreted your will, please!”

      Gabrielle blinked slowly twice, then looked away.

      “Ahah!” Elle turned back around to brandish a finger in the Chosen mage’s face. “You see! I understand the Mademoiselle perfectly!”

      “Hm,” Nefari said. “Regardless. My work is available in many of our stores. Why did Mademoiselle Mystrim—who finds the public so tiring—come directly here?”

      Angelique tried to weigh out his words. Is he testing us, or is he just that curious about Gabrielle’s act?

      “We did look at some of your work in other stores.” Elle sniffed and adjusted her glasses. “That was how I knew you were skilled enough to suit Mademoiselle Mystrim’s needs. Unfortunately, we were never able to find anything exactly as my lady wished for—nor as strong. It became apparent we would have to make the journey if we truly wanted anything of worth.”

      “Ah.” Nefari shrugged. “I see. Most of my line of protective charms have been diverted to our largest project—as I’m sure you know.”

      Largest project? Is that something to do with Evariste? Or are they cooking up something new?

      Angelique steeled herself so she continued to look bored and didn’t react.

      “What spells are you specifically looking for?” Nefari asked.

      Elle looked to Gabrielle.

      Gabrielle made a sort of whining sigh.

      Elle whipped back around to face the black mage. “The strongest you have.”

      Nefari pointedly glanced at Quinn and Angelique. “A bit paranoid, are you?”

      “You,” Elle haughtily pushed her glasses up her nose, “Have obviously not been in any territory that Lady Enchantress Angelique passes through, or you’d know just why this is so necessary!”

      It was a good thing Angelique was wearing a helm. All of her concern and concentration weren’t enough to keep her from bulging her eyes at Elle in alarm.

      What are you doing?!

      Surprisingly, Nefari leaned back and smoothed his goatee with a thoughtful gesture. “What you say is true and not unreasonable. Very well. Then I will show you the spells and charms we have that can resist magic cast by an enchanter or enchantress.” He sauntered across the room, heading to the table situated closest to the fireplace.

      That actually worked? How?!

      Gabrielle glided after him with Elle following at a shuffle.

      “Everything available here is crafted at this location. We source our gems from Mullberg—they have superior stones which means they can hold a higher caliber spell,” he explained.

      So that’s why they’re willing to set up shop this close to the Veneno Conclave—easier access to raw materials.

      “Naturally, this means the larger and higher quality the gem, the more powerful the spell.” The black mage raised an eyebrow. “Just how strong of a spell can you afford?”

      Elle peered up at Gabrielle.

      Gabrielle lowered her fan long enough to reveal her perfect nose—which she twitched as she made a disdainful “Hm!” noise.

      Elle bowed to her. “As you say, Mademoiselle.” She swung around and sniffed at Nefari. “Money is no object.”

      Nefari smirked. “I see.”

      Angelique shifted her weight, then—testing the mage’s attention—strolled across the room to approach Quinn.

      The mage didn’t look away from Gabrielle and Elle, but that didn’t mean he didn’t notice her.

      “These gems contain the highest caliber of my signature defense spell,” the mage said. “When you are attacked, it automatically activates a shield spell.”

      “Automatic activation seems awful limiting,” Elle said.

      “Most prefer it, as the spell—once attached to a gem in a necklace—can be easily hidden and avoid detection. However, it can be manually activated, as well.”

      Nefari held the necklace out in front of him and muttered. The jewel shimmered before an iridescent green shield snapped into place around the mage.

      Angelique narrowed her eyes as she studied the shield.

      I know this spell. Where have I seen it?

      A moment passed before she remembered the Chosen mage she’d first encountered in Zancara. Both times he’d attacked her, he used a necklace that powered a shield spell Angelique had had a terrible time trying to get past.

      This must be where he got it from…

      “However,” Nefari set the necklace down. The shield spell flickered around him for a moment before it fizzled out. “If you are looking for something capable of protecting you from the likes of Angelique, your best option will be to get a custom-made piece—so the spells can be specially tuned to you.”

      Gabrielle stared Nefari down with nerves of steel, her golden eyes glittering with nothing but boredom as she met his gaze.

      For a moment, even Angelique forgot Gabrielle wasn’t a magic user—there was so much confident power in the princess’s gaze.

      Nefari shifted his weight from one foot to the other and clasped his hands behind his back. “Naturally, this means a delay. A custom piece takes several months to build. But once I finish, I will attune it to you, which will guarantee the spell’s top performance level.”

      Considering a return trip was exactly what they’d been aiming for all along, Gabrielle and Elle did a magnificent job of falsifying outrage.

      Gabrielle sniffed.

      “Yes, indeed, Mademoiselle.” Elle bobbed in a wobbly curtsey, then turned on the slightly intimidated Nefari. “Months? I say it again, months? You wish to keep Mademoiselle Mystrim from the comforts of her home for months? When she has already said money is no object? What kind of mage do you take Mademoiselle Mystrim for?”

      “Er, if I increase the price, I suppose I could delay some other orders if it is really that important—”

      Gabrielle collapsed her fan and then slapped it into the palm of her hand as she glared at him.

      “What did you not understand about Mademoiselle Mystrim’s feelings for your measly prices, mage?” Elle snapped, crowding at Gabrielle’s shoulder.

      “My apologies.” Nefari awkwardly bowed.

      I don’t think I was ever impressed enough with Elle and Gabrielle, Angelique reflected as she watched the fierce pair stare down the thoroughly cowed Chosen mage. I never thought anyone besides a powerful mage could inflict fear into a Chosen follower!

      He settled his shoulders (the upsetting air of normalness that surrounded him grew with every gesture he made), then snapped his fingers.

      The little girl abruptly appeared in the doorway and bowed. “Yes, Master?”

      “The lady is going to place a custom order,” Nefari said. “Get the necessary forms.”

      The girl bowed again, then disappeared down the hallway as silently as she appeared.

      Hmmm. We’ll have to make sure the little girl is occupied—or Quinn and I will never know if she’s around or not when we get a chance to search this place.

      Nefari set a hand on his chest and slightly bowed his head. “Now then, let us begin discussing what spells you would like in your custom jewelry piece.”

      Angelique only half listened to the conversation—just to see if he dropped any spells of significance besides basic alarm, shield, and defensive spells.

      He had a couple of nasty attack spells that were looked down upon by the Veneno Conclave—a cloud of poisonous gas and a charm that would instantly blind the target—but nothing out of the ordinary.

      By the time the girl returned with the form, it was apparent to Angelique that the mage’s greatest skills lay in the shield defense spell.

      And the craftmage he’s working with to forge everything isn’t nearly as good as Stil, so the gem can only hold an extra spell or two—and that’s just because we’re shelling out loads of money for a superior gem.

      Angelique prowled around the far end of the room with more confidence since Nefari hadn’t ever glanced her way.

      I imagine his run-of-the-mill necklaces—like the one the war mage that I fought with had—only have shield charms.

      The information wasn’t at all helpful in locating Evariste, but Severin would be interested in it—as would Clovicus and the other handful of mages that were working with the alliance these days.

      Angelique casually glanced down the hallway as she paced back and forth, trying to give herself the air of an impatient mercenary as Elle filled out the forms with a few huffs and labored sighs from Gabrielle.

      Five doors. One must lead to the workshop downstairs. I think it’s reasonable to expect there’s a private study for Nefari given how he runs this stronghold.

      Angelique tried leaning on the walls to see if she could feel anything in the timbers or drywall of the cottage that might indicate where the study was—it probably had enchantments on it to ward off fire, like Evariste’s library back at Wistful Thicket. But all she felt was the cloying black magic and the hundreds of spells that were attached to the gems.

      “Very well,” Nefari said, redrawing Angelique’s attention. “Given that we have settled on a price for what spells you have selected, I will need a down payment.” He smiled smoothly. “As proof of your finances.”

      Gabrielle slowly blinked.

      “Naturally, Mademoiselle Mystrim says,” Elle interpreted. She untied a small sack from her belt that clinked when she set it on the table.

      Nefari yanked the sack’s drawstrings open and peered inside before he passed the papers they’d filled out to his servant girl. “Run this down to the workshop.” He swatted his hand at her in a shooing motion but kept his eyes on the money—based on his smirk, he’d over charged them a great deal.

      It’s fine. Severin will get the money back when he ransacks this place.

      Angelique watched the servant girl pick up the papers and scurry back down the hallway. She’d purposely positioned herself so she could see where the girl went—though she tilted her head down so, with her eyes hidden, it would seem like she wasn’t paying attention.

      The little girl slipped through the smallest door—the one sandwiched between the two much larger doors. Angelique only saw the faint flickers of light dancing on the wall before the little girl stepped down and pulled the door shut behind her.

      He told her to run the papers down to the workshop. It’s underground, like the ranger said. Angelique fidgeted a little and continued her attempt to appear to be bored. I didn’t see where she went to get the papers, but he didn’t tell her to run downstairs to get them. Does that mean he keeps his papers on this main floor?

      Angelique internally fumed that she hadn’t moved in time to watch the girl when she first left. But perhaps one of the other women noticed something she hadn’t.

      “Everything seems to be in order,” the Chosen mage said. “I will send for you when we are ready for an attunement. Where will you be staying in the meantime?”

      “Ohh, no.” Elle brandished a finger at him until her spectacles almost slipped off her nose and she had to wrestle them back into place. “We will not be telling you where the Mademoiselle chooses to retire—she has no use for your lewd advances!”

      Nefari stared at Elle, and his forehead started to wrinkle again.

      If we ever want to confuse the enemy and throw their lives into chaos, we should send out Elle, Angelique decided.

      “No,” Elle continued. “We will be returning in two weeks.”

      “Two weeks?” Nefari sputtered. “I cannot possibly finish it in two weeks!”

      “Then consider it a progress report so we can make certain you are producing a goods that is worthy of Mademoiselle Mystrim!” Elle snapped.

      Nefari frowned. “I am a busy man. I don’t have time to play attendant to you.”

      Gabrielle sighed, then glided across the room, making for Angelique, Quinn, and the hallway.

      “Two weeks!” Elle clarified as she hopped after Gabrielle, scurrying down the hallway. “We’ll return in two weeks!”

      Nefari frowned but gestured for Angelique and Quinn to exit the showroom ahead of him.

      As Quinn and Angelique strolled down the hallway, Angelique glanced at the doors, but didn’t seen any differentiating details between the doors that would hint what lay behind them.

      When Gabrielle reached the front door, she pointedly looked to Elle.

      Elle shuffled ahead, intending to push it open, but just before her fingers grazed the iron handle, the Chosen mage spoke.

      “Before the esteemed Mademoiselle Mystrim leaves, I must ask you, who recommended my work?” Although the mage’s voice was casual, it made the hairs on the back of Angelique’s neck prickle.

      This is a test.

      Gabrielle flicked her fan open and fanned herself, then twitched her nose.

      “Numerous stores we visited reported that you were the manufacturer of the charms,” Elle sniffed in disapproval. “Mademoiselle said as much when we told you why we’d come.”

      “But you had no reason to think I was capable of something that could protect you against the likes of Angelique,” the Chosen mage pointed out. “Was there not someone specific who recommended my services?”

      This is bad. This is very bad. We don’t know any of the Chosen mages by name, or we would have arrested them! There’s Carabosso and Suzu, but those are widely known names and might not convince him.

      Although she showed no outer panic, Angelique could tell Elle was eyeballing the mage, attempting to figure out what sort of answer she could spin that would please him.

      “I heard from a friend of Suzu,” Elle finally answered.

      “And what is that friend’s name?” the Chosen mage asked.

      Elle narrowed her eyes, and Gabrielle briefly tensed.

      “Was it not Acri who told Mademoiselle Mystrim?” The words popped out of Angelique’s mouth before she could think them through.

      …What have I done?

      Angelique fell silent—her horror was so strong, it made her throat pinch.

      I just blurted out a name I dreamed of when I was half-crazed and exhausted… I’ve doomed our entire mission! We’re not going to get any information on Evariste, and it will be my fault! Unless…

      Angelique felt her sharp and cool magic ooze around her.

      She started to reach for it, except Nefari surprised her into inaction.

      “You know Acri?” He widened his eyes, then hurriedly bent over in a bow deeper than any he’d given before. “Then please allow me to express my thanks that you chose to seek my work out. I hope you will give Acri a favorable report.”

      Angelique stared at the white hood that covered his head.

      Wait. Acri is real? But that means—was my dream real?

      That thought was enough to bring an overwhelming mix of emotions: joy (Evariste was alive!); all-consuming disappointment (she’d talked to Evariste and had wasted so many of those precious moments storming about her frustrations instead of getting information from her teacher); and confusion (because Evariste had said and done things in her dream…).

      Elle, ever the professional, ignored Angelique’s mental anguish and seamlessly continued her act. “Our recommendation remains to be seen until you have actually finished the necklace,” she emphasized.

      Gabrielle pointedly faced the door and tapped her fan on her palm.

      Elle yanked it open, mewling in distress when the frosty wind nearly blew her off her feet, and snowflakes pelted her face.

      Angelique watched Gabrielle sashay into the cold. Still acting her part, Gabrielle didn’t bother to look back at the cottage as she marched into the woods.

      Quinn methodically plodded after her.

      The consequences of “Acri” being a real Chosen mage were still dawning on Angelique, making her into a frozen statue. Vaguely, she knew she needed to follow Quinn, but her thoughts were so sludge-like, she barely remembered to breathe!

      He tried to give me information, and I brushed him off. And…he tried to kiss me?

      Elle wrapped her shawl tight around her shoulders and peered up at Nefari. “Two weeks!” She “accidentally” bumped into Angelique when she turned around and shuffled into the snow outside, jolting Angelique to the present.

      Later. I’ll think about this when we’re safely back at our lodgings.

      Angelique strode behind Elle, stopping to pick up her sword where it was tipped against the house. She casually tossed Quinn her sword belt as Elle hopped along.

      “Mademoiselle, I am coming!” Elle called.

      Angelique risked glancing back at the cottage as she buckled her sword belt and settled her cloak back into place.

      The Chosen mage bowed again and hadn’t yet closed the door.

      Just who is Acri that his mere name changed Nefari’s attitude?

      Angelique clung to that thought as she propelled herself forward—it was easier to think about than anything else in her dream. And right now, it was more important to keep their farce believable than to be emotionally honest with herself.

      At least, that’s what Angelique told herself as she followed Gabrielle and Elle into the woods, keeping a stranglehold on her thoughts. Because if she let them stray at all…she’d have to think about that almost-kiss.
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        * * *

      

      “What did I say? Chosen brutes are too oblivious for such subtle magics as the sort I use!” Puss jumped from Gabrielle’s shoulder, shaking off his invisibility charm.

      The group had returned to their lodgings at a middle-class inn, La Bise, in the Arcainian trading city just over the border. Puss had remained invisible the entire time, until the moment they convened on the tiny, windowless sitting room that adjoined Gabrielle’s larger room. They had to keep the ruse going even there, in case the Chosen decided to follow them.

      “Did you already cast a silence charm on the room?” Gabrielle asked.

      “Of course I have.” Puss jumped onto a foot stool and draped his tail behind him so it could freely twitch back and forth. “What do you take me for—a stumbling greenhorn? I cast it before I jumped from your shoulder. I’m certainly not going to risk anyone overhearing our subterfuge.”

      “Sorry.” Gabrielle collapsed into a straight-backed chair and grimaced. She twisted awkwardly to massage her right shoulder with her left arm. “Have you put on weight? I thought my shoulders were going to give out around the time we left the cottage.”

      “How dare you!”

      Angelique barely noticed the banter as she stared at her hands, still trying to grasp the idea that Acri was real—that her dreams were real. How? Talking through dreams isn’t a magic I’ve ever heard of. I don’t think Evariste’s magic could have created the connection—he can jump locations, not consciousnesses. And he—

      Angelique shook her head as she remembered the way his eyes smoldered. No.

      “That was informative.” Elle set down the tray of food they’d gotten from the inn’s kitchens on an end table and scooted it closer to the fire that burned in the tiny fireplace.

      “Really? I didn’t think we got much information—if anything, Nefari pumped us for intelligence.” Quinn took up a post by the door—though she stopped long enough to abandon her sword and take up a bow instead.

      “First contact with a mark is almost always more about establishing your cover story than trying to wheedle out information,” Elle said. “Most marks of substantial intelligence will automatically be wary—it takes a few meetings before they’ll let their guard down long enough for you to snatch what you need.”

      Quinn thoughtfully tilted her head. “That makes sense.”

      “Excuse me.” Puss put a paw in the air, flashing his pink paw pads. “I have not been praised and admired enough considering I was the one who did the bulk of the work.”

      “You and Elle,” Gabrielle corrected. “But you were wonderful. Thank you, Puss.” Gabrielle leaned forward and stroked his head, earning a deep purr from him.

      “Yes, your magic worked better than I could have imagined. Thank you for your valuable assistance, Master Puss.” Elle winked at him before she set about preparing the snack they’d grabbed—fresh bread, a crock of raspberry jam, and a slab of warmed brie cheese.

      Elle set the plate of brie cheese on the brick ground just in front of the fireplace, reheating it. “And we did get some useful information. The mage certainly didn’t want to leave us alone with the merchandise—we can use that to our advantage.”

      “How so?” Gabrielle asked.

      “We split the group,” Elle said. “He’ll stick with the ones in the store section of the cottage.”

      “He did seem to act more like a merchant than a mage mastermind,” Gabrielle said. “Do you think we’ll really be able to get any information on Lord Enchanter Evariste from him? I highly doubt the Chosen higher-ups would choose to share such vital information with a middle man.”

      “You’re right,” Elle said. “But I’m rather hoping we’ll be able to get information that will allow us to deduce where Lord Enchanter Evariste is. That large project he mentioned might be something. If they’re sending extra necklaces to any one particular spot, that might be an indicator that Evariste is there.”

      “I imagine finding out what that project is would be helpful for the resistance in general,” Gabrielle said. “We could prepare for it.”

      “Given his cagey wording I imagine that’s something that the rangers might have to look into since we’re dealing with a very short window for our investigation. But at the very least we should be able to find information on more Chosen encampments,” Quinn said. “Nefari openly said the gems were from Mullberg. I would assume that means they have several Chosen bases there. If we can get a list or a map of those encampments, we can hit those locations and see if they have any information on Evariste. If he really is in Mullberg, I’m sure they’d have some kind of notation of the fact.”

      “Yes, that would be a help.” Elle bunched her shawl around her hand and grabbed the plate of melted cheese off the hot bricks. Using a knife, she slathered some across a piece of still-warm bread and smeared a dollop of raspberry jam on top. “I’m a little worried that the mage’s office is in the basement—with the workshop.” She offered the cheese-covered bread to Gabrielle.

      Gabrielle took the offering and sat up straight. “I don’t think so. He told the little girl to go down to the workshop, but he just told her to fetch the forms when he sent her off for them.”

      Gabrielle bit into the bread and hummed in appreciation. When Puss gave her uninterrupted eye contact with his gleaming bronze eyes, she ripped a tiny chunk off and held it out for him.

      Puss hopped off his stool. “We’ll have to watch for the little girl. She was impressively silent.” He sat at the feet of Gabrielle’s chair and jumped onto her belly—eliciting a choked noise from her—before he started eating her offering while purring.

      Elle slathered another piece of bread with cheese and raspberry jam. “That’s true.” She held the piece of bread out to Quinn.

      Quinn took it from her—though she held her bow with her free hand. “Excluding the time she was sent to gather forms, the little girl only went back and forth between the workshop downstairs and the storefront,” Quinn said. “I suspect she is used to relay messages.”

      “How do you know she only went downstairs?” Gabrielle asked.

      “I heard her footsteps,” Quinn said. “She went to the same room every time she was dismissed. And when she opened the door, the noises coming from it echoed—which implies a staircase.”

      Elle whistled. “Impressive—she moved like a ghost to my ears.”

      Quinn shrugged. “She was quiet for a human, but she’s got nothing on forest animals.”

      “This is why it’s so enjoyable to work in teams.” Elle chortled as she spread some more cheese and jam on another piece of bread. “We throw all our talents together, and it makes us that much harder to defeat!”

      “It also gives us a lot more weaknesses,” Gabrielle said. “I almost ruined the whole thing when he asked us who recommended him.”

      “You were fine. I certainly didn’t notice anything.” Holding her bread-cheese-and-jam offering, Elle stood up and sauntered over to the corner Angelique had chosen to occupy with all of her confused thoughts.

      “She froze up like a rabbit facing a fox,” Puss declared. “I felt her shoulders tighten.”

      “That was because you were so heavy, I was having a hard time keeping my shoulders up,” Gabrielle said.

      Puss, having finished his chunk of bread, climbed onto Gabrielle’s chest, making her wheeze. “Again, you dare to anger me!”

      Elle held out the bread to Angelique. “It ended up being fine—Angelique covered for us all.”

      Puss let Gabrielle push him down into her lap, though he twitched his tail so it tickled her nose. “Yes, she did. Who is Acri, anyway?”

      Angelique took the bread and stared at it. Her thoughts were too frantic to let her do much more than stare at the snack. Acri is real. I couldn’t have made that name up in a mere dream and a Chosen mage just happens to share it. Which means my dreams were real. What else did Evariste say?

      She strained her memory trying to remember anything helpful.

      He’d said Liliane is the Chosen’s leader, and Acri—her son—was the mage who attacked me in Zancara. He had no idea where they were hidden since he was in a cave system, but he thought it was somewhere cold because he’d only ever seen people dressed in winter clothes. But what else?

      The memory of Evariste leaning closer, so close that their lips nearly brushed, filled Angelique’s mind.
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      No. She slightly shook her head as she stared at her rapidly cooling bread and cheese. No, I can’t waste time thinking about that—I talked to Evariste, and I practically ignored everything he said! Focus—what else can I remember?

      “You asked Severin to search for a Liliane and an Acri before—did you come across their names somewhere?” Elle asked, interrupting Angelique’s thoughts.

      She hesitated for a moment—how could she explain what Evariste had told her in a dream when even she didn’t understand the mechanics?

      “I heard those names while running across the continent,” Angelique slowly said. “I think Acri is the name of the Chosen mage who attacked me in Farset and Zancara. But I had no way of knowing if that really was his name—much less if a Liliane even existed among the Chosen—so it was a gamble to use it.”

      Gabrielle shrugged. “It worked out in our favor.”

      “It did, but that was lucky.” Angelique stared at her bread again. “I didn’t honestly think it would work, but I spoke before I thought.”

      “Then we can be extra thankful that it worked.” Quinn finished her piece of bread and licked her fingers. “Especially because he seemed much more impressed with us afterwards.”

      “We should use that to our advantage,” Elle said. “But we should take care to mention Acri as little as possible.”

      “Why?” Gabrielle asked.

      “If he’s really the black mage who attacked Angelique, it means he’s exceedingly powerful—and important, given our reception. We don’t want to accidentally say anything that could blow our cover.” Elle rubbed her hands together. “Which is why I think we should prey upon our target’s paranoia of his merchandise and his newfound respect.”

      “How?” Quinn asked.

      “Ahaha, that’s the question, isn’t it?”

      The realization of the dreams nagged at the back of her mind, but Angelique forced herself to concentrate on the conversation—she was the reason they were infiltrating a Chosen stronghold, after all.

      “We could use weapons maybe?” she dully suggested.

      Elle peered up at Angelique. “What do you mean?”

      “When Evariste took me in as his apprentice, he had me keep up my drills for physical fighting and weapons. He said it was a big advantage against magical opponents because they tend to ignore weapons and swords,” Angelique said.

      Elle rubbed her chin. “Hmm. Yes, I imagine they are focused on fighting with magic, not hand-to-hand.”

      “We can attest to that already,” Quinn said. “I had enough daggers strapped to me to open up a weapon stall in a city market. Nefari never seemed to notice or ask—unless he knew and he didn’t care?”

      “Not likely,” Gabrielle said. “Why would he let customers smuggle weapons in but order the servant girl to instruct you to disarm in the first place?”

      “Great, then let’s capitalize on that tidbit,” Elle said.

      Puss hopped off Gabrielle’s lap and strolled his way over to Angelique, batting at the tassels on her boots when he reached her.

      Angelique peered down at him. “What? Do you want my bread?”

      “No!” Puss flicked his tail back and forth in vexation. “I was thinking that—given my vast and superior knowledge—we should take this time to practice your magic. The room Princess Elle got for you and Quinn is also windowless, is it not?”

      Angelique shook her head. “It is, but I can’t practice my magic. We’re trying not to let the Chosen know I’m in the area—remember?”

      “Obviously!” Puss scoffed. “But you have also clearly forgotten that I am a magic cat, and possess unique skills! It just so happens that I know a spell that can seal a room off, so no one outside it can feel the magic used inside.”

      Angelique bit the inside of her cheek. It’s risky—maybe too risky. But if we can find Evariste, it’s going to be a fight to get him back. We’re not just going to waltz up to wherever they’re storing him and whisk him away. Maybe it would be better to practice…

      “Are you certain your spell can hold, even against my magic?” Angelique asked.

      “Just who do you think I am?” Puss stuck his nose in the air. “Of course I can!”

      “While I admire your dedication, we need you here, Master Puss, to maintain the silence spell,” Elle reminded him.

      “Actually, his presence isn’t necessary.” Gabrielle leaned back in her chair again, her easy elegance showing in the way she splayed her legs out in front of her and draped her arms on the chair’s armrests. “Puss has been practicing magic like mad ever since the Summit. He can maintain two spells at once, even if he’s not near them.”

      “I required no such practice. Just a quick brush-up!” Puss sauntered off to the side door that opened up into the tiny room Quinn and Angelique shared. “Come along, Angelique. I have wisdom to impart. And bring the bread!”

      Angelique shuffled after the cat. She watched the way his tail formed the shape of a question mark and tried to focus on him instead of the thoughts that were blurring through her mind. She was starting to get a headache.

      Puss hopped up onto her bed—which had only a worn, watery gray blanket on it. Thank goodness for the heat charm Stil had sent with her and Quinn, or she’d freeze in the tiny room. “Close the door,” he ordered.

      Angelique nudged the door shut and then set her bread on an end table pulled up to her bed so Puss could eat it (as he very likely wanted to).

      Puss narrowed his bronze eyes and unblinkingly stared at her.

      “What is it?” Angelique asked after several long moments.

      Puss made a noise in the back of his throat. “Nothing, it seems.” He stood up and turned in a circle. “I shall cast the sealing spell—think of what you would like to practice.”

      Angelique unbuckled her sword belt and set it off to the side. “Fine. But where did you learn a sealing spell? Those are pretty rare—they’re not even part of a curriculum at Luxi-Domus. I didn’t even know they existed outside of sealing a mage’s powers.”

      “I found this one in several particularly old books in Evariste’s study before all of this began.” Puss casually meandered up to the bread and licked his chops.

      Angelique gaped at the cat. “You’ve known the spell for that long!”

      “Indeed.”

      “But that was years ago!”

      “I found it six years ago, to be precise,” Puss said. “But I am humble enough to admit that—despite my great abilities—I was only recently able to master this spell.”

      “You’ve been trying all those years?” Angelique asked. “Whatever for?”

      Puss flicked his tail. “For you, of course!”

      “Me?”

      “Naturally! Why do you think I was looking for a sealing spell in the first place?” Puss scoffed. “When you and Evariste had that terrible row, I realized it was going to be up to me to get it through your brick-like head that your magic was not dangerously out of your control. Evariste was clearly too emotionally invested.” Puss twitched his whiskers. “I planned to have us hole ourselves up in your bedroom so you could practice unleashing your magic. But despite my best efforts, it became apparent to me that the…ahem…enthusiasm and depth of your magic would mean a particularly perfect and advanced version of the sealing spell would be required. Such a thing is well within my reach, naturally, but it did take some, shall we say, practice for me to get it to the required point.”

      Puss nonchalantly chomped on the bread, getting a bit of raspberry jam smeared on his nose.

      Angelique stared at his black ears. I always loved Puss—Roland, that is. But I don’t think I ever appreciated him enough. “Thank you.”

      Puss licked his chops clean of warm cheese. “You can show your thanks by practicing your magic.”

      Angelique helplessly flung her arms out. “How? Or rather, what do you think I should practice?”

      Puss finished another bite of the cheese-jam-and-bread concoction. “Your core magic.”

      Angelique took a breath, ready to object, but Puss plunged on, ignoring her attempt at interrupting.

      “I know you used it on behalf of the elves—Quinn told Gabrielle and me while Elle was fixing your disguise.” Puss looked up from the bread and met her gaze. “She said King Themerysaldi took you around to destroy the second band of goblins.”

      Angelique nodded. “He wanted me to practice activating smaller portions of my core magic so I wouldn’t set off my price.”

      “I think we should continue with that, but more along the lines of control,” Puss said.

      Angelique mashed her lips together.

      “What is it?” Puss asked.

      “My control has historically been horrible—even when I was a student in Luxi-Domus.”

      “No, your control became shaky after your instructors treated you with suspicion and acted as if you were a budding black mage.” Puss went back to gnawing on the bread. “I am an old companion of yours, Enchantress. You cannot fool me!”

      “Fine, my control has been bad for years,” Angelique said.

      “Which is precisely why we must address it,” Puss countered. “Your control needs to be smooth and seamless—not brutish and ham-fisted.”

      Angelique knew the smart-mouthed cat wasn’t wrong. But she’d avoided her magic for so long, and now more than ever she knew just how deadly it was.

      “Evariste is stuck inside a mirror, Angelique,” Puss said. “You’re going to need your powers to free him. The Veneno Conclave certainly isn’t going to get around to it given their recent shows of incompetence.”

      Angelique sighed. “You’re right.”

      “Of course I’m right.” The black and white cat abandoned the bread and jumped to the ground. He twined around Angelique’s legs, arching his back as he leaned into her. “Besides. Once you get control over your powers, you really will have no reason to fear for others. Though I suspect the Elf King has already done plenty to drive that home.”

      “Quinn told you about his suicidal-idiot moments when we were hunting goblins, too, I take it?”

      “Yes. Frankly, I was unsurprised. Since joining in Gabrielle’s adventures, I have come to find that most royals are doltish and empty-headed.” Puss rubbed his cheek on Angelique’s boots. “But while his execution should be questioned, he did prove his point. You have great magic, Angelique. But I don’t think you understand just how precise and careful it is—much like yourself.”

      Angelique bit the inside of her cheek.

      I still don’t like my war magic. But…I believe in Puss’s knowledge, and Emerys’s understanding of magic. And, most of all, I want Evariste back. I’ll sacrifice whatever is necessary to free him. Even if that means mastering my magic.

      Angelique crouched down so she could rub Puss under his chin. “Thank you.”

      “For?”

      “Everything. For being my friend and for thinking of me over all these years.”

      Puss purred. “Naturally. I’ll fight with you, Angelique. No matter how far apart we are.” Standing on his back legs, the cat rested his front paws on her bent knee and leaned up, bumping his nose to hers.

      Angelique smiled, and for the first time since blurting out the name Acri, she felt peace.

      “Now, practice!” Puss ordered, more than a little gleeful. “I have so many drills and exercises I have been stocking up for all these years, and now they shall finally be put to use!” He hopped back up on the bed and circled around so he could resume eating the bread. “Now, let’s begin. Fetch your sword and unsheathe it—we will start with practicing control!”
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        * * *

      

      As Elle had promised, two weeks later they returned to Nefari’s “cottage,” all decked out in their disguises.

      Angelique knocked on the door, grimacing at the black magic that brushed at her senses.

      Her magic, or maybe her grasp of magic, felt bruised and a little stretched—a byproduct of the very thorough exercises Puss drilled her in every single day during their two-week wait. But on the positive side, she could now create pieces of art with pins. Puss had started her on two hundred sewing needles and then eventually added in pins and broaches—any small and sharp object they could find. Now she could handle nearly six hundred pins and could precisely control them.

      The practice had taught her a great deal—that the weight and size of a weapon didn’t tax her magic more or less, but the amount of weapons and the length of time in which she handled them all greatly impacted her mental strain.

      I learned that after losing five sewing needles on my third hour of practice and stepping on them before getting sick. I never imagined taking out a goblin army in a few minutes would be easier than rearranging needles for hours on end.

      She’d handled a lot of weapons before—the goblins in Alabaster Forest were the most recent and obvious example.

      But in having her create images and patterns, plus move the pins/needles/small sharp objects around the room like flying birds, Puss had helped her hone her abilities.

      Magic momentarily swirled on the cottage door before it was flung open.

      This time it was Nefari who greeted them, not his servant girl.

      He was still unsettlingly pleasant and normal looking. Today he wore a hunter-green tunic with another white cloak with gold swirls around the throat latch. His smile was welcoming as he bowed.

      “Mademoiselle Mystrim, welcome back.”

      Gabrielle scowled and stared at Nefari as the wind howled and flung snow into the air.

      “Mademoiselle Mystrim is uncomfortable and wonders when you will invite her inside,” Elle said through chattering teeth—which Angelique suspected was real and not falsified.

      Winter had settled into the area with a bitter cold that Angelique felt in her bones—especially without her charmed dress, which contained a heat charm so strong, she’d once been able to ride across the uninhabitable Chronos Mountains with Pegasus.

      “Of course.” Nefari flicked his eyes to Quinn and Angelique, but they had already unbuckled their sword belts and together leaned the weapons against the cottage’s outer wall. “Please, come in.” Nefari stepped aside and beckoned them in.

      Gabrielle sailed in, flouncing down the hallway with confident steps. Elle scrambled along behind her, and Nefari followed them at a pace that was so quick, it could just barely be described as a walk, leaving Quinn and Angelique to close the door and slowly amble behind.

      Elle is absolutely right—he’s set against leaving us with his merchandise. That bodes well for our plan.

      “I am pleased to say that I moved mountains for you, Mademoiselle Mystrim, and finished your spelled pendant,” Nefari said.

      Gabrielle slowed down once she reached the showcase room. She slowly spun around and delicately removed a fan from the fur-lined depths of her cloak.

      “Mademoiselle Mystrim wishes to express her overflowing joy at this news,” Elle chirped.

      “Yes. She certainly looks…overflowing.” Nefari wrinkled his forehead as he studied Gabrielle for a moment. “My servant should bring it out in a moment—ahh, here she is.”

      The girl, bearing a wooden serving tray that had a small velvet cushion on it, appeared at the room entryway. She waddled up to Gabrielle and held the tray up.

      It’s a good thing Quinn can hear her—I certainly can’t. I suspect she’ll be the larger threat to this mission than Nefari.

      Nefari gestured to the velvet cushion—which bore a necklace with an obnoxiously large, emerald-colored gem. “Of course, I will need to tune the spells to you for the greatest effect—as I mentioned prior.”

      Gabrielle boredly opened her fan, then closed it and studied the lacquered sticks that gave the fan its structure.

      There’s the cue—that means Puss is in place.

      “Naturally,” Elle said, still translating.

      Angelique yawned widely, then slumped against the wall. She waited a few moments, then yanked her gloves off her cold, red hands and pulled a dagger from the depths of her shapeless, gray cloak.

      She turned the weapon around in her hands a few times, inspecting it with an intensity she didn’t feel.

      Despite the cold—even with the fire, the room was quite chilly—she started to sweat.

      Stay calm. This is it. If we can pull this off, we might find something about Evariste.

      “Would Mademoiselle Mystrim like a first look at the spells before we tune them—so you can ascertain their power and strength?” Nefari asked.

      Elle picked up the bespelled necklace with a casualness that made Angelique’s spine shiver. “What do you think, Mademoiselle?” she asked.

      Failing in her mission to catch Nefari’s attention, Angelique held the dagger up higher—as though she was scrutinizing a nick in the blade.

      It glittered in the dim light, and when Nefari glanced in their direction, he snapped his head back so fast Angelique was surprised she didn’t hear his neck crack.

      “I beg your pardon,” he said in a calm voice that belayed the sharp edge to his attention. “But you are required to disarm yourselves before coming inside.”

      Angelique slowly blinked, as if she were having a hard time understanding what he meant. “When we came in the first time, your servant girl just looked at our swords.”

      “Likely she assumed you didn’t have any other weapons given that most of our clientele are defended through magic,” he said.

      Hah—exactly as Evariste told me years ago!

      Nefari strode across the room and held out his hand. “But it is not worth fretting over. I will take the dagger.”

      “You don’t want our other weapons?” Angelique asked once he got closer.

      Now it was Nefari’s turn to blink. “Other weapons?”

      Angelique squinted as she pulled out two hidden daggers from her bracers, then stuck her leg out and started to pull another dagger from her boot.

      “Ah—I see.” Nefari held his hand up to stop her. “My servant girl shall guide you back to the outdoors so you may completely disarm.”

      Angelique turned around to peer at Gabrielle. “Is that acceptable, Mademoiselle Mystrim?”

      Gabrielle simpered.

      “Mademoiselle Mystrim thinks it is best to acquiesce to our host’s rules of conduct,” Elle said.

      Angelique purposely made an awkward bow to Gabrielle, then turned with Quinn to follow the servant girl—still carrying the wooden tray—back up the hallway.

      When they reached the door, Angelique shook her head. “No, I’m not going back out there—it’s so cold, I’ll lose a toe if I have to stand out there very long. We’ll disarm here.”

      The little girl dully stared at her. “The master always has guests disarm outside.”

      Angelique ignored her and started flinging her daggers at the ground, ignoring the curious prickle of her magic as it inspected the dull blades—which they’d bought cheaply for this very reason.

      Nefari probably can’t tell the difference between a dull blade and a sharpened one anyway.

      Quinn copied Angelique, and together they started to make a pile of weapons.

      The girl clutched the tray and watched, but she didn’t say anything more about going outside.

      Angelique purposefully slowed down in the process—taking time to pat herself down as if she couldn’t even remember where she had all her blades stored—to stall for time.

      She heard Elle shout once or twice, but she couldn’t make out what she was actually saying.

      Come on, Nefari. Let your greed get the best of you. Summon her even though we’re not done!

      A few moments passed before a bell rang.

      The servant girl looked down the hallway in the direction of the showroom, then back at Angelique and Quinn. “Are you finished?”

      Quinn held her arms out in a T pose, revealing the rows upon rows of pockets inside her cloak. Each one of them held a dagger or weapon of some fashion.

      The little girl frowned.

      The bell rang again—this time for a longer toll.

      “Once you finish disarming, you may return to the showroom.” The girl scurried down the hallway, almost smacking into Nefari as he poked his head into the hallway.

      “Ahh, there you are.” He glanced at Angelique and Quinn—who removed two daggers from her cloak with painstaking slowness—then shifted his attention to the servant girl.

      “Take this pendant down to the workshop,” Nefari shoved the velvet cushion at the girl. “Tell Verice it needs a shimmer charm on it. Mademoiselle Mystrim is…dissatisfied with its appearance and would like it to be more radiant.”

      The servant girl took the pillow and darted to the door that led downstairs, slipping through it and disappearing as silently as she had appeared.

      Nefari glanced at Angelique and Quinn.

      Quinn pointedly dropped a dagger on the heap and grabbed another from her cloak.

      Nefari raised his eyebrows but ducked back into the showroom—too paranoid to leave Elle and Gabrielle alone.

      Angelique exchanged nods with Quinn and then began creeping down the hallway, stopping at the first door.

      Quinn—able to hear the nearly silent girl—would serve as the lookout while Angelique tried to find where Nefari hid his papers.

      The first door was an obvious dead end—it was a bedroom, with a washroom attached. The door across the hallway from it was the kitchen.

      Another door held another bedroom—this one filled with beds, probably where the other mages slept based on the cramped array of straw-stuffed mattresses and rumpled blankets.

      If I don’t find anything in this last door, I’ll circle around to the bedroom. He might have something hidden there.

      As stealthily as she could, Angelique cracked the door open and peered inside while Quinn loudly dropped another dagger on the pile with a clang.

      Through the crack, Angelique could see a meticulously organized desk with a capped inkwell and both a feather quill and a fountain pen placed above what appeared to be a logbook or journal.

      There were two bookshelves (both contained books that appeared to be organized by color and size), a crate with straw poking out of it, and a few chairs.

      This is it—it has to be his study.

      Angelique opened the door a little wider and paused as she let her magical senses expand, testing the room for any alarms.

      She felt nothing—no traps of any kind. Until something brushed around the ankle of her boots. Her anxiety already reaching new heights from this new experience of breaking-and-entering, Angelique jumped in place.

      “For goodness sakes, it’s me,” Puss hissed, invisible thanks to his magic. “I’m here to cast the silence spell on you—as we decided upon when planning this!”

      “Sorry,” Angelique whispered.

      “There. All done—good luck,” Puss whispered.

      He was gone as quickly as he’d come—probably to sit at his post on the threshold of the showroom so Gabrielle could appear to use magic if required.

      Her throat closing with hope, Angelique slipped inside the study as Quinn dropped two pointed hairsticks tipped with metal on the weapons heap.

      Angelique left the door cracked—so she could hear Quinn—and skulked inside, her heart pounding wildly in her chest as she tried to figure out what would be most appropriate to check first.

      Elle said general records from the Chosen would be most helpful, or a list of Nefari’s suppliers in Mullberg.

      Angelique checked the logbook first, slipping her gloves back on before she flipped the cover open.

      It appeared to be a record of recent orders—supplies going out and coming in.

      Some of it was straightforward—any food orders like sacks of flour and the like—but a separate column was filled with a gibberish code that—based on the numbers used and the organization system—Angelique was willing to bet were customer orders.

      This would be why Nefari wasn’t terribly concerned about leaving us on our own—he’s got everything coded. Elle could probably crack this, but it would take more time than we have in this snatched instance, and we can’t take the logbook, or he’ll know, and they’ll flee the den.

      Angelique mashed her lips together, then closed the logbook and approached the bookshelves, her boots soundless on the wooden floor thanks to Puss’ spell.

      One shelf was filled with books that were all the exact same size and thickness as the logbook—though they had different colors. A quick perusal revealed they were past records, color-coded for year.

      My goodness. I guess I assumed the Chosen wouldn’t be quite so…meticulous, but I imagine they must be more like Nefari than one would think, given their ability to launch such long-reaching plans across the continent.

      Angelique was thankful for her gloves—her fingers felt clammy and might have left smudges otherwise as she perused the bookshelves.

      She was surprised to see several copies of books on magic that were so rare, they were kept under lock and key in the Veneno Conclave library, but none of the books appeared to be records on the Chosen.

      Angelique plucked a few tomes off the shelves and checked in the insides, just in case.

      I guess hoping for a record of actual Chosen activity was too much. It’s not like Nefari would keep a diary of such things. He is, essentially, a craftsman. While he provided Acri with the defense spell necklace, I haven’t actually seen the necklaces used anywhere else. Carabosso and Suzu didn’t have them, and based on what Emerys said, Evariste’s magic is being used to curse the royal families. But that’s high above the likes of Nefari.

      The lower half of each of the bookshelves had a thin drawer and a small cupboard. Angelique opened both cupboard doors and found stacks of unused logbooks, extra ink, quills, and fountain pens, sealing wax, and a few containers of what appeared to be some kind of polish—probably for the merchandise.

      Angelique quietly pulled one of the drawers open. “Finally!” she whispered.

      The drawer contained only a few papers, but they were carefully drawn maps. She withdrew them, curiously glancing over the continent map—which had no visible marks on it—and a map of Loire and Arcainia.

      The Loire/Arcainia map seemed to be a shipping route of some sort. There were marked paths that led from larger dots to smaller dots and flowed out. Nothing was labeled, but Angelique recognized the location of several of the large dots as major trading cities.

      This explains why the small shops run by the black mages seem to pop up like boils—they have specific cities they’re targeting. It also proves just how badly we need to ferret out their spy in the Conclave if we want to have any impact on their operations, or they’ll forever be ahead of us. Once I find Evariste, my next goal should be finding that mole and stopping the information leak.

      Unfortunately, neither of these revelations helped her with Mullberg—except to see that it appeared while they received supplies from Mullberg, it didn’t seem that they shipped anything back north to them. Unless…

      She held her breath as she peeled the Loire/Arcainia map back, revealing the final paper, a map of Mullberg.

      A dozen or so bright red dots colored the map. Some were nestled in the foothills by the two mountain ranges that somewhat isolated Mullberg from other countries, but were rich with ores and gems. A few were near the rivers—all of which flowed east or south east, to the ocean—and there were a couple that Angelique knew were near large cities.

      There were a lot fewer dots than what were in Loire, but that made sense: as helpless as the Veneno Conclave had been acting, the magic fortress was located in Mullberg. It was unlikely the Chosen would set up shop so close to their natural enemy.

      Like the Loire/Arcainia map, nothing was labeled. But if she could memorize the locations, she could mark them on a new map as soon as they returned to the room.

      A clang came from the hallway. “Find anything?”

      Angelique’s belly leaped in her gut, but it was only Quinn.

      The soldier had inched the door open and stuck her head in as she rummaged around her cloak and threw another dagger on the pile.

      “I think I have their suppliers,” Angelique said. “And possibly a few strongholds near big cities.” She glanced at the door. “Do we need to be concerned about being found out?”

      “Nah,” Quinn said.

      “Elle is occupying Nefari with the promise of additional business by having my mistress peruse his wares,” Puss said, invisible.

      Quinn tilted her head. “Puss? Aren’t you supposed to be watching Gabrielle in case you need to use magic for her disguise?”

      Angelique didn’t look up from memorizing spots on the map. “Puss always does whatever he wants.”

      “As I should!” Puss said.

      From where his voice came from on the floor, it sounded like he was directly by the door, probably listening to Elle’s conversation with Nefari despite his casual attitude.

      Quinn crept up to the desk and flipped the logbook open. “You already checked the logbook?”

      “Yes. It’s coded—except for food supply orders.”

      Quinn made a noise at the back of her throat as she scanned the logbook, her eyes flicking across the orders.

      “Can you properly hear that ghost-like servant girl climbing the stairs from in here?” Puss asked—his voice still coming from a spot near the door.

      “Yes,” Quinn said. “As long as I don’t get too distracted.”

      Reasonably certain she had the biggest dots on the Mullberg map memorized, Angelique turned her attention to the smaller dots. “Do we need to throw something on the weapon pile, just in case?”

      “I’ll handle this!” Although invisible, Angelique could practically hear Puss puff out his chest.

      A few seconds passed, then there was a tremendous clang in the hallway as one of the weapons inexplicably slipped down the side of the pile, causing a small avalanche of weapons.

      Angelique paused. “Are you all right, Puss?”

      “I’m fine,” Puss hissed. “But I don’t know how much longer Elle can hold Nefari’s attention.”

      Angelique folded up the map and placed it—and the others—back in the small drawer. “I’m satisfied with this. We can go.”

      “Wait a moment.” Quinn tapped a page in the logbook. “I might have found something.”

      “What? How?” Angelique joined Quinn at the desk and peered over her shoulder.

      The logbook had an enormous food order—at least four times the amount of food of any other supply order on the page—dated from mid-summer—around the time Angelique had been running around Kozlovka, chasing a wyvern.

      “There’s a footnote down here,” Quinn said.

      “A footnote?” Puss asked. “What kind of Chosen mage uses a footnote?”

      “Permission given to seek financial compensation for feeding and housing a band of companions on their way north to Mullberg, traveling in a caravan and shipping a mirror?” Angelique read.
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      Her heart stuttered in her chest.

      Evariste.

      “It’s him,” she said. “It has to be him.”

      Quinn flipped through the logbook a few pages ahead and behind the entry. “It seems like that’s all of the entry—Nefari was just concerned about being financially compensated for hosting such a big party.”

      “It’s possible he didn’t know what was special about the mirror, or he wouldn’t have written it down,” Puss said.

      Quinn stilled. “I hear the girl coming up the stairs—we need to go.”

      Quinn shut the book while Angelique darted into the hallway. Angelique felt Puss brush past her—his invisible tail curling around her legs. Once Quinn cleared the room, Angelique yanked the door shut.

      Just as the staircase door started to open, Angelique settled her hands on her hips and slumped against the wall as she faced Quinn, who jumped up and down.

      The servant girl glanced at Quinn and Angelique as she climbed the top stair into the hallway, carrying the velvet cushion and the jewel pendant.

      “I’m not jingling anymore,” Quinn said. “I believe I got everything.”

      “Finally.” Angelique yawned, then pushed off the door and trudged down the hallway—relieved when she realized her boots made heavy thuds. Puss must have removed the silence spell when he ran past.

      Angelique ambled into the showroom and settled along the wall with Quinn.

      Gabrielle carelessly glanced at them, but judging by the way she shifted and unfurled her fan to cover her lower face, Puss must have gotten onto her shoulder and was telling her they could leave.

      Elle was still gabbing with Nefari, but Angelique’s heart started to settle in her chest.

      The dangerous part of the mission is over. We just need to get out of here without blowing our cover, and we’re free.

      “Ahh, here it is,” Nefari said. “Is this shine suitable for you, Mademoiselle Mystrim?” Nefari snatched up the velvet pendant from his servant girl and held it out to Gabrielle.

      Gabrielle sniffed.

      “It will do,” Elle said in a haughty voice.

      Nefari smiled so large, it was a wonder his teeth didn’t crack. “Fabulous. Then let us continue with tuning the pendant to you.”

      The process only took a few minutes, and it mostly involved Nefari circling around Gabrielle and making minor tweaks to the spells stored in the pendant.

      Angelique thought nothing of the process…until he made the last tweak.

      “You have a very strange magical print, Mademoiselle Mystrim.” Nefari smoothed his goatee. “I can tell you’ve used magic since coming in, but I can’t sense any spells.”

      That’s because her “magic” is Puss, and as a magical cat, his kind of magic isn’t traceable like a mage’s.

      “Are you wearing an artifact of some sort—something capable of hiding your magic?”

      Angelique tensed. Nothing like that exists—even black magic can’t hide who is casting a spell. Why is he asking?

      “Whatever mixture of magical spells and enchantments Mademoiselle Mystrim has chosen to guard herself with is no concern of yours,” Elle said.

      A good answer—and solid given that “Mystrim” already appears to be somewhat paranoid.

      Nefari held his hands out. “I see. Would you mind displaying your powers for me?”

      Angelique cocked her head, unease bubbling in her gut.

      Why would he ask that now?

      Gabrielle raised an eyebrow at him.

      “It’s for tuning your pendant, I assure you,” Nefari said with too much smoothness.

      Angelique stood up straighter. She started to reach for her magic before she remembered better, then reached for her sword belt before recalling she’d dropped it outside.

      This isn’t good. We always planned Puss could flash some magic for her, but Nefari is too curious after studying her. This isn’t some halfhearted request to prove Gabrielle is a mage. He’s onto us.

      Thankfully, Elle somehow had come to the same conclusion. “Yes, Mademoiselle Mystrim would very much mind showing her magic.” She scowled and peered up at Nefari through the thick frames of her glasses. “And you have some nerve making such an impertinent question of such a powerful mage!”

      Gabrielle made a breathy sigh, and Elle nodded. “I agree, Mademoiselle Mystrim. No one—Acri or otherwise—told us such a craftsman would be so rude!”

      The subtle namedrop had enough of an effect on Nefari to make him bow. “My apologies, Mademoiselle Mystrim. I’m afraid sometimes my curiosity makes me uncouth. Please allow me to assure you I am grateful for your patronage.”

      Gabrielle made a sniffing noise, pointedly looked away from him, then minced toward the door.

      “You are forgiven,” Elle informed Nefari. “Though you’ve ruined Mademoiselle Mystrim’s overflowing good mood, and she has decided to leave.” Elle plunked a bag of coins down on one of the tables.  “You have received the payment, including extra compensation for your speed. Mademoiselle Mystrim’s business with you has concluded.”

      Angelique lingered in the showroom with Elle while she delivered her speech. Quinn had gone ahead with Gabrielle—probably to hurriedly rearm herself so they could make a quick exit.

      Nefari picked up the pouch of money and poured it out on the table, examining the gold coins. “Yes, the payment appears to be in order. It was a pleasure to do business with you, er…with Mademoiselle Mystrim.”

      He stayed behind to caress the coins as Elle and Angelique beat a hasty retreat into the hallway. But after a few moments, he joined them as the group waited for Angelique to hurriedly swipe up the few extra weapons she’d shed and for Quinn to put away the last of her arsenal.

      Hurry, hurry, hurry! We need to get out of here before his curiosity overcomes his greed!

      “I hope the pendant is a help to you—and that you share the news of your patronage with friends…like Acri,” Nefari said.

      Gabrielle stood like a statue so Elle could adjust the hood of her cloak for her. The way Gabrielle stood—with her arms hidden by her cloak but folded at her waist—made Angelique suspect she was cradling Puss.

      When Elle finished, Gabrielle glanced at Nefari and ever so slightly nodded.

      “Of course—should your spell prove as powerful as you claim,” Elle said.

      Nefari puffed up. “It’s held up against Angelique before.”

      Angelique was again thankful for her helm as her eyebrow involuntarily twitched.

      It did…but it didn’t matter once I used my core magic.

      Elle made a noise in the back of her throat, but Quinn opened the door, cutting off the need for conversation.

      “We take our leave. Thank you for seeing to the pendant for Mademoiselle,” Elle said.

      “Yes…of course.” Nefari sounded vaguely distracted as he glanced at the door of his study and frowned briefly.

      Oh, no. Did he have a spell set up that we didn’t know about?

      Sweat—cold and clammy—dripped down Angelique’s spine.

      We need to get out. NOW.

      She stomped through the open door. Her heart thumped so painfully in her chest, she didn’t even notice when she stepped into the blustery cold wind. She snatched up her sword and belt and tossed Quinn hers.

      “Good day to you, Mage Nefari.” Elle stoop-curtsied, but Gabrielle didn’t bother—she was already walking away.

      Angelique and Quinn followed after her, and Elle scrambled to catch up.

      “Walk slower,” Elle hissed.

      “We need to get away from here,” Gabrielle growled above the howl of the wind. “He was starting to question our cover.”

      “That’s why we have to slow down!” Elle said. “If we run now, we’ll look as guilty as sin!”

      Angelique made herself walk slower. Quinn did a better job at it—she kept herself in a guarded stance, but her steps looked measured rather than haltingly slow and edgy like Angelique’s.

      Nefari never came after them.

      Elle made them walk all the way back to the city, and no one chased them down.

      They’d follow the detailed plan Elle had made them all memorize: once they reached the Arcainian city, they would go back to their inn, pay their bill, and leave, crossing the border to Loire and head south.

      Or so it would appear. Speaking not a word of what they’d discovered, they’d shed their disguises in the wild and then travel north, making their way to a Loire Count’s lands that Elle knew. There, they would establish their new base, discuss what they’d seen, and Angelique would be free to once again use her magic.

      And then, Angelique told herself, then the real search for Evariste will begin!
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        * * *

      

      “Take more of your core magic and remove the two rapiers hanging above the fireplace while organizing the push pins into orderly columns and rows,” Puss ordered. His white fur shone in the flickering light of the banquet hall’s massive fireplace and the candlelight sconces fastened to the wall.

      Sweat trickled down Angelique’s temples as she used her magic to lasso the flashy rapiers while re-organizing the push pins—which had tiny gobs of gray, white, and black wax stuck to their tops to differentiate them. “Why can’t I just grab all the weapons in the room in one go?” she grumbled. “Adding them in like this is hard.”

      “It’s hard because it’s making you split your concentration, which is what we’re working on!” Puss picked his way across the rectangular banquet table that stretched the length of the room. “There will be times when you’ll need to add to your arsenal—whether it’s because more foes with more weapons appear, or because after starting with a smaller amount of power to limit the possibility of hitting your price, you discover more force is necessary. Now, take one dagger off Quinn’s belt.”

      Angelique made a choking noise.

      Quinn absentmindedly held her left arm up—giving Angelique easier access to her belt—as she scribbled notes on a piece of parchment Elle had procured for her.

      “What if I accidentally hurt her?” Angelique asked.

      “You won’t.” Quinn diligently scribbled away, not looking up. “You’d never hurt me.”

      Angelique pressed her lips together.

      “There’s going to be a war, Angelique. There might come a time when you need to take an ally’s weapon to use or give them one instead. If you practice it now, it will make you that much more of a force to be reckoned with when the fighting begins,” Puss said.

      He’s right—though I can’t let him know that. He’ll be insufferable all day.

      Incentivized, Angelique reached for her core magic—which seemed to resist for a moment, possibly a result of the practice session passing the hour mark. While she had plenty of power, she’d come to learn she severely lacked stamina.

      Irritated, she tugged harder, and was immediately swarmed with the ocean of her powers. It filled her senses so completely, she could feel every weapon in the Count’s country estate, from the ones clutched by the guards, to sharpened axes all the way out in the barns.

      Stung by the myriad of sensations that came with her magic touching so many points, Angelique abruptly dropped her magic.

      The pins fell to the ground, the rapiers joining them with a clatter. And then Angelique’s stomach flopped unpleasantly. Nausea slammed into her, and Angelique gagged as she dropped to her knees, clutching her belly.

      “See? That’s why we’re practicing this.” Puss’s words were muffled as he’d picked up a small cotton pouch in his mouth and dragged it across the table. He hopped to the ground and dropped the pouch by Angelique’s knees. “Have a candy.”

      Angelique uncurled long enough to pull a hard candy out of the bag—this one was peppermint flavored. Quinn—who’d bought the little bag—had gotten her a mixture of ginger drops and peppermint candies.

      While neither banished the sick feeling in her gut, they did take the edge off. After a minute, Angelique was able to stand again.

      “I think it’s safe to talk. I just finished checking the premises, and we’re alone, and Puss and Angelique already confirmed there are no spells present.” Gabrielle strode across the banquet hall, looking just as beautiful in her leather doublet and breeches as she had in the fancy dress she’d worn for her disguise. She smiled at Angelique, then raised her face to the ceiling and called in a louder voice. “Unless you’ve found something, Elle?”

      “Nope!” Elle’s cheerful reply came from the wooden beams that supported the high ceiling. “We’re free to speak.” She daringly jumped from a rafter, landing on the banquet table into a crouch.

      It’s a good thing Severin is unflappable, or surely he would have aged twenty years by now since marrying Elle.

      “Before we begin our exchange of intelligence, I must express my wish for Angelique to continue some minor magic drills,” Puss said.

      Quinn finally looked up from her notes, her forehead wrinkling with worry.  “Are you so concerned about this war that you think she needs to use every moment to practice?”

      “Not at all,” Puss said. “Rather, it is that I believe using her core magic must become second nature to her, so practicing its use—however minor—while holding a conversation with her companions is a wonderful opportunity that should not be missed.”

      He’s not wrong, but do I really want the use of my core magic to become second nature?

      Angelique glanced at her companions, but none of them seemed alarmed by the idea.

      “Sounds good to me.” Elle plopped down on one of the wooden benches pulled up to the banquet table, then brightened. “Oohh, could you make pictures with the pins, again? My favorite was when you reenacted King Themerysaldi meeting Quinn as a mouse.”

      “I might have been a little spiteful in my portrayal of the Elf King.” Angelique felt her core magic—eager to be used—twine around her fingertips.

      Quinn made a noise of disagreement. “I love him, and I have to say it was a fitting portrayal. He was insufferable as a mouse.”

      “Very well. Angelique, the public demands it—give us a picture of King Themerysaldi as a mouse.” Puss hopped up on the banquet table and curled his black tail around his white paws.

      “I want to see a depiction of Pegasus with his wings, next,” Gabrielle piped in. “He is glorious to behold.”

      “I’m glorious to behold.” An angry meow escaped Puss as he glared at his mistress.

      “You don’t have wings and look like the night sky,” Gabrielle pointed out.

      Angelique hesitantly rubbed her fingers together as she took in the laughter and conversation.

      I decided to practice with my magic so I can free Evariste when the time comes, but I’m still terribly aware of the potential danger of my magic. Why do they all seem to find it harmless?

      Briefly, Angelique remembered Emerys’ speech about magic being like its mage.

      I suppose…I’m sarcastic and jaded, but—magic aside—I’d never call myself blood-thirsty.

      “Who told you that your powers are scary, anyway, Angelique?” Gabrielle muffled a yawn with her hand as she sat down next to Elle and scratched Puss under his chin. “If I were a mage, I’d want your exact powers. Imagine the sword fights I could have!”

      “You may pretend to be a princess, but you are still a barbaric miller’s brat.” Puss’ sour words were considerably diminished by his deep purr of happiness.

      “It was the Veneno Conclave, right?” Elle shook her head in disgust. “I remember at the Summit, the other mages said some pretty rude things to you. Just goes to show how long the Veneno Conclave has been off!”

      Angelique tilted her head in curiosity. “What do you mean?”

      “They’re fair useless,” Elle bluntly said. She raised her hand to tick off her fingers. “They refuse to help the continent. They lost Carabosso after you handed him over on a silver platter. They can’t find Evariste, and they’re all over you about your magic when you’re the only thing that has stood between the continent and ruin since Evariste was taken.”

      “They have a history of making poor decisions,” Quinn agreed. “Though I may be biased since they were also no help in freeing the elves, even though they supposedly looked into the matter when the elves first stopped coming out of Alabaster Forest.”

      Angelique stared at the women.

      …They’re right.

      What are the chances the Conclave or Council is correct about me when they’ve been hiding from the truth of what’s happening and refusing to fight for decades?

      My magic is dangerous, yes. But maybe that doesn’t mean I should forsake it, but that I should be diligent and learn as much as I can to prevent mistakes.

      Angelique’s cold and sharp magic drifted around her ankles. For the first time since she’d been discovered as an enchantress candidate, she looked at her magic and hoped.

      Maybe…maybe.

      “Nefari feared you and knew your name. That alone proves you’re a giant threat to the Chosen, which means this is just another case of the Veneno Conclave being oblivious,” Elle grumbled.

      “Yes, which is why practice is necessary,” Puss pointedly said.

      Angelique licked her lips, then spread her magic across the push pins, dragging them up into the air.

      Puss flicked his tail back and forth. “If you would oblige Princess Elle and create a mouse?”

      Angelique used all the pins topped with white wax to create the outline of a mouse, then filled it in with the black wax-topped pins.

      Everyone watched for a moment, and Angelique was grateful when she was halfway through her mouse-image-construction and Gabrielle slapped her hand—palm open—down on the table. “Right, I’m dying to know. Nefari: What did we learn from him? Puss only told me you got confirmation—and a map?”

      “Yes.” Quinn passed Gabrielle and Elle the paper, then stood at attention, her posture tall and straight. “We believe we found information that confirms Evariste was taken north. In his logbook where he recorded jewelry and spell orders in code, Nefari also logged all food and supply orders. He mentioned a time in summer where he was granted permission for financial compensation because a large party taking a mirror north wiped out his food supplies.”

      “A map was also recovered,” Puss said. “One that marked out Nefari’s suppliers in Mullberg—and possibly some of the smaller Chosen bases.”

      “That will give us a place to begin searching—and hopefully find more information about Evariste,” Quinn said.

      “It’s a good start,” Elle agreed as she flipped through Quinn’s meticulously organized reports.

      Angelique tweaked her magic, reorganizing the pins into a new formation. “It’s more information about Evariste than I’ve found in a long time.”

      “That’s encouraging, right?” Gabrielle smiled at her, then sneezed when Puss picked his way past her on the table and dusted his tail under her nose. “Puss!”

      “We also learned quite a bit about the Chosen,” Elle said.

      “What do you mean?” Gabrielle asked.

      “They have a hierarchy—which we assumed, but was proven without refute by Angelique trotting out Acri’s name. We had a much better reception after that,” Elle said.

      “It’s likely a hierarchy based on magical power.” Angelique furrowed her brow as she pushed a few white pins into place, completing a rudimentary picture of Pegasus. “Which, I suppose is no different than the way mages have operated—even back in the time of the Snow Queen. But I’m pretty certain Sorceress Suzu and Acri—both extremely powerful—knew Evariste was being kept in a mirror, but I don’t believe Nefari knew.”

      “Not a chance,” Quinn said. “Or he wouldn’t have made a note about the mirror in his logbook.”

      “So, the leaders aren’t telling their people everything,” Gabrielle said. “That’s interesting.” She rested her chin on her hand and watched Angelique move the pins around. “Say, Angelique, do you think you could break through those shield spells Nefari was selling?”

      Angelique stared at the ceiling as she considered the question. “Not easily.”

      “What’s the cause of this false humility of yours?” Puss demanded.

      “It’s not false humility,” Angelique said. “Acri is the mage I fought in Zancara and again in Farset.”

      Dream Evariste said as much. Or…real Evariste as it seems. But then that means that almost kiss wasn’t my stupid subconscious—

      “And?” Puss prompted.

      Angelique had never before been so happily jarred from her thoughts. She glanced at her pins to make sure they were stable, then continued. “He had the shield charm, and I wasn’t able to break through it with any spells.”

      “Did you use your core magic?” Gabrielle asked.

      Angelique shook her head.

      “Aha-ha! That solves it.” Puss stuck his nose in the air. “I am positive your core magic is capable of crumpling such a spell—I’d bet my family name on it!”

      “That’s okay,” Gabrielle said. “No one else wants your family name.”

      “Roland Archibald Whisperpaws is a wonderful name!” Puss yowled. “Your future child should be lucky to have such a name.”

      “We have a sample spell. Why don’t we test it out?” Elle pulled the pendant out of a pouch on her tunic. She rose slowly and with a groan, but sauntered to an empty part of the room and set the necklace on the stone floor, then backed up.

      “Start small, then gradually scale your power up,” Puss suggested. “And use a rapier.”

      Angelique dropped the pins into their leather storage pouch, then shifted her powers to the rapiers.

      She felt both of the blades via the connection her magic gave her, then chose the one that had a sharper edge and better balance (though both of them were not the best blades and were very obviously meant for decorative purposes only).

      Angelique wrapped her magic around the selected rapier, dragged it through the air so it hovered above the pendant, then thrust it down at the jewel.

      An iridescent green shield sprouted from the pendant, flickering into place. The rapier slammed into the shield—which resisted the stab, though the surface visibly vibrated.

      Angelique had half-thought the charm wouldn’t activate since Gabrielle wasn’t wearing it, so the sudden resistance was jarring and made her molars hurt.

      “Ouch.” Angelique blinked in surprise.

      Quinn stirred from her straight-backed stance. “Did that hurt?”

      “Not really, it just caught me off guard.” Angelique added more magic to the rapier and tried again—this time bracing herself for resistance.

      The shield resisted again, though the surface quaked.

      A third time produced similar results—the shield still resisted, but it flickered and weakened.

      “I think if I used enough power, maybe I could break it?” Angelique withdrew the rapier and peered at the pendant. “But given the amount of magic I’d use, there’s a chance it might implode, and I’d rather not ruin the banquet hall since the Count has so nicely offered to house us for the evening.”

      “It might be better experimented on out in the wilds,” Puss agreed. “Though I’d be interested to see if you could hone your magic so you could eventually use less of it to collapse the shield.”

      Using her magic, Angelique lowered the rapier into her palm. “It’s probably worth practicing. Nefari implied he’s been making a lot of these necklaces. I imagine that means many of the Chosen already have them.”

      Elle tapped her chin. “Yes. He seemed to imply we’d know where all of the pendants were going, which worries me, because it means they likely have something in store for us.”

      “Unless they’re just outfitting all Chosen mages with such pendants,” Gabrielle said. “As an army. But I’m not sure I like that idea much more than an unpleasant surprise we don’t know about.”

      “I didn’t see any hints in his logbook,” Quinn said. “Though, the code was too advanced for me to guess at for the brief time I saw it.”

      “That’s understandable. It was just a lucky break that Nefari seemed to think we’d know what he was talking about.” Elle sighed deeply and hunched her shoulders. “There’s no getting around it. We’ll have to contact Severin with a magic mirror and tell him what we’ve found.”

      Gabrielle tilted her head as Puss jumped onto her lap and settled in. “And that’s a bad thing?” she asked.

      “Yes.” Elle scowled. “Because he’s definitely going to tell me that I need to return home to notify our allies about this development. Even though he’s off having adventures in Erlauf!”

      “I don’t know that I’d call facing goblins an adventure,” Angelique said.

      “I agree,” Elle said. “But it’s the only way I can think about it without starting to worry endlessly about him.”

      Angelique slowly lowered the rapier so the point touched the ground.

      That’s right. Even though it feels like I’ve done so much, I’m not the only one racing across the continent trying to stop conflicts.

      “I think we put Angelique’s satchel over near the fireplace.” Quinn trotted across the room to retrieve the bag.

      “We should probably eat, too—while the food is hot.” Gabrielle awkwardly reached across the table, stretching her fingers so she could tug a covered tray closer without disturbing Puss on her lap.

      The food—roasted venison sprinkled with mouth-watering herbs, fresh bread, and more—smelled tantalizing, but Angelique wasn’t all that eager to sit down and eat. She didn’t want to relax. Relaxing made her think of her dreams-that-weren’t-really-dreams, and she’d been avoiding pondering them—and what happened in them—ever since Acri was revealed to be a legitimate person.

      Using her magic, Angelique returned the rapiers to their ornamental stand, then scooped up the pouch of pins and shook it for the sheer satisfaction.

      Maneuvering the pins into pictures was slightly frustrating—it took a great deal of concentration and mental work despite the little power she expelled.

      Puss is right. I need to practice with my core magic. I’m as clumsy as a student, and I’ve been an apprentice enchantress for roughly two decades.

      “Perhaps I could offer to notify our allies when Puss and I return,” Gabrielle offered as she sliced into a meat pasty that steamed and smelled of cloves. “We’ll have to depart soon anyway—though I imagine the rest of the alliance would prefer to hear it directly from you or Severin, given you’re the leaders of our association.”

      Elle choked on the breadstick she’d torn into. “Me? Lead? Nonsense. That’s entirely Severin’s line of work.”

      “You are more the type to run on rooftops than lead,” Puss said.

      “Precisely! I am touched—Master Puss—that you understand me so deeply.” Elle said. “Just for that, Gabrielle, next time you visit Chanceux Chateau, I will teach you how to run on rooftops should you so desire!”

      Gabrielle thoughtfully pursed her lips.

      “Don’t you dare,” Puss declared. “I am the only one in our partnership who has the abilities required for such a feat.”

      “But if Elle teaches me, I can develop such abilities, as well!”

      “Your Bumpkin Head husband would die from an explosive heart if you took up such a pastime!”

      Gabrielle placed a hand over her heart. “You’re worried about Steffen? That’s so delightful. I knew your relationship with him was improving!”

      “No! There is no such improvement. Stop telling silly tales,” Puss sputtered.

      Angelique grinned as she adjusted a few of her pins, attempting to use them to create a replica of Puss.

      “Here is your satchel, Angelique.” Quinn held out the pack.

      “Thank you.” Angelique set the bag on the bench and then pawed through it, feeling through the vast insides for the cold metal of the mirror.

      “Can’t you find it?” Quinn asked.

      Angelique scrunched her forehead as she concentrated on the sensations that brushed at her fingers. “No, it’s rather that I packed a great deal for our excursion. There’s a dress. I think that’s a food pack, my large cast iron skillet, my small cast iron skillet—ah!” She felt something hard with grooves and etchings, and unearthed it. “Here it is.”

      Angelique tugged it out of the pack by its silver ribbon. Its decorative flourishes caught some of the firelight to a charming effect, and the reflective surface was perfectly clean despite being tossed around in her pack for weeks.

      Angelique studied the glowing magic that encircled the mirror’s face, giving it the power to reach out to any of the several dozen mirrors Severin had circulated among the royal families and the leaders in each country’s military.

      “It’s a tidy bit of spellwork,” Angelique said.

      “Stil insisted on enchanting yours himself,” Elle said.

      Angelique smiled fondly. “That was kind of him.” Able to see the spellwork, Angelique easily activated the segment of the spell she was looking for.

      It was easy enough to picture the handsome but slightly dour Prince Severin, and within moments, she felt the spell reach his mirror.

      The face of her mirror shimmied and shone black for several moments. She heard muffled noises before light abruptly pierced the darkness as whatever covered Severin’s mirror was peeled back.

      “Greetings, Angelique.” The prince peered at his mirror—judging from the maroon fabric behind him and the audible howling of the wind, he was inside a tent. Most likely one provided by the Erlauf army, given the color. “I hope it is a good occasion that has inspired you to contact me?”

      “We went to the location the ranger found,” Angelique said. “And we managed to get some information—some of which I thought might interest you.”

      “One moment, please.”

      Severin’s face disappeared from the scope of the mirror, which jostled around for a bit before he set it on a table, propping it up with something Angelique couldn’t see.

      He reappeared when he pulled up a rickety chair and sat down at the table. Severin then opened a record book and readied his quill before expectantly looking at the mirror. “I am ready for your report.”

      Angelique told him everything they’d discovered—from the map of suppliers and the information Quinn had gleamed from the logbook, to observations on Nefari’s shield spell and the worrisome allusion he’d made to needing to send out large amounts of the shields.

      Severin wrote diligently—able to keep up with the jumble of words Angelique spilled out. He occasionally asked for clarification on a point, but he never interrupted or questioned Angelique’s conclusions.

      He trusts my findings, Angelique thought as she remained quiet and waited for the prince to finish writing. Which, I guess I’ve known for a while, but for once, I’m not so frantic to run off to a new location that I can actually appreciate it. There are mages that don’t question me—like Sybilla and Clovicus, obviously. But I guess I’ve gotten so used to being treated with suspicion by other mages I never realized how nice it is to be trusted.

      Severin finally looked up from his record book, but he didn’t put his quill aside just yet. “Well done. It seems you have unearthed a great deal—and I am especially glad for your sake you were able to find information about Evariste.”

      “I think we have,” Angelique stressed.

      Severin curtly nodded. “I can understand why you do not want to assume. But I believe it’s safe to say you will find additional information as you and Quinn of Midnight Lake expand your search in Mullberg.”

      The commanding general sprinkled sand on his notes to soak up the extra ink. “Would you please tell Elle that Lucien has commissioned a group of rangers to travel north to Nefari’s base to conduct a raid?”

      “Oh,” Angelique weakly said. “Um.”

      “Of course, she can probably hear me given that I assume she is in the room with you.”

      Elle jumped off the bench, jostling close to Angelique so she could view her husband through the spell. “Naturally I’m here! You practically told me to come!”

      Severin raised his eyebrows. “I am a smart enough man that I would never presume to tell you to do anything. All I did was note that your skills would be immensely helpful to Angelique and Quinn at this juncture.”

      Elle laughed. “Indeed. And it was such a lark.”

      Back at the table, Gabrielle made a slightly pained noise. “If this is your idea of fun, I hate to see what’s a dire situation.”

      “Crown Princess Gabrielle is correct,” Severin said.

      “How did you know that was Gabrielle?” Elle squawked.

      “Because Princess Astra of Baris would never be able to head north fast enough to join in this expedition and you’d want another person to round your group out,” Severin said.

      “I can’t tell if it’s disappointing I’m that predictable or romantic that you know me so well,” Elle said.

      Severin slightly tilted his head in what was an extremely playful manner for the taciturn general. “Regardless of how you compliment me, we’re still not purchasing any war elephants from Baris, my fearless wife.”

      Elle waffled between laughing and scoffing. “You are such a beast!”

      “At least I’m a better-looking one than when you first met me.” Severin finally set his quill aside and leaned back in his chair. “The rangers will receive support from a squad of Arcainian soldiers that are traveling to the border as we speak. Originally, I was hoping to focus on the collection of information, but it seems our primary target should be capturing this Nefari if his shield spells are in such high demand among the Chosen.”

      “That might be best,” Angelique agreed. “If you can get him to talk I imagine he’ll also prove to be a mine of information.”

      Severin nodded. “We have precious little news to share from the Erlauf front—though the fight against the goblins is proceeding well enough.” He drummed his fingers on the table. “I can also finally confirm a rumor you brought us.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yes—Liliane. She exists, and she is a powerful Chosen mage. We think she might be behind some of the goblins’ odd behaviors. In a surprise ambush on a goblin camp, we found written orders a goblin was supposed to carry to a black mage in Erlauf that mentioned her. Though I have no proof, I suspect she must be quite esteemed in the Chosen hierarchy, though that is only my instinct.”

      Angelique’s stomach rolled—not the unpleasant, nausea-inducing sensation the price of her magic inspired, but more like a frothy mixture of joy and nerves.

      More irrefutable evidence that what I thought was a dream was real. But that means I connected with Evariste somehow while sleeping. How did that happen? Can I reproduce it? And what does that mean about Evariste and the way he nearly kissed me? Perhaps he has experienced mental instability? After all, who knows what the Chosen have done to him?

      “I imagine you’re right, Severin.” Elle’s voice brought Angelique back to the present with a jolt as she continued, “If she gave orders she must have some power. Suzu and Carabosso never gave orders as far as we can tell, they only received them.”

      “Perhaps, but the Chosen have shown that we cannot trust any assumptions about them that we might normally make.” Severin rubbed his forehead and frowned. “Elle, you are free to continue with Angelique, but Lucien and I hoped you’d stay in the area to help the rangers.”

      “Understandable. I’ll be able to point out which mage is Nefari, and I can draw layouts of the place so it’s not second-hand information.” She tapped her chin as she thought. “I’ll think about it—and see what Quinn and Angelique want to do next.”

      Severin nodded. “Very well. If you wish to make contact, the rangers will gather in the trading city in Arcainia you stayed in. The Arcainian troops will remain farther south and will march the night before their presence is needed so we don’t alert the enemy.”

      “Very well.” Elle started to lean away from the mirror, then hesitated. “Be safe, Severin.”

      “You, too, Elle.” For a brief moment, Severin’s countenance thawed, and his yellow eyes were soft and golden with love as he gazed at his wife through the mirror.

      When she ducked out of view, his staunch manners returned to him, and he bowed his head to Angelique. “Good luck with your search, Angelique. I hope you keep me apprised so if there is any way the continent can be of assistance, we can give it.”

      “Of course, Severin. Thank you.”

      Severin nodded. “Farewell.”

      “Farewell.”

      Angelique severed the connection and lowered the mirror.

      “So.” Gabrielle leaned back against the table, resting her arms on the edge. “What now?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Several days later—over a month after Quinn and Angelique first left Chanceux Chateau—the party gathered in a courtyard to see the duo off.

      “You swear you will remember to test her in all the drills?” Puss demanded. He was crouched on Quinn’s shoulder, peering down so he could watch her tighten the girth of Fluffy’s saddle. “Even the power switches?”

      “You had me write down the entire list of drills—with explanations,” Quinn patiently said. “I will make certain to consult that list frequently so I don’t miss any.”

      Puss flicked his tail. “Excellent. I know I can count on you—Angelique needs to be drilled. She does better when nagged. I can make her produce the best results, of course, but as I cannot come with her, then you must stand in my place.”

      “It is an honor, Master Puss,” Quinn said with true sincerity.

      “Yes. Well. Just make sure she does them out in the country—where you won’t encounter any Chosen mages to carry off tales that she’s in Mullberg. Oh—and have her vary the amount of magic she uses on weapons to refine it, so she can cut through rotten Nefari’s shield with one strike!”

      Quinn pulled a stirrup down and brushed snow off her saddle. “Understood.”

      Angelique smiled at the conversation and rested a hand on Pegasus’ shoulder as she listened.

      It was a sunny day, but the temperatures were still freezing, and snow was piled up to Angelique’s shin. The courtyard had been shoveled, though, and when Pegasus stamped a hoof, he shed enough heat and sparks that Angelique felt it even through her heat-charmed cloak.

      “Are you certain about this?” Elle yanked the hood of her cloak down and shivered in the icy breeze. “I could still come with you. It wouldn’t take me long to pack up.”

      Angelique patted Pegasus when he leaned into her, seemingly disturbed by the cooing noises Gabrielle was making as she studied him.

      “No, you should stay,” Angelique said. “The rangers need your help more. We need to stop Nefari, and the mission has a higher chance of success if you’re there to ferret him out.”

      Elle frowned. “Yes, but I can’t shake the feeling that I’m abandoning you.”

      “You aren’t,” Angelique assured her. “You’re needed more here, and I’ll be able to use my magic in Mullberg as long as I’m subtle.”

      Elle didn’t look convinced.

      Feeling daring, Angelique reached out and clasped Elle’s shoulder. “It’s fine, Elle. I’m thankful for all you’ve done. If we need your help, we’ll send word. You’ll be close to the border while you dismantle Nefari’s store. You’re not far away.”

      Elle nodded reluctantly, but didn’t move away from Angelique’s hand, which shifted her feelings from bold to downright gleeful.

      I have friends. Real friends. Sybilla, Clovicus, Firra, and Donaigh have always been kind to me, but they’re mages. This is different.

      “I wish Puss and I didn’t have to head back to Arcainia as well.” Gabrielle sighed as she strolled around Pegasus to stand with Angelique and Elle. “It feels like we’re leaving before our quest has finished.” She leaned close so her shoulder brushed Angelique’s.

      Friendship!

      Angelique twitched the gleeful mantra aside and attempted to focus. “But we did finish, in a way. I was hoping for information on Evariste, and we found it.”

      Elle snorted. “One line of it!”

      “And a map that will allow Quinn and me to track down even more information,” Angelique pointed out.

      “I guess.” Gabrielle frowned, which gave her startling beauty a thoughtful and almost disappointed cast. “It’s silly to admit, but I was really hoping we’d be able to swoop in and gain some ground for you. We’ve been neglecting you for too long, I wanted to help you in a big way.”

      Angelique smiled. “You have. Just not in the way you were imagining.”

      Gabrielle blinked. “Huh?”

      “I believe we’re ready to leave, Angelique.” Quinn tugged on Fluffy’s reins, leading her black furred mount around Pegasus. As Fluffy moved, snowflakes settled in his thick fur and on his antlers. “We should leave while the weather is still nice if we want to get to Mullberg’s border tonight.”

      Elle heaved a giant sigh. “She’s right. Even Pegasus and Fluffy will have trouble running in deep snow—and Mullberg has plenty of it. You’ll need extra travel time once you reach the border, and we can’t have you getting stuck in a snow storm or some such thing.” She shifted away from Angelique’s hand so she could step closer and hug her. “Be careful. I’ll be waiting to hear from you.”

      Puss crouched on Quinn’s shoulder and stretched a paw in front of him, as if he could mentally drag Gabrielle closer so as to jump directly onto her and avoid dropping down into the freshly fallen snow—something he had voiced a great disdain for nearly every day of their adventure. “Indeed. We should also enjoy receiving an update directly from you, instead of hearing second-hand through that stone-faced Loire prince as if we were strangers!” he said.

      “He’s not wrong.” Gabrielle winked, then took Elle’s place in embracing Angelique while Elle hugged Quinn farewell.

      While Gabrielle hugged Angelique, Puss butted his head against Angelique’s cheek and purred deeply.

      Angelique smiled and hugged Gabrielle back, then noisily kissed Puss on the top of his head despite his yowls of protest. “Then we will have to report in—to both Loire and Arcainia.”

      “Good,” Gabrielle said with great satisfaction.

      “I knew it wasn’t a mistake to talk Elise into giving Loire the funds necessary to buy and enchant the mirrors.” Puss licked his chops and happily quirked his tail.

      Elle backed up so she no longer stood in their way. “Be careful.”

      “That goes for both of you.” Gabrielle stood with Elle, her hand straying to caress Puss.

      Angelique scrambled onto Pegasus’ back, settling into the saddle with the ease that comes from long practice. “You both be safe, as well.”

      Quinn climbed into her saddle and patted Fluffy’s neck, then smiled at their traveling companions. “And do your best to stay warm.”

      “Yes,” Angelique shivered. She still wasn’t wearing her dress—and wouldn’t as long as they were in Mullberg. She wanted to avoid any Conclave mages, and her dress had practically become a brand for her.

      The charms in my dress must be excessively well made—I’ve got two heat charms, and I still don’t feel as warm.

      Angelique tugged her charmed mittens on tighter, then picked up Pegasus’ reins—though she held them so loosely, they were more ornamental than anything else. Pegasus would go where he pleased. “Thank you, again.” She met first Elle’s gaze, then Gabrielle’s, and ended with Puss. “From the bottom of my heart. Until next we meet.”

      Pegasus turned in a tight circle, then immediately shifted to a trot. The clattering of his hooves was almost deafening in the protected courtyard, and Fluffy’s strangely cleft hooves only added to the cacophony.

      “Goodbye!” Gabrielle shouted.

      “Good riddance,” Puss said.

      “I’ll come find you again!” Elle promised.

      The trio shouted some more, but their words were lost to the howl of the wind when Angelique, Quinn, and their mounts left the relatively protective huddle of the manor, following a shoveled path that led out to the dirt road.

      They joined the road, following it north.

      Angelique flexed her fingers in her warm mittens, and Pegasus—sassy from his weeks spent at his home in the night sky—pranced along the road and trumpeted loud enough to echo across the snow-covered land for miles.

      She patted him once he impatiently slowed back to a trot, snorting at Fluffy as the somewhat terrifying animal quietly trotted along.

      We’ll ride north, into Verglas, and then east into Mullberg.

      The more direct roads traveled from east Loire, through a tiny bit of Arcainia, and then cut north into Mullberg. Those roads were the most traveled, as they were used by most mages leaving the Veneno Conclave and heading out on assignments.

      But Angelique wanted to avoid Veneno Conclave mages and attention in general.

      A painfully bright emotion stirred in her chest. Not just hope—it was something lighter than that—but something dangerously akin to it.

      She’d found information on Evariste; her friends had helped her, and even now she wasn’t alone.

      For the first time in a long time, Angelique felt happiness.

      “Fluffy is warmed up,” Quinn called above the howling wind. “Are you ready to pick up our pace?”

      Angelique planted her rear more firmly in the saddle and laughed as Pegasus tossed his head. “Am I ever!”
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      Angelique tested the lid of a wooden crate. Finding it loose, she pried it off and peered inside. “Oh. Just two books on black magic, a scroll in what I think might be elvish, a pair of spelled boots and…a paperweight. Quite the assortment.” Angelique replaced the lid, then set her gaze on a barrel, which had been packed so sloppily, the lid rested on the floor in front of it.

      The barrel was stuffed with straw, which made her sneeze as she pawed her way down to the bottom, unearthing a very large porcelain pot. “This doesn’t even have any magic in it. I suspect it’s illegally obtained artwork.”

      Angelique continued down the line, inspecting the illegal/stolen goods with a lot less shock than she used to, given how commonplace it had become for her.

      She stopped at a small chest that was knocked on its side.

      “Really. This is the sloppiest hold-out we’ve found yet. We’re in the docks, and they keep all of these illegal goods heaped around all casual-like? Mullberg needs more shipping restrictions if they can operate so blatantly.”

      Angelique crouched by the chest and nudged the lid—which wasn’t even fastened—up a bit so she could get a look at the goods it held. “What’s this? We’ve got some illegally mined jewels here.” She squinted in the dim light as she checked her magic senses to make sure the jewels hadn’t been enchanted before prodding a few of them. “The Chosen must have finally realized Nefari was captured since these are here and most likely getting shipped out by sea instead of being sent south.”

      “It’s been over a month since Elle sent word that they’d apprehended him,” Quinn said, finally responding to Angelique’s judgmental assessment of the place. “I imagine his extended absence—or silence—raised some alarm.” She sounded a little muffled since she stood outside the dilapidated warehouse. She was supposed to be standing watch, but Angelique had fetched her the logbook when they first arrived, and given there was almost no likelihood of the Chosen employees assigned to man the warehouse returning anytime soon, it was safe enough for Quinn to stand outside under the sputtering light of a torch and try to make out entries.

      Though judging by the packing job they’ve done here, I’d be surprised if those entries have more than the day—and probably not even the right day.

      Angelique peeled back a magic carpet that was pinned to the wall, checking that nothing was hidden behind it.

      It’d been fairly obvious that none of the storage containers in the warehouse was big enough to hold a mirror—at least a mirror big enough to hold a man.

      But the warehouse was the last spot they had to check on Mullberg’s east coast, and she was going to be thorough!

      “Do you want me to head back to the inn and buy the workers another round of mead?” Quinn asked. “They were exuberantly toasting the inn’s portrait of Queen Faina and Princess Snow White. They might have tossed back all the drinks we bought them in advance by now.”

      “Nah. I’m almost done here—and you already had them drunk as skunks when we slipped out of the inn to sneak in here. I’m pretty sure they’ll pass out there for the night.”

      That was how life had progressed for Quinn and Angelique.

      When they first started breaking into Chosen strongholds, they had gone through great efforts to sneak in and out of hideouts. Without Elle’s skills it had been much harder…until they realized the Chosen workers in Mullberg were a great deal less intelligent and cautious than those in other parts of the continent. It was an easy thing to stake out their usual drinking holes, lure them all there, and get them roaring drunk. Their inebriation gave Quinn and Angelique the chance to take their time in their searches and be a great deal more detailed about it.

      It didn’t always work, but more often than not, it did.

      Angelique shook her head as she opened a barrel—and found it empty.

      “Considering how far ahead of us the Chosen are, it’s shameful how sloppy and relaxed their bases in Mullberg are.” Even knowing the warehouse workers were halfway across the city, she kept her voice on the quieter side—Quinn would be able to hear her regardless, and there were some sense of caution even experience couldn’t override.

      Angelique frowned at the half-packed goods mounded around her. “They should be more alert here than anywhere else given that the Veneno Conclave is here. But considering how we could barely find Chosen camps elsewhere before they’d disappear like smoke, they are ridiculously easy to infiltrate here. Lovelana did say there may be three to five Chosen spies in the Conclave’s ranks. Perhaps that’s why they don’t need to be so careful here—a spy might be directly ordering their movements.”

      Angelique’s frown morphed into a scowl as she moved from one row of packed crates to the next and stepped in an icy cold pile of slush.

      She held the starfire crystal she’d been using above her head, revealing a hole in the ceiling where snow drifted in. It looked like the workers had tried to temporarily patch it with canvas, but one of the heavier snows from earlier in the season weighed enough to break through it.

      Charming.

      “It is a curious thing,” Quinn agreed. “But typically a spy would avoid meeting with cohorts to avoid suspicion. Maybe it’s not that these Chosen employees don’t fear the Conclave. Maybe it’s that the royal family isn’t doing much of anything to address the Chosen, much less the monsters that are running around the country. Besides, most of the employees we’ve encountered and boozed up don’t have a lick of magic. To them, it’s just another unsavory job.”

      Thinking of the docks and the lack of regulations Mullberg imposed on its ports, Angelique slogged her way down the aisle. “The lack of regulations sounds most probable. All other countries have struggled against the Chosen from the onset. But Mullberg was the only country—besides Zancara, of course—who refused to send a representative to the Summit. That should tell you exactly how in-the-know they are when it comes to the Chosen.”

      “Which, I imagine, would eliminate the need to be so discreet,” Quinn said.

      “Yeah. You find anything about a mirror in the logbook?” Angelique asked. “Or is it coded?”

      “If by coded you mean that it is so spattered with what smells like alcoholic beverages and,” Quinn loudly sniffed, “gravy, I believe, that it is hardly legible, then yes, it is coded in a very unique way that works irritatingly well. But no, they didn’t bother to use a code or anything besides shorthand in their entries,” Quinn reported. “I’ve found nothing about a mirror—or a large caravan.”

      “I expected as much. When we started moving east, any mention of that caravan dropped out of the logbooks,” Angelique said.

      For the first month together—during the worst weeks of winter—Quinn and Angelique had zig-zagged across the southern-most Chosen encampments. They’d found mentions of the caravan with the mirror and decided to travel north—where Mullberg was less settled and the Chosen had a greater chance of operating unnoticed. But searching those strongholds revealed nothing, so they had then opted to make their way to the east coast.

      It seemed like the most plausible direction given that east was away from both the Veneno Conclave and Juwel, the capital of Mullberg and home of Glitzern Palace.

      “It seems like they must have dropped Evariste somewhere northwest in the country rather than putting his mirror on a ship as we thought,” Angelique said.

      “At least our searches on the coast have not been a total loss,” Quinn said. “We thought they’d come here to put Evariste’s mirror on a ship, given that we’d assumed they had at least a few vessels under their control because they move quickly around the map. From our searches, we found there is not a single ship that belongs to them, and instead that they ship out meager amounts of goods hidden among larger Mullberg merchants so as to not raise attention.”

      “Yes.” Angelique studied a harp, which almost certainly would have been ruined from being left out in the damp but icy cold temperatures if not for the preservation spell she could feel that had been cast deep into the old instrument. “Which begs the question—if they don’t have a boat, how are they moving goblins and black mages so easily around the continent? Evariste’s magic isn’t conducive to moving large groups. A portal for a handful of people, certainly. But there’s no charm in the world that would be able to hold enough magic to move armies of goblins.”

      “Our search has raised more questions than it has answered,” Quinn lightly said. “But at least we are narrowing down the possible locations Lord Enchanter Evariste could be hidden.”

      “Indeed.” Angelique pinched her nose as she passed what looked like a bag of spoiled potatoes—which stunk enough to eclipse the scent of sour alcohol that the place seemed to be infused with.

      “I’m finished with the logbook—could you put it back?” Quinn slipped the logbook through the cracked door.

      “Sure. I’m done here, so we can leave.” Angelique took the logbook and trotted back to the three-legged, unstable table that was made out of balancing several rough timbers of wood on rickety stools.

      She carefully replaced it exactly as she had found it—flipped open to the last page—then retraced her steps to the front door.

      “I imagine we’ll head due west, then?” Quinn asked. “Since we’ve searched all the dens on the coastline?”

      “Yes. We’ll need to consult our notes, but I think there are two encampments we haven’t searched near Juwel. We’ll go there next.” Angelique paused when she stepped past a sword. It radiated magic, a deep kind that was steeped with bloodlust.

      She briefly considered taking it. It’s undoubtedly dangerous, and if they’ve got more war mages like Acri, they can do some terrible things with it. But even the most slovenly worker would realize it was gone, and we don’t want anyone knowing we’ve uncovered so many Mullberg outposts—particularly since Queen Faina of Mullberg keeps ignoring Severin’s request for an audience. Better to let them stay slack so we can catch them when we finally get through to the queen.

      Angelique pressed her lips together and made herself leave the sword behind and slip through the door, casually flicking the death spell—black mage magic at its finest—that had been set around the warehouse as a guard, restarting the dangerous trap.

      “Everything is set,” Angelique said.

      Quinn stepped away from the barrel she’d been casually sitting on. “Excellent. Let’s find our boys, then. We’re leaving as planned, yes?”

      “I think it’s still a good idea to leave, even if they are stinking drunk. There’s no point in sticking around, and I’d rather put some distance between us and this city,” Angelique said. “One of the workers had a tiny bit of magic. It’s unlikely, but he may be able to tell that I poked around.”

      “Very good,” Quinn tugged at the shoulders of her gray cloak so it settled around her better. “In that case, let’s be off.”

      The two strolled through the city, doing their best to look casual—although Angelique knew they weren’t nearly as convincing as Elle would have been.

      It was near the midnight hour, so the city gates were closed and guarded, but that didn’t stop Angelique and Quinn, who had become questionably skilled at scaling walls and buildings.

      “You know,” Angelique casually tossed a rope into the air, then tapped a tiny sliver of her magic, using a little spell she knew from sewing magic to guide the rope up the salt-crusted city wall and tie itself securely around a merlon—the stone cube that jutted out of the crenelated wall. “I would have thought that as a soldier, you would have been more opposed to all of this breaking and entering.”

      “What is there to oppose?” Quinn motioned for Angelique to scoot up the rope first.

      For the first week of their…adventure, Angelique’s arms had ached from dragging her carcass up and down a rope. But now she hefted herself with ease, quickly reaching the top of the wall—which wasn’t even taller than the two-story mercantile that created the alleyway they’d been standing in.

      “It’s illegal.” Angelique peered down at Quinn before flipping the rope to the other side of the wall and scrambling down, then using her magic to toss it back over to Quinn.

      In record time—Quinn’s arms had never suffered as Angelique’s had given that the soldier was more fit than her—Quinn appeared at the top of the wall. “Perhaps. But we’re not stealing anything.”

      Angelique snorted. “No. We’re just sneaking in and out of cities without permission.”

      Quinn slid down the rope and landed next to Angelique, nearly soundless. “If we’re talking about surprises, I must confess I never thought you’d be legalistic.”

      Outside the city, it was dark—with only the stars and moon to light the sky, though the snow that still drifted across the land reflected that light and made it much brighter. Just bright enough, in fact, that Angelique could see the thoughtful set of Quinn’s mouth.

      “Legalistic? What is that supposed to mean?”

      “Instead of looking at everything through the scope of a moral compass, ‘what is doing the right thing verses what would be harmful to others,’ you focus on what you are allowed or not allowed to do.” Quinn tugged on the rope, reminding Angelique to unknot it.

      When the rope slithered down the wall, Quinn coiled it up and hung it over her shoulder. “For example, you worry about the illegal activity of breaking into a city without passing through the proper channels rather than recognize that you’re doing so because we’re fighting against a sect of black mages that have wreaked havoc across the continent and seem to be running free without a care here in Mullberg.”

      “Well…” Angelique trailed off, not quite sure what to say in response. “It does sound silly when you say it like that.”

      Quinn shrugged as they began to pick their way across the countryside.

      The snow, thankfully, was less deep this close to the coast, and it only leaked through Angelique’s boots instead of also soaking her trousers.

      “You’ve proven that you’re willing to forsake rules in order to save others,” Quinn continued. “But you question yourself so much over it, it becomes an emotional ordeal. Things like breaking into a Mullberg city don’t bother me because my entire career is about protecting. By tracking the Chosen, I’m attempting to protect the continent. As long as I don’t do harm to others, I frankly don’t care what snooty and useless-against-the-Chosen law I have to break to accomplish it.”

      Thinking over her past conversations with Quinn, Angelique trudged ahead. “You’ve said something similar before: that as a soldier, you may have to shed blood to protect innocents.”

      “It’s the truth,” Quinn said. “It’s why I’m willing to face down bandits who steal from our most vulnerable on roads. It’s why I went troll hunting and wraith hunting when Farset was being plagued. And it’s why I fought my own squad—my closest companions—to protect the elves.”

      And that’s why you broke the elves’ curse.

      Angelique mashed her lips together as she thought. I told the Veneno Conclave I didn’t care what they thought anymore because I wasn’t going to answer their summons and waste time. But I never really adopted that attitude fully…I think I was terrified I’d be wholly alone against the Chosen.

      Angelique glanced at Quinn, who was peering across the sweeping plains.

      But I’m not alone anymore.

      “You know,” Quinn said, her voice serious. “I think I might have found the fatal flaw in our plan: we are looking for black animals in the middle of the night.”

      Angelique blinked at the unexpected observation.

      “I thought we’d be able to find them because they’d stick out on the snow,” Quinn continued. “But I don’t see anything besides snow.”

      “That’s easily solved.” Angelique whistled sharply. “Pegasus!”

      A thunder clap rolled across the land, and the ground shook as Pegasus streaked towards them, coming from a far-off hill that probably would have taken an hour for them to hike out to.

      Quinn clapped in admiration. “I’m still very impressed you can summon Pegasus with a whistle—like a dog.”

      “It only works when he’s already on the continent. When he’s in the sky I have a little phrase I have to say. Why?”

      “Emerys told me a little about him before we left. The fact that a constellation dotes on you so much is probably the greatest boast you could ever parade before anyone.”

      Angelique awkwardly scratched the back of her neck. “I try not to think of it too much, to be honest. It makes my head hurt.”

      “Understandably. Ahh—I see a dark shape behind Pegasus. It appears Fluffy heard your summons and chose to come with him.”

      “Great.” Angelique ruffled her cloak and locked her knees so she’d stand her ground as Pegasus thundered closer and closer with no signs of slowing down. “Since our mounts can see better in the dark than we can, we should be able to get some good traveling done tonight.”

      Angelique squeezed one eye shut and braced herself as Pegasus was nearly on her.

      About two horse lengths away from her, he abruptly locked his knees and dug his hooves into the ground. He skidded the remaining distance, his hooves digging deep trenches in the icy ground, which hissed and steamed from the heat his hooves produced.

      He stopped just when he was close enough to bump his muzzle into Angelique’s chest. He inhaled deeply, then snorted sparks that glowed in the night air.

      Angelique had to snuff out a spark that settled on a fold of her cloak and seemed to contemplate turning into an actual flame, then she threw her arms around Pegasus. “I’m happy to see you, too!”

      Pegasus tried to shake her off, but she stubbornly clung to him, greedily sucking up the warmth he shed.

      Eyeing his bare back, Angelique shimmied up his shoulder—climbing him like a wall. “I’m so glad you didn’t put a saddle on—your warmth is all mine.” Angelique greedily draped her cloak around her and leaned over Pegasus’ neck. “I’d forgotten just how terrible the cold is.”

      Quinn laughed as she patted Fluffy—who was saddled and had Angelique’s magical satchel secured to his back. “We’ve used our heat charms so much, I suspect the spell may need renewing.” She swung up onto Fluffy’s back, then turned him so his nose pointed west. “Shall we?”

      Angelique grudgingly sat up enough to ride without risk of slipping over Pegasus’ shoulder. “Yes.”

      The mounts settled into a swift trot that wasn’t fast enough to make it freezing, but would still cover a good amount of distance even if they only rode for an hour or two.

      As it was, they pressed on through the night, their unnatural stamina carrying them on as the eastern horizon behind them turned pale gold and the sun considered rising.

      Angelique peered up at the sky, her breath turning into a cloudy mist that shone gold in the morning light.

      We’re getting closer to finding Evariste. I know it. If I were any less jaded, maybe I’d even think about everything we have to talk about when we free him.

      There were the obvious things he needed to hear about—the state of the continent and the failure of the Conclave. But she couldn’t wait to talk to him about her magic and how she’d improved her control over her core magic, or about all the things he’d inspired her to do.

      Eventually, I’d ask him about my dreams-that-weren’t-dreams…

      That was the promise she’d made to herself—that she wouldn’t think about her dreams until she could directly ask Evariste.

      She’d tried for weeks to puzzle through how they’d connected, but concluded it must have been something specifically from Evariste—because she certainly hadn’t done anything to mentally reach out to him.

      She’d passed along what details she remembered—except for the kiss.

      Rather than torture herself over that baffling moment, Angelique resolved that she was better off focusing all her mental efforts on finding Evariste. That way, once he was freed, he could explain it himself.

      Angelique was quite proud of herself for the compromise—it saved her a great deal of mental anguish. Besides, I’m certain there’s a reasonable explanation for his conduct. He’ll explain it, and then I’ll feel silly for all my foolish worrying.

      Something white stirred among the clouds, catching her attention.

      She threaded her fingers through Pegasus’ flame-like mane and turned to call out to Quinn, when the blob of white that had been overhead dropped from the sky like a rock.

      It was briefly wrapped in brilliant light, and the tolling of invisible bells sounded before the thing struck the ground with a deep thud that sent sprays of loose snowflakes into air.

      “Angelique?” Quinn’s voice was pinched with concern.

      Angelique tried to blink the stars out of her vision from the bright lights. “I’m good. You?”

      “I’m fine,” Quinn said.

      “That hurt!” A female voice groaned. “I always think snow will be a softer landing—but it never is! It’s just cold!”

      Angelique blinked the last of the fuzziness from her eyes just in time to see Odette—the leader of the Black Swan Smugglers—yanking cloth shoes out of a tiny pouch that was surely too small to hold them.

      “Odette?”

      The smuggler looked up, sending her beautiful blonde hair cascading over her shoulders. “Hello, Angelique.” She grinned but then shivered as she danced from bare foot to bare foot, standing in the snow. “Just a moment.”

      Odette yanked the cloth slippers on, then sighed in contentment. “Much better. I’ve been flying in Erlauf too much with their bare dustings of snow. I forgot what real winters are like up north!” She opened her tiny pouch again and pulled out a ruby cut in the shape of a bird, then murmured to it—most likely activating the heat charm.

      “Quinn, please allow me to introduce you to Odette. She is the leader of the Black Swan Smugglers in Kozlovka and is the future bride of Prince Alexsei.”

      Odette rubbed her arms before she bowed. “I’m happy to make your acquaintance, Quinn—of Midnight Lake?”

      Quinn broadly smiled. “Yes. I’m from Farset.”

      Odette brushed snow off her black trousers and white tunic. “Yes, Prince Severin—and that fiancé of yours—told me about you.”

      Quinn eagerly leaned forward in her saddle. “You’ve seen Emerys?”

      “Seen is a weak word for it. More like he never stopped gabbing at me about you once Severin told him he was sending me to talk to you two.”

      “You have a message for us?” Angelique asked.

      Odette nodded. “Information for you. Since Prince Severin said your defenses block all incoming methods of contact on your mirror, he opted to send me.” She frowned as she looked from mount to mount. “I’d ask for a ride so we could keep moving, but frankly both options seem terrifying.”

      Angelique leaned over and offered her a hand. “You know Pegasus. He likes you.”

      Odette warily studied the constellation. “I don’t know that he likes anyone—except you.”

      She humphed when Angelique grabbed her hand and dragged her up but settled easily enough into place.

      “What news do you have to share?” Quinn asked once she was settled.

      “Big news—though I’m afraid it’s not good.”

      Angelique cringed. “Oh?”

      “Indeed.” Odette snaked one arm around Angelique’s waist and clutched her heat charm with her other hand. “Prince Severin has instructed me to tell you that the mirror—the one the Snow Queen attempted to bury under a mountain in Verglas that we were sent to retrieve over the summer and found it gone?”

      The icy chill of dread settled in Angelique’s stomach. “Yes?”

      “It’s in Mullberg.”

      “What?”

      “He’s got a slew of proof,” Odette said. “Princess Elle’s raid on that Nefari’s shop was so successful, Prince Severin was able to uncover several additional fortifications—including one in Erlauf. They found notes that mentioned the spells used to safely transport the mirror to Mullberg.”

      “Did it say where in Mullberg it is?”

      “No. Just that it had been transported there for the sake of a goal,” Odette said. “It’s possible it’s been moved since then—the entry was years old. But Prince Severin wanted you to know.”

      “Did the entry record anything about where the mirror was being shipped from?” Quinn asked.

      “No,” Odette said. “Prince Severin said he wasn’t even sure if the mirror passed through Erlauf, or if the recorder had merely seen it while traveling. The entry that mentioned the mirror was more focused on the spells than the mirror itself.”

      “But it could still be in Mullberg,” Angelique said.

      “Maybe,” Odette stressed.

      Quinn shook her head. “It’s likely. From all of our searching, we know there’s no way they have sent it out on a ship—isn’t that mirror large?”

      “It’s enormous,” Angelique confirmed. “But we also didn’t find mention of any mirror in all our digging. If the mirror was sent to Mullberg for a ‘mission,’ none of the locations we’ve infiltrated are at all involved. Which seems odd for a mission so important they’d send such a vile and ancient artifact.”

      “The entry was old enough that they could have used the mirror and then immediately taken it elsewhere,” Odette said.

      “True, but has anything truly calamitous happened in Mullberg?” Quinn asked.

      “King Matvey died nearly six years ago,” Angelique said.

      “Didn’t Queen Ingrid of Arcainia pass away roughly around then as well?” Odette asked. “Could have been the mirror’s work.”

      “Maybe…” Angelique frowned, disturbed despite the beautiful streaks of peachy-orange and pink the sun cast on the sky as it struggled to rise above the horizon. “But given the legends of the mirror’s power, it seems odd that they would use it like an assassin when there are easier methods.”

      Odette shrugged. “I don’t pretend to know how the Chosen work—that’s for the likes of Prince Severin and Prince Lucien. But I have delivered the message.”

      “Thank you for coming all this way to bring us this news,” Quinn said.

      “Yes, thank you, Odette,” Angelique added.

      “That was the main reason I came,” Odette said. “But I also have some new heat charms for you from Stil. He sent a dozen or so odd charms he thought might be useful.” Odette rattled the pouch that hung from a ribbon on her neck for emphasis. “And I thought you might like to hear how Odile is getting along.”

      Angelique straightened. “Odile? How is she?”

      Odile was the daughter of the Chosen sorceress Suzu and Sorcerer Rothbart. Rothbart was a bit of a strange case as he had refused to join the Chosen or the resistance. Instead, he had engineered his own death in an event that cast his daughter—incredibly skilled with a magic that allowed her to tame animals—as an innocent so she would not be punished for her parents’ actions.

      Having met Odile—who was sweet, unselfish, and gentle to the point of strength given what she’d been through—Angelique hadn’t wanted to inflict Luxi-Domus on the girl, fearing Odile would have an experience more similar to Angelique’s than one of the academy’s star pupils, like Stil.

      Thus, Angelique had suggested fairy Godmother Sybilla visit Odile and tutor the girl for a time.

      It unfortunately meant Sybilla was occupied and unable to aid Angelique, but Odile needed magical allies, and Angelique wasn’t going to begrudge her that help.

      Odette shifted behind Angelique, adjusting her arm threaded around Angelique’s waist. “Sybilla says Odile has learned shockingly fast. She’s now strong enough that if any more wyverns were to pop up, she’d be able to tame them all—even if multiple were released at once,” Odette reported. “Which is precisely why Sybilla says she’s not telling the Veneno Conclave.”

      “Good,” Angelique said with great fire.

      “Sybilla is sending reports about Odile, but she’s just wasting time as she’s trying to look for a loophole that could graduate Odile without needing to spend any time at Luxi-Domus. She’s been able to get her magic under control fast enough that it shouldn’t be necessary.”

      “And what does Odile think of this?” Angelique asked.

      “Oh, she’s deliriously happy. I’ve never seen her smile half as much as she does now,” Odette said. “She’s been interacting a lot more with the Kozlovka royal family, too. Stupid Yakov seems to get along well with her—I haven’t a clue how. He is such an idiot.” Odette made a disgruntled hum, but the relaxed muscles of her arm made Angelique suspect she didn’t mind her future brother-in-law quite as much as she pretended.

      “I’m glad,” Angelique said. “I wanted her to get through this…”

      “Unscathed?” Odette suggested when Angelique trailed off.

      “Yes,” Angelique agreed.

      Odette patted Angelique’s side in a strange sort of side-hug. “Thank you for everything you did to help her.”

      “I’m glad I could.”

      “So that’s about it—as far as news goes,” Odette finished.

      “Do you have to fly out immediately, or will you stay with us for a time?” Quinn asked.

      She’ll obviously fly out—

      “I thought I’d hang around for a day or two and see if there’s anything I can help you with.”

      “Really?” Angelique couldn’t stop the word before it tumbled from her lips.

      “Yes. I don’t know what I could do—except maybe infiltrate a stronghold as a swan? That might be suspicious given I don’t think swans hang around Mullberg in the winter. But I do have a few contacts here in Mullberg, and I might be able to get some information for you, Angelique.”

      “I’d appreciate that. Thank you, Odette.” Angelique hesitated, wondering if she should ask if the smuggler expected to be paid for her work—and rightfully so—but Odette answered the question herself.

      “Of course. I’m always grateful for a chance to repay a friend.” She said it so casually, Angelique was glad Odette rode behind her so she didn’t see the way Angelique had to blink back the sudden swell of emotion that made her mute.

      We’re friends. I mean, I’ve always liked her. But I didn’t want to presume…

      Odette glanced at Quinn. “And I have a sonnet King Themerysaldi wanted me to recite to you. I refuse to speak it, but I got a written copy if you want to see it.”

      “It appears he has too much time on his hands if he’s concerned about writing sonnets.” Despite her words, Quinn’s smile was warm and generous.

      “He also asked me to remind you that Alastryn is quite concerned about table settings? He said you’d know what that means.”

      The sound of Quinn’s laughter was as crisp and lovely as the bright morning. “It means he’s getting sick of Alastryn sending him questions about our wedding banquet. He’ll be fine. It’s only a month or so until spring.”

      “Just about,” Angelique agreed, her attention drifting.

      I’ve got one month to search with Quinn. And then I’ll either need to go help Severin, or maybe—just maybe—I’ll be able to find Evariste…

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      One day turned into two, two into three, and a week passed while Odette remained with Angelique and Quinn.

      During this time, the determined smuggler contacted two information brokers, but both had been unable to tell her anything about the Chosen at all.

      Odette had insisted on talking to her last contact, who lived in a small village at the base of the mountains just southwest of Juwel, before finally leaving.

      So, on a morning that was mercifully free of wind (though it was so cold, frost formed on Angelique’s eyelashes), Angelique and Quinn stood shoulder-to-shoulder, watching Odette converse with her contact.

      He was a unique individual with a full white beard, a thick fern-green scarf he wound around his head and neck, a waterproof similar to one a ship’s captain would wear, and a distinct lack of teeth. All of this was complemented by the fact that he had insisted on carrying out the conversation in a rowboat precariously perched on top of a large rock.

      Angelique had seen too much to be bothered by his preferences. She wasn’t even curious about the presence of the boat, even though they weren’t at all near to any body of water. But that wasn’t to say she wasn’t entirely untouched by the unique presentation.

      How on earth is that boat balancing so perfectly on the rock? I don’t feel any magic, and the rock has a distinct pointy top to it, so it’s not like it’s just settled in place. I wonder what would happen if I tried to climb into it?

      Quinn bumped Angelique’s shoulders with hers. “He seems like an interesting person.”

      “Mmmhmm.”

      Odette, standing at the base of the rock the row boat was perched upon, clutched the hood of her cloak as she turned around to face in their direction. “Quinn, Angel.” She made a beckoning motion.

      Angelique straightened up and exchanged glances with Quinn, falling in step behind her when the soldier trudged through the shin-deep snow and made her way to the rock/boat.

      Once they reached her side, Odette turned back to her informant. “Could you tell them what you just told me, Dodge?”

      “Course!” Dodge fluffed his beard as he peered over the side of the boat. “Don’t know nothin’ about no mirrors,” he started, immediately shredding Angelique’s hopes. “But strange stuff is goin’ on round Mullberg.”

      “Such as…” Odette prodded.

      “Monster attacks, mostly,” Dodge said. “But the odd thing is none of ‘em are happening in these parts.”

      “Isn’t that a good thing?” Quinn asked.

      “Nope,” Dodge said. “Since the queen and princess live in Juwel—which hasn’t seen even a hair of monsters ‘n other nasties—no one’s taking the monster attacks seriously.”

      “Which means the lack of attacks is probably on purpose,” Quinn murmured.

      “Right you are!” Dodge thrust a gnarled finger at Quinn. “It’s especially suspicious with what’s going on at the palace!”
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      Angelique linked her hands behind her back and peered up at the old man. “Oh?”

      “My daughter works in the palace,” the old man continued. “She says Queen Faina is havin’ some health issues. Seems a mite suspicious given how young she is.”

      “Isn’t she in her forties or so?” Odette asked.

      “Just a babe!” Dodge barked. “And she was plenty healthy before.”

      “Do you know what her health issues are?” Angelique asked.

      Dodge shrugged. “Nasty headaches—that’s all my daughter said, anyway.”

      “Headaches…and a city that is remarkably free of monster attacks,” Angelique mused.

      “Nobles can’t seem to do anything about the monsters—whenever they send troops, they arrive too late to see ‘em with their own eyeballs.” Dodge leaned back in his row boat and folded his arms behind his head. “Thankfully, there’s a few skilled hunters out there who are takin’ care of them! But we worry about our Queen.” A frown twitched across Dodge’s face, his expression turning serious. “We like her—and Princess Snow White, too. But these ‘orrible headaches of hers….” Dodge shook his head. “Don’t like it. Not one bit. None of it feels natural—it’s all too tidy for coincidence!”

      He’s right. This reeks of the Chosen. It seems their slovenly workers are boils across the country because all their best ones are around and in Juwel.

      “Thank you, Dodge, for the information,” Quinn said.

      “Course! You need information, just come see ol’ Dodge! I’m sharp—like my name.”

      Angelique tilted her head. “What do you mean?”

      “Nothing can hit me!” he boasted. “I dodge it all! Go ahead—throw something at me!”

      Angelique hunched her shoulders. “No, I believe you.”

      “I insist! Odette, you’ve got the cold heart to do it! Throw something at me!” Dodge leaned over the side of the boat—which visibly tilted.

      “Dodge, I’m not going to throw something at you,” Odette said in a tired voice that likely meant they’d had this conversation numerous times before.

      “Humph. You can’t fool me—you could do it!” Dodge said. “That’s why those sneaky Verglas assassins approve of you!” He calmly scratched his beard as the boat shifted on top of the rock. “Speaking of which, you ask them about mirrors, too?”

      “No,” Odette said. “I want to talk to them as little as possible because they’re assassins!”

      “Well-organized assassins,” Dodge said. “Got a guild an everything. How about I send them a note—”

      “Fine!” Odette bent over and scooped up a fistful of snow, squeezing it into a misshapen snowball. “I’ll throw this at you—will that suffice?”

      “Sure will!” Dodge puffed up his chest. “Now go on, give me your best shot!”

      Odette shook her head, then tossed the snowball up at him, nailing him in the chest and spattering snow inside his row boat.

      “Aha!” Dodge laughed. “You see! Nothing touches me!”

      Angelique stared at the snow sticking to his cloak. “Uh-huh.”

      “I see, sir,” Quinn said with a gentle sort of respect.

      “That’s enough fun time, Dodge. We’ve got to go. Thank you for your insight,” Odette said.

      Dodge saluted her. “Of course, Swan Queen! Good luck lookin’ for mirrors!”

      When he dug a fishing reel out of the bottom of his boat, Odette latched a hand around Angelique’s elbow and dragged her off, heading back into the trees where Fluffy and Pegasus waited.

      “Eccentric people seem to have a great deal of fun in life,” Angelique observed.

      “I’d say that’s a true observation,” Quinn agreed.

      “Dodge does things his own way,” Odette agreed. “But don’t be fooled. He’s my best informant in Mullberg, and he used to be a part of the Verglas Assassin’s Guild—it’s why he likes to tease me about them.”

      Quinn whistled. “You have my respect, Odette, for your cleverness.”

      “Thanks.” Odette stopped when they reached Pegasus and let go of Angelique.

      Pegasus deemed to lower his front end to the ground, making it easy for Angelique to scramble onto his back. “Are you going to take off now?”

      “No—I’ll leave this afternoon.” Odette bowed to Pegasus, then climbed up behind Angelique.

      They waited for Quinn to easily hop onto Fluffy’s back, then started the trek down what little bit of the mountain they’d climbed.

      “Then shall we return to our rooms in Hurra?” Quinn asked.

      “Yes. I’d like to investigate the area for a while before we head directly into Juwel,” Angelique said. “We still have some Chosen dens to find.”

      “Do you think the monsters are the mirror’s doing?” Odette asked.

      “It’s difficult to say,” Angelique said. “There’s not really much going on in Mullberg for a magical artifact of the mirror’s power. Greater evils have taken place in the likes of Arcainia and Farset. It seems strange that so little is happening here if both Evariste’s and the Snow Queen’s mirrors are in Mullberg.”

      “Indeed. Mullberg is a fine country, but it’s not known for its military excellence, so it seems unlikely they are secretly warding the Chosen off,” Quinn said.

      “Hmmm,” Odette said.

      Quinn glanced at Angelique. “If we are going to do some investigating in cities and towns, it seems that now would be the ideal time to practice the drills Master Puss entrusted to me as long as we are so far from civilization.”

      Angelique grimaced. “Yeah, you’re probably right—that means we won’t be able to travel at anything faster than a walk or trot, though.”

      She glanced down at Pegasus, who tucked his muzzle into his chest, making the muscles of his neck bulge as a shooting star raced across his shoulder. He pranced a few steps—eliciting a mewl of distress from Odette—then settled back into a fast walk that melted snow as he charged through drifts.

      “If a slower pace is necessary, so be it.” Quinn untied a small pouch from her belt. “Master Puss was emphatic that you need to practice daily. I think he’d be quite impressed with how far you’ve come.” She opened the pouch and tossed the contents into the air.

      “Maybe, but he’d never tell me that.” Using her magic, Angelique snatched the contents—the push pins she’d used so much that some of them had lost the gobs of wax that marked them off in different shades of white, gray, and black—midair.

      Her sharp magic flowed through her so easily now, it was almost second nature as she set about the first few movements in Puss’s detailed practices.

      She made a sphere with the pins and set it rotating, then shifted them into a picture of Puss, then tossed them high in the sky and cut off her magic. The pins tumbled back toward the ground, and when they were a mere hand’s width above the snow, Angelique scooped them up with her magic, raising them back into the sky.

      “Your response time is much faster,” Quinn noted.

      “My magic seems more stable these days,” Angelique said.

      Odette snorted. “I’ve been around Odile during enough of her lessons to know that’s not possible—you’ve just gotten steadier at handling it.”

      Angelique shot the pins out in a multitude of directions, then halted their process before dragging them back into a tight—and sharp—metallic ball. “I suppose that’s true. I was relatively skilled at handling my magic when I was younger. It wasn’t until I understood the magnitude of what I could do that it started to become unsteady.”

      Quinn frowned, the setting of her mouth steely as a flash of anger brightened her eyes. “I’m certain your instructors consistently accusing you of being dangerous didn’t help.”

      Angelique looked away from the pins so she could peer at Quinn with surprise. “How do you know about that?”

      “Puss.”

      Angelique growled. “For all of his charms, he has such a big mouth on him.”

      “Are you going to practice that lightning strike attack of yours?” Odette switched which arm she twined around Angelique’s waist.

      “You mean where I flood the area with all the powers I can muster for an instant?” Angelique asked.

      “Yes! I like that one,” Odette’s voice was loaded with unbridled glee. “I can’t wait to see you use it on a Chosen mage.”

      “This would be an ideal time to practice it,” Quinn noted. “The closer we travel to a city, the more likely it is that your magic would be felt.”

      “Very well,” Angelique agreed. “I need to perfect that skill, too.”

      “What would you use it for?” Quinn asked.

      Angelique clenched her jaw so tightly her teeth ached. “To stop the next high-leveled Chosen Mage I can find and make them tell me where Evariste is.”

      “Would have been dead useful against the likes of Carabosso or Sorceress Suzu,” Odette agreed.

      “Yes,” Angelique said, unable to keep all of the irritation out of her voice—the Veneno Conclave’s incompetence in holding Carabosso was still a sore spot.

      “Very well, then shall you perform the move, let’s say…five times?” Quinn suggested.

      “Certainly,” Angelique said.

      “Ah—however!” Quinn stuck a finger up in the air. “This time, I think with each successive strike, you should expand the area your magic fills.”

      Angelique shifted on Pegasus’ back, but settled when she felt the muscles of his back flex. “That will make it more difficult.”

      “Isn’t that what you need?”

      “Yes.” Angelique said. “I just hope my control is up to it.”

      “You’ll do fine,” Quinn assured her. “But isn’t that another reason for practicing now, away from townsfolk?”

      “Yes. And I still need to practice using greater amounts of my magic—particularly since I assume I’ll be facing down Chosen goblin armies sooner or later, and I’d prefer not to fall into a retching mess every time I do it.” Angelique sighed, then pushed her shoulders back and sat up straight.

      Pegasus tensed beneath her, but he kept walking—picking his way down the last stretch of mountain slope before ambling up one of the foothills at the base of the mountain.

      Fluffy followed behind them, quiet but solid, and a few winter birds chirped from their nests in evergreens.

      Angelique exhaled, then tossed the pins into the air. She cut off contact with her core magic for a few long seconds as the pins started to fall down, then pulled hard on her magic.

      As eager as always, her core magic flooded her senses, and Angelique could feel each pin now suspended in the air, the daggers that hung from Odette’s thigh bandolier and Quinn’s sword and her crossbow bolts that were meticulously organized in her belt pouch.

      Her magic flooded the gully between the mountain slope and the foothill, and Angelique could feel a few icicles that had jagged tips and sharpened shards of rock buried beneath the snow.

      Angelique held on to the sensation just long enough to stabilize her magic and create firm boundaries, then abruptly cut her magic off again.

      Cutting ties with her magic created a sort of suction-like sensation that pulled on Angelique’s belly, but she held off for two breaths before she again flooded the area with her magic.

      As Quinn suggested, she expanded her boundaries—her magic rushing from her like rapids in a river as she twitched it into position.

      Odette’s daggers, Quinn’s sword and arrows, the pins, ice, rock, a buckle with a pointed prong that must have fallen off something years ago since it feels like it’s under dirt…

      As her magic swept farther, it lingered over anything sharp, adding a glimmer of knowledge to Angelique’s consciousness.

      Angelique held on to her magic just long enough to toss the pins high into the air, and then cut off contact with her magic. She performed this exercise again and again, and by the fifth time she, had found a rhythm and easily expanded the reach of her magic.

      She hadn’t realized just how far or fast her magic was traveling until she felt a prickle in her mind that marked the sharpened hook of Dodge’s fishing pole, the morning star—a metal, club-like weapon topped with sharp metal spikes designed for puncture attacks—he had hidden in the bench of his boat, and the three throwing axes secured in the cracks between the rocks his boat was perched upon.

      Angelique struggled, briefly, to stop her magic’s unrelenting progress and get it back under control.

      It was a little like wrestling with a waterfall. Briefly, her magic gushed and churned against her will. But when she pulled hard, it slowly stopped.

      It’s always so eager to be used.

      As soon as she stabilized her magic so she could actually feel just how far she’d spread it, Angelique muttered an oath.

      “A problem?” Quinn asked.

      “A little—just an issue with my control.” Angelique cut off her magic, which collapsed, disconnecting her conscious from the sharp-edged weapons it had encircled.

      “Did you go farther than you meant to?” Odette insightfully asked.

      “Unfortunately. My magic reached about halfway up the mountain.” Angelique turned awkwardly around so she could scowl at the immense edifice—as if it was the mountain’s fault her magic was dangerously eager to be used.

      “Do you feel at all ill?” Quinn asked.

      “No.” Angelique blinked in surprise and faced forward again as Pegasus reached the bottom of the foothill and started to pick his way across a snow-covered hay field. “I feel fine.”

      “It seems that as you become more familiar with your magic, you don’t trigger your price as often,” Quinn said.

      Angelique was silent for several of Pegasus’ sharp steps.

      Maybe? Is it because I’m growing more familiar with my magic or because I’ve been working on handling larger amounts of it?

      “I agree,” Angelique slowly said.

      “I think so, too,” Odette said. “And that’s just from what I’ve seen. I thought you said taking care of the wyvern put you out for a while, right? You’ve barely gotten queasy during your practice sessions.”

      “Apprentice Angelique?”

      Angelique swiveled her head so fast to see who was approaching them, she nearly slipped off Pegasus’ side.

      Two riders on shaggy mountain ponies approached from the north. Although both were bundled up, one shape looked more masculine—broader through the shoulders—and the other figure was far slighter.

      It wasn’t until the man pushed his knitted cap up high enough to reveal blue eyebrows that Angelique recognized him as Rein—which meant the other rider had to be his partner, Blanche.

      Blanche and Rein were master weather mages who were frequently sent out on missions together. Angelique had run into them before. They had come with the war mages the Veneno Conclave had sent to capture Carabosso.

      Pegasus must have known the pair was nearby. Unlike Angelique, he hadn’t startled, nor did he stop even as the mages directed their ponies in their direction.

      “Master weather mages Rein—and Blanche, I assume?” Angelique tugged on Pegasus’ reins, bringing him to a reluctant halt.

      Blanche loosened the red scarf so she could push it down her neck and speak. “Apprentice Angelique.” She wore a bright red cloak with embroidered storm clouds and drops of rain stitched around the lapels, and she clutched a fur muff with a trembling hand.

      Angelique forced a smile as she studied the pair. Just how sociable do I need to pretend to be? Should I introduce Quinn and Odette? I don’t really want to—I don’t care much for them. Nor them for me.

      The pair was rather scared of her. They’d made it clear before that they didn’t want her help, and they especially didn’t want to travel with her because they feared her magic.

      But today, Rein was puffed up like an angry hedgehog while Blanche practically quivered in the saddle.

      I wonder what has them so frightened?

      Concluding she needed to act with at least minimum social niceties, Angelique opened her mouth to introduce the pair, when Rein spared her the trouble.

      “You were using your core magic!” He shot Angelique a look—as if he had found her fraternizing with a Chosen mage instead of using magic…as a mage.

      Oh, bother. Of course, they felt it when I was practicing my drills.

      “Indeed I was,” Angelique said. “Did you need something?”

      “Do we need something?” Rein repeated, anger crusting his voice. “Are you mad? You were using your magic!”

      “Yes,” Angelique said with a patience she didn’t feel. “You have already said that. And?”

      Rein made a few choking noises. “The Council ordered you to refrain from using your core magic!”

      Angelique frowned and felt her thin veneer of good manners start to wear thin. “Why does that surprise you? Much of what I’ve done has been against the approval of the Council.”

      “Your magic is dangerous.” Blanche’s voice shook, and she shrank in her saddle. “You are dangerous! You can’t just go around using it without supervision.”

      Quinn narrowed her eyes, and it took several seconds for Angelique to realize the quiet hissing noise from behind her was actually Odette.

      Thankful for her friends’ reactions, Angelique was also so dumbfounded by Blanche’s statement, all she could do was stare at the weather mages.

      Once upon a time, such comments would have deeply hurt me. Not anymore. The Veneno Conclave—mages in general—have done nothing to help the continent. They have no right to look down upon me like this, and just because they choose to do it doesn’t mean I have to let it affect me.

      “Perhaps,” Angelique said, keeping her voice the calm and bright tone she usually used when talking to frightened mages. “Or perhaps you both need to practice, seeing as how you let the only Chosen Mage we’ve ever captured—Carabosso—escape when you were charged with taking him back to the Veneno Conclave.”

      “You cannot possibly judge us,” Blanche said.

      Angelique pushed back the hood of her cloak so she could casually scratch her head. “Why not? You seem perfectly fine with criticizing me—and I’m not the one who lost our only lead.”

      “How dare you,” Rein snarled. “I thought that for all the darkness of your magic, you were still a respectful person. It seems I was wrong. Your magic is so vile because you are vile! We shall report your conduct to the Veneno Conclave.”

      Yes. Angelique flicked her eyes from the angry mages to Quinn and Odette. Perhaps that is the greatest change. Quinn, Odette, Elle, Gabrielle—they’ve made it perfectly clear that they appreciate and like me. They don’t care if I’m sarcastic or don’t act like the perfect, genteel enchantress. I’m done with this farce, and after all of the chaos of the past few years, I know the Conclave isn’t going to do anything to reprimand me anyway.

      “Oh, dear.” Angelique slapped a hand to her cheek and spoke in the deadest of tones she could muster. “Whatever will I do?”

      Rein leaned back in his saddle and glanced at Blanche. The way he hunched his shoulders spoke just how uncomfortable he felt—which Angelique took more than a little glee in.

      Blanche, however, was gawking at Angelique. Not like one who was frightened, more as a person who’d just received a great shock. “You…what?” She shook her head as if she couldn’t understand. “You’ve changed.”

      “I do feel freer,” Angelique said. “Thank you for noticing.”

      “That wasn’t a compliment,” Blanche snapped.

      Angelique clicked her tongue. “Now that hurt my feelings,” she said in a tone so sorrowful it was an obvious farce.

      Blanche stopped trembling and instead mashed her lips together—as if Angelique’s careless attitude sparked something more similar to irritation in her rather than the fear she’d previously displayed.

      “You’re going to become a menace,” Rein said.

      “What, because I don’t use pretty smiles and say pretty things to cover up ugly truths?” Angelique asked.

      “You’ve lost your mind—and your pride as a magic user. We’re called to be better than this! To act with respect and good manners.”

      “Nah.” Angelique casually rested a hand on Pegasus’ shoulder. “It’s merely that I don’t care what you think, so I have no incentive to use respect and good manners.”

      It surprised Angelique when she felt the truth of the statement in her core.

      I really don’t care anymore.

      Not about the Conclave, not about how other mages perceive me. It doesn’t matter.

      “Why should you act respectful when they’re being downright shameful, anyway?” Odette asked—surprising the mage pair.

      “Indeed.” Quinn rested her hand on her belt quiver, and Fluffy’s eyes seemed to glow in the morning sunlight as he stomped a hoof. “Mages always seemed courteous—to the public, anyway. It’s a pity to see what they’re really like.”

      Rein narrowed his eyes. “And who are you?”

      “I’d choose your tone a bit more carefully,” Odette called out in a sing-song voice. “That’s Quinn of Midnight Lake, the future queen of the elves, you’re scowling at.”

      “She’s—what?” Rein squinted at Quinn, then whipped his gaze back to Angelique. “Then why is she traveling with you?”

      “Because we’re close friends.” Quinn nudged Fluffy closer to Pegasus, and together the two magical mounts loomed over Rein and Blanche. “And this is Odette, Head of the Black Swan Smugglers and soon-to-be princess of Kozlovka.”

      Rein’s mouth slid open, like a barn door flapping in the breeze. Blanche’s face looked like it was carved from stone.

      Hmm. They are genuinely shocked. Did they really think the rest of the continent held me in the same contempt mages did? It doesn’t matter. Odette is leaving today, and I’m not going to waste our remaining time subjecting us to their vitriol.

      “Seeing how you have nothing useful to say, you should run along now,” Angelique said.

      “You’re dismissing us?” Blanche said—the octave of her voice going higher.

      “Your arrogance knows no end,” Rein snarled.

      Feeling more than a little like Clovicus, Angelique flapped her hand at them. “How cute you both are. But I’m tiring of your charms. Now run along, shoo.”

      The two mages didn’t move—they appeared to be too startled to do anything but continue to stare.

      Angelique sighed. “Fine. Then it shall be us who take our leave from you.”

      Pegasus started walking before Angelique had even finished speaking, and Fluffy stayed shoulder-to-shoulder with him.

      Together—with their long strides and fast pace—the two magical mounts left the weather mages behind, rapidly putting distance between them.

      Quinn twisted at the torso to hook her bow back on Fluffy’s rump—Angelique hadn’t noticed the soldier had even gotten it freed until then. She watched behind them for several steps before untwisting. “They’re not following us.”

      “They have no reason to,” Angelique said. “They don’t like me—they legitimately fear me.”

      “I’m not so sure,” Odette said. “At least, I don’t think they fear you quite the way they’ve led you to believe.”

      “What do you mean?” Angelique asked.

      Odette settled both of her arms around Angelique’s waist as she thought. “I think they treat you so poorly because it’s a way to control you. Rothbart tried to intimidate us Black Swan Smugglers every once in a while—I thought he just liked making us scared. But I think it’s more that he wanted to make sure we’d dislike him and resist him. I think this is the opposite. If they act afraid of you, they can make you doubt yourself. And wouldn’t that doubt affect how you use your magic?”

      Angelique squinted up at the bright blue sky. “Maybe some mages treat me that way for that reason. Others are just plain rude—or only see the possibilities of my magic and don’t even think of me as a person.”

      “Sounds like you’re thinking of a specific individual,” Quinn said.

      “Not really—though there is a mage named Finnr that I don’t much care for because he’s willing to be careless with my life.”

      “Why does he—a mage you said? So he’s not even an enchanter? Anyway. Why does he get a say on what you do with your life?” Odette asked.

      “It was at the Summit—we were trying to decide how to best dispose of Rothbart. Finnr and a number of other mages decided it was best to send me to scout it out, and they’d send backup.”

      Odette frowned. “Except backup didn’t arrive—unless you meant Stil and Gemma? But you specifically sent for them.”

      “That’s just how things occurred,” Angelique said.

      “Hmm,” Odette said.

      “You are a Lady Enchantress. You have rank and power. You need to start telling others no,” Quinn said.

      “Or you need to start charging for your services,” Odette said. “It will make them second-guess just how badly they need your help.”

      Angelique laughed. “I’m not going to charge Prince Severin for helping him save the continent when he and the other royals are also investing so much into this.”

      Odette made a grumbling noise. “You need to be more like me.”

      “We already are alike—you run around the continent just as much as I do.”

      “I meant be more selfish!”

      Angelique laughed at the thought. “Odette, you might think you deceive others with that empty boast, but it’s far too late for that for anyone who has known you more than a day.”

      “She’s right,” Quinn said. “Your character is obvious—you’re far too valiant.”

      Odette made a few choking noises, then hurriedly changed the topic. “Isn’t Angelique supposed to be practicing magic? Quinn—you ought to continue drilling her!”

      Angelique tilted her head back as she laughed from her belly.

      In that moment, she felt freer than she had since the day her parents had died.

      It’s not just that I have friends—as special as they are to me. It’s that I don’t have to pretend to be someone I’m not in order to keep them. I can be as sarcastic and rude as I want. And they encourage me to use my magic.

      The only thing Angelique could think of that would make life better—besides beating the Chosen, obviously—was finding Evariste.

      She wanted to apologize for how little she had valued his encouragement, and thanks to her time with her new friends, she was starting to understand just how much Evariste valued her as a companion.

      But he didn’t treat me quite the same way Severin or Quinn treat me. What does that mean?

      Dimly, the memory of her dream-that-wasn’t-a-dream rustled at the back of her mind.

      “Angelique, are you ready for the next drill?” Quinn asked.

      “Yes!” Angelique said with far too much enthusiasm, eager to shut down her thoughts. “Yes. Let’s do all drills—twice. Just to be sure I practice enough today.”

      Odette gently poked her in the back of the spine. “What were you thinking?”

      “Nothing of importance. Now—what’s the next drill?”
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      Angelique paused in the middle of dismantling a spell and sniffed the breeze. The wind felt damp and wet—still cold, but less icy and more like cold slush.

      It’s the first thaw. I imagine spring will soon arrive.

      The breeze played with the tips of her hair—which she’d quickly braided this morning—as impatient as Angelique felt.

      Soon. In the next few days, we’re going to Juwel…and maybe…just maybe…he’ll be there.

      “Is something wrong?” Quinn dumped snow on the sputtering fire—putting it out—then kicked the remaining embers into a snow bank.

      “No—I was just thinking spring will soon come.” Angelique forced herself to dismantled the protection spell she’d put on the camp the night before. “Which means Emerys will come for you.”

      Quinn shoved her bedroll into Angelique’s magic satchel, followed by Angelique’s. “Of course, he’ll come just as we narrow in on our target—after all of our careful searching,” Quinn said.

      With practice brought from dismantling camp together over dozens of mornings, Quinn tossed Angelique a strip of jerky without looking, then set about brushing Fluffy.

      “The pace we searched at was necessary,” Angelique said.

      Except now it feels like we’re so close, yet we’re moving so slow!

      “We needed to be careful,” Angelique added. She spoke with enough firmness to remind herself that they couldn’t afford to be stupid. “If the Chosen found out we know they have the mirror—and Evariste—somewhere in Mullberg, they’d hide both of them, and we’d have to start over again.”

      Everything in Angelique wanted to go sprinting to Juwel and throw all the power she could muster at the place to find Evariste.

      But this could be it.

      Evariste could be in Juwel.

      And I’m not going to mess it all up by being impatient.

      Angelique chewed thoughtfully on her jerky, watching Fluffy and Quinn.

      I wonder where Pegasus—

      Before she could finish the thought, something slammed into her back. Angelique staggered a few steps, then wheezed, “Good morning, Pegasus.”

      The star-studded horse exhaled at her, creating puffs of steam, then turned so his side faced her.

      “Sorry to ask for it, but, Quinn?”

      Quinn laughed. “Here.” She tossed the brush she’d been using on Fluffy to Angelique.

      Angelique took it and started grooming the fussy constellation, who snorted his approval.

      “At least we’re fairly certain that Evariste was sent to Juwel,” Angelique said.

      A careful, spiraling search had shown that Dodge’s information was correct. The closer one got to Juwel, the less trouble there was with monster attacks and the like.

      The tipoff that the Chosen were involved—and Evariste, hopefully—was watching the encampments.

      Every day, workers from the two Chosen encampments that were located just outside Juwel rotated into the city. After recording the camps’ schedules and doing a lot of careful observing to pick out which of the Chosen employees had magic, Quinn and Angelique were able to put together a time table that showed at least one Chosen mage was always in Juwel—even at the late-night hours.

      They’d searched one of the encampments when Odette was still with them and had uncovered the mention of a mirror being transported into Juwel months prior, in the summer.

      It’s far too late to be the mirror the Snow Queen had tried to destroy, since the entry Odette told us about was years ago. Which means it must be Evariste!

      But why keep Evariste in Juwel of all places? Were they doing something with his magic?

      Angelique and Quinn still didn’t know where the ancient mirror was. It was possible it was in Juwel as well, being kept in the same location as Evariste. But they hadn’t seen any mention of it in their searches.

      Angelique patted Pegasus’ shoulder.

      I don’t have to wait much longer to find out. We’re supposed to enter Juwel tomorrow, unless we could do it tonight?

      Angelique blinked. “Do we really need to buy rations before we head into Juwel?”

      “Do we need rations? No. Will we buy them in a bid to establish our new disguise as Elle taught us to? Yes.” Quinn saddled up Fluffy, then strung her bow. “Unless you don’t think we should use disguises?”

      “We should,” Angelique sighed. “If only to avoid me being recognized by a stray mage.”

      Getting a disguise was my idea. I can’t cast it off just because Evariste might be in Juwel!

      They were planning to enter Juwel as a lady—Quinn—and her guard, visiting Juwel to purchase gems.

      “Do you hear something?” Quinn asked.

      Angelique tilted her head and listened. Faintly, whistling on the wind, she thought she heard thunder. “Is that…horse hooves?”

      They’d camped next to a thicket of trees that divided a snow-covered field in half—the trees made it easier for Angelique to cast protection and alarm spells without flashing magic around for the entire country to see, and they provided shelter from the wind that was so frigid, breathing it made Angelique feel like her lungs were bruised.

      The hooves sounded like they were coming from the other side of the thicket.

      Together, Quinn and Angelique scrambled around the trees, staying in the shadows. Pegasus followed behind, keeping so close that he stepped on the heels of Angelique’s boots.

      Quinn pushed back several skeletal, barren branches, revealing the horses…and their riders.
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      They were resplendent horses with brightly colored tack and coats that practically shone in the morning sun. Only half of the steeds had bridles—pretty things made of gold chain and ribbon. The other half pranced along with nothing but their saddles and riders, who directed the horses with leg pressure.

      The riders, dressed in bright greens, dazzling blues, and deep reds were an equal match to their mounts’ beauty—with polished weapons, perfect hair pulled back into impossible braids, and their tapered ears lending them an air of grace.

      Riding at the front of the group was a male elf in a dark blue and silver tunic, mounted on a massive, coal-black unicorn.

      “Oh.” Angelique sagged, her enthusiasm leaking from her.

      Quinn, however, couldn’t contain her joy. “It’s Emerys!” Her smile was so bright, she practically glowed.

      “It looks like he’s come to collect you,” Angelique said. “Early.”

      She tried to sound happy for Quinn’s sake, but she knew what this meant.

      Quinn would leave, and Angelique would have to search for Evariste alone.

      No—wait. This isn’t like it used to be. Quinn stayed with me for months, and I’ve gotten so much farther in my search than I expected because of her. Besides, if I can actually find Evariste, Severin will send me some help to free him!

      Quinn charged from the thicket as the elves stopped a short distance away.

      Angelique trailed behind her, taking the time to slap a smile on her lips—which was both genuine and a façade given that she was happy for her friend but disappointed nonetheless.

      “Quinn!” Emerys slipped off his mount and scooped Quinn up, laughing as he twirled her around before enfolding her in a hug and kissing her soundly.

      Angelique skirted a thorny bush, peered behind her to confirm Pegasus passed the shrub unharmed—no need to worry, when the constellation brushed past the bush, he set it on fire—and generally tried to waste time so she didn’t intrude on the couple’s happy reunion.

      After taking a minute or two to extinguish the thorny shrub, Angelique confirmed the couple was still kissing and giggling together. She wrinkled her brow in confusion.

      It must be something in the air, she decided. I never pegged Emerys as a giggler. When I free Evariste, I hope he mercilessly teases him about this.

      Angelique was self-aware enough to know she was too jaded—perhaps even a tad bitter—about love to say anything remotely teasing and not rudely sarcastic when it came to romance by now.

      “Angelique!”

      Angelique crouched slightly so she could peer under Pegasus’ head, spying a familiar princess sauntering her way. “Elle!”

      Elle’s black hair was pulled back in a braid, and she wore a muted orange tunic that somehow made her fade into the background of the elves’ glitz—most likely by design. She laughed as she approached—pausing just long enough to bow respectfully to Pegasus before tightly hugging Angelique.

      Surprised as she was, Angelique returned the embrace. “What are you doing here?”

      “King Themerysaldi stopped by Chanceux with letters from Severin,” Elle said. “He told me he was coming here and offered to take me along. I accepted because I was hoping I could maybe help you prepare for the next leg of your search.”

      Angelique fidgeted nervously. “That’s very generous of you…but I’m not sure what’s going to happen now that Emerys has come to take Quinn back—quite early, too.”

      “Yes, I’m early. It’s terribly rude of me, but I couldn’t be parted from Quinn any longer.” Emerys and Quinn, standing arm-in-arm, stepped into the conversation, beaming like a properly twitterpated couple.

      Pegasus must have picked up on some of Angelique’s mixed emotions because once the king got close, the equine pinned his ears, and a star exploded on his coat.

      The Elf King actually paused, carefully watching the constellation for real aggression.

      Emerys is afraid of Pegasus? That’s interesting. I didn’t know he could be afraid of anything.

      Angelique stroked Pegasus’ neck and smiled at Emerys—hopefully showing the constellation that there were no hard feelings. “I take it congratulations are in order, and you successfully freed your warriors from their wandering-induced curse?” she asked.

      “Indeed, they are free—but not by my doing,” Emerys said. “It took me much longer to locate the specific party of wandering warriors that was comprised of my generals than I’d care to admit. By the time I finally caught up with them, a young woman, a cobbler’s apprentice from Trieux, had already freed them.”

      A young woman? Their curse couldn’t possibly be…

      “Did breaking the curse involve true love?” Angelique suspiciously asked.

      “It involved love of a sort—and the girl did fall in love with one of my generals,” Emerys said. “If you want to know the specifics—”

      “No, no, no—no, thank you.” Angelique held up her hand and tried not to shiver in revulsion. “I am merely deeply, deeply grateful to hear that this particular curse was broken, and I didn’t have to get involved. I don’t need to know the magic theory behind it.”

      Emerys grinned. “Still sick of romance, are you?”

      “You have no idea,” Angelique said.

      Emerys laughed—a nice, deep sound, which seemed unfair given that the Elf King already had nearly incomparable looks and skill with both the sword and magic. He should at least have been dealt a laugh similar to a donkey’s bray for the sake of balance.

      “Very well. With my generals freed, it took some time to round up the rest of my warriors. They convened in what was once Trieux, and since we were so close to Prince Severin’s fight against the goblins in Erlauf, we rode east to help them for a few weeks. However, I’m afraid I couldn’t be parted from Quinn any longer,” Emerys said. “My desire to finally be wed was too great.”

      “What you mean is Alastryn has driven you to the brink of madness in her passion for our wedding celebration,” Quinn said.

      “Correct.” Emerys smiled at Quinn and leaned close so his forehead rested against hers. “I have so missed your brilliance.”

      “Given that you are only running from Alastryn, could we remain a week or so longer here in Mullberg?” Quinn asked. “Angelique and I were about to infiltrate Juwel and hopefully confirm Evariste’s location.”

      “Oh, I love infiltrating!” Elle eagerly clapped, sounding for all the world like a young lady squealing over a new dress.

      Emerys, however, straightened, and his sappiness faded away. “Really? You’ve found him then?” The timbre of his voice seemed more musical than usual, and he unexpectedly reached out and grabbed Angelique’s arm, squeezing it.

      Staring at his eyes—which swirled with desperate hope—something in Angelique eased.

      He’s a selfish brat at times, but Emerys really does care for Evariste.

      “We haven’t for certain found him,” Angelique said. “But we think he’s in Juwel—we just don’t know where in Juwel. Or why.”

      Emerys’ shoulders visibly tightened, but he seemed taller and more like the imposing Elf King he was. “Then of course we’ll stay. We’ll remain here and offer every aid we can.”

      Angelique’s throat tightened with emotion. “Thank you.”

      “Of course,” Emerys said.

      “Obviously, I’ll help, too,” Elle said. “It will be delightful to come up with new disguises for us! I’ve gone into Juwel in disguise before. Glitzern palace has quite lax security, all things considered. They more carefully observe trade than they do security in the whole city. This will be easy! Particularly with elf magic available to use.”

      Angelique frowned. “I don’t know that using any magic—particularly elf magic, as it is so unique—is a good idea given the two Chosen encampments in the area. If Evariste is here, and they think Emerys has come for him, it’s guaranteed they’ll move him.”

      “You are probably correct, but I’m afraid it doesn’t matter terribly much,” Emerys said. “We’re still recovering our magic. I’m only at about half my power. We can perform some magic, but I’m afraid bringing the city down to find Evariste is beyond my grasp, so stealth is the better idea.”

      Quinn frowned. “Your magic is still low? It’s been months since you were freed. I would have thought your power—if not your warriors’—would have regenerated by now.”

      Emerys grimaced. “I’m afraid my recovery rate—the recovery rate of all elves—is far slower outside of Alabaster Forest.”

      Angelique frowned. “But Alabaster Forest isn’t the source of your magic.”

      “No, but we elves have spent centuries shaping it to fit our needs and desires,” Emerys explained. “It’s designed to suit us and our magic; hence, it can help us recover at a much faster rate.”

      “I see. Did you send all the warriors on to the forest, then?” Angelique asked.

      “About half of them,” Emerys said. “The other half are camped in Loire, waiting for our return. But I can easily send word to them of the change in our plans.”

      “Have the goblin and troll attacks subsided in Farset?” Quinn asked.

      “They’ve gotten much better,” Emerys confirmed. “However, when this is over, the elves will be greatly indebted to your sister, Bridget the Red Rider. She and her horses have almost single-handedly held Alabaster Forest’s border against wraiths, trolls, and other monsters. Hopefully now that a number of the warriors have returned, their magic will rapidly replenish, and we’ll be able to reinforce our magical barriers.”

      Quinn nodded, but there was a wrinkle on her forehead, and Angelique noticed Elle was being careful not to meet her gaze.

      They’re making dear sacrifices to be here.

      Angelique sighed and scratched her head, then peered up at the sky. “Let’s be realistic about this. You’re elves. You can’t do magic while here in Mullberg. You’re more eye-catching than an enchanter, and your home is still being attacked.”

      She lowered her gaze so she could look Emerys in the eyes. “I appreciate your offer of help more than you know, but the best choice would be for you to return to Alabaster Woods and get your magic back.”

      Emerys shook his head. “You’ve been forced to search alone for too long, Angelique.”

      “Yes. But as much as I would appreciate help—or even company—we have to be logical about this and consider the ramifications. You’re elves. Being here in Mullberg is enough to make the Chosen know we’re up to something. Staying with me is only going to make your magic recovery take longer, and I don’t think Elle could disguise you well enough to get any of you into the city to help me anyway. It really is better if you return to Alabaster Forest.”

      Rather than feel depressed with this epiphany, Angelique found herself standing straighter.

      Quinn rubbed her thumb on her glossy wooden bow. “But it doesn’t seem fair.”

      “I don’t care about what’s fair right now,” Angelique said. “I care about finding Evariste—and making certain they don’t move him!” She tilted her head as she studied Emerys. “I fully intend to ask for help when it comes time to break him out—that is when I may need your aid, and it will be vital that you are at full capacity. Even beyond that, given what’s going on in the continent, we will all need the elves to have full command of their magic. That’s why I can handle this stealth mission alone.”

      Emerys rested his hand on the guard of his sword and squeezed it. He briefly shut his eyes, then sighed deeply. He was quiet for several long moments, and when he peered at her, Angelique could see the inner war in his eyes. “Very well. I’m trusting you on this. Evariste is…”

      “Yes,” Angelique said.

      A somber silence settled on the party.

      It was Elle who broke it by throwing an arm around Angelique’s waist. “We might not be able to stay with you, but! You’re going to go on a stealth mission, which happens to be my expertise. I will be more than happy to help you prepare.”

      “Ahh, yes.” Quinn winced. “We’ll need to rethink your disguise since you’ll be going alone, now.”

      “What were you planning to do?” Elle asked.

      “A rich lady and her guard,” Angelique said.

      Elle circled Angelique, studying her with an appraising eye as she rubbed her chin. “Not a bad choice. But since you’ll be alone, we’ll need something a little more…special. A role that will let you be overlooked, but you’ll easily settle into so it’s fully believable—which is a requirement. It’s easier to be convincing with a partner. But since you’re solo, you’ll need to so naturally fit your image, no one thinks to question it.”

      Angelique stood straighter under Elle’s gaze. “What sort of role could I possibly fit that would be natural? I haven’t learned any kind of trade—I’ve only learned magic since I was a child.”

      A mischievous gleam that didn’t bode well for Angelique glimmered in Elle’s eyes. “That’s your answer, then,” Elle said.

      Angelique and Quinn exchanged puzzled looks.

      “What?” Angelique asked.

      Elle spun around on her heels and waved to the still mounted elves. “Yoo-hoo! Hello! Which of you took my pack of clothes—and do any of you have special knowledge about herbs, or is that in general a basic-elven-knowledge sort of thing?” There was a spring in her step as she bounced away, looking back over her shoulder just long enough to wink at Angelique. “Don’t worry—I have an idea!”

      Emerys squinted. “Why do I have the distinct feeling that we should worry because she has an idea?”

      “Self-preservation,” Angelique suggested.

      “Elle is brilliant. I’m sure it will be an excellent disguise,” Quinn said.

      “I need a tunic that is at least two sizes too big for Angelique!” Elle shouted.

      Quinn didn’t even wince. “Probably.”

      Angelique retreated so she was closer to Pegasus. “Yeah, it’s that ‘probably’ that has me worried.”

      She leaned into the constellation and was surprised when a smile surfaced on her lips as she watched Elle terrorize the elves.

      This is the right choice. I’m not sad. I actually feel better about this decision. Besides, soon—tomorrow!—I’ll get to start searching for Evariste’s location!
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      Evariste laid on his side and tried to muster the strength to do something. Anything.

      The gnawing pain of the mirror forcibly dragging his magic out of his soul had become all he knew.

      He moved only whenever the pain was too much to bear and his body twitched against his control.

      The agony had so deeply invaded that he didn’t notice anymore when the mirror whispered mockingly to him—it was too consuming.

      The only thing that occasionally pierced the haze of his pain was Queen Faina’s shrieks of rage and howls of pain. As it did now.

      She’d been crying—howling in her tears—for a while. Evariste hadn’t really noticed when she started. The noise faintly trickled through the mirror on and off.

      She lost, Evariste dimly thought. The mirror has her entirely in its grasp. Through her, it will kill Princess Snow White, and then the Chosen will have Mullberg.

      More pain wracked his body, stealing the stale, iron-scented air from his lungs and making his torn throat ache.

      Evariste wasn’t sure how many moments passed before he could function enough to have another thought. It could have been a minute or an hour.

      Queen Faina was still crying. But that could mean anything.

      I just want this pain to stop.

      Even Evariste’s eyelids hurt as he tried to inhale in a way that only produced a dull throbbing instead of the hot, searing pain that currently knifed through his lungs.

      When I was first captured, I regretted the thought that I might die. But now…it would be a relief.

      The thought felt almost like a betrayal to those he knew were searching for him—surely Angelique, Clovicus, and the Veneno Conclave.

      But Evariste had held out for so long. Pain had been his entire world for what felt like years. Couldn’t he stop fighting, finally?

      I don’t think it will matter much longer. I can’t hold out any longer. I can’t even try to hold back my magic—I’m too weak. Soon, it will be over.

      Evariste’s breathing hitched when one of his fingers twitched, sending a new deluge of pain through him.

      Angelique, I’m sorry. I can’t fight it anymore.
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      “Are you certain I can cut your hair?” Elle asked for surely the fifth time.

      “Yes! How many times must I tell you before you believe me?” Angelique asked.

      “But it’s your hair. And I’m purposely cutting it to make you look scruffy,” Elle said. “I mean, I’m fine making myself look like a ragamuffin, but it seems like such a shame to ruin you.” Elle ran a hand through the long, glossy locks and puffed out her cheeks.

      “I can use an illusion to make it look however I want when all of this is over,” Angelique said. “But I can’t risk running an illusion when I’m in disguise as an herb wizard’s apprentice—that’s too advanced of magic for what is basically a glorified healer.”

      That had been Elle’s idea: to make Angelique one of the least-skilled sort of magic users there was.

      Given that herb wizards used very little magic—mostly they were skilled at collecting herbs and specializing in their various uses and had only the tiniest brush of magic that might help them create healing droughts or herb charms to make a cottage smell fresh—Angelique couldn’t afford to let her powers through.

      It also gave her an excellent excuse as to why she couldn’t use her powers—and possibly give herself away with the uniqueness of her magic. As an apprentice, she wouldn’t be allowed to use much magic yet—too many possibilities to accidentally create a poison or something dangerous.

      “Very well. I apologize for this.” Elle clutched the delicate silver scissors she’d procured from her bag.

      “I certainly don’t mind,” Angelique said. “I’ll need every bit of help I can get to make this convincing because I don’t know a thing about herbs.”

      Elle rolled her eyes. “Very well, since you are unsympathetic to this crime, I apologize directly to your hair!” She pursed her lips so tightly her mouth screwed up, and then snipped a lock of Angelique’s long hair, cutting it so it fell roughly to her shoulders in a curly wave.

      Elle purposely hacked at Angelique’s hair, cutting the locks at slightly different lengths to give her an untidy appearance. She ruffled it as she went, and soon Angelique’s dark hair was disheveled, significantly muting the sharper planes of her cheekbones and nose.

      Angelique glanced down at her new costume: a blue tunic that was so large on her, it fell almost to her knees.

      (“It gives the appearance that you’re shorter than you really are,” Elle had claimed.)

      The blue of the tunic was gray enough that it almost made Angelique’s eyes look closer to gray than silver. At the very least, the color helped muffle the unnaturalness of Angelique’s eyes—her “position” as an herb wizard’s apprentice would provide the cover for her magic, but as not many mages had silver eyes, the color needed to be downplayed as much as possible.

      Three belts—all three leather, and all three battered as Elle had recruited some of the elves to smack them with their swords to age the belts—wrapped around Angelique’s waist. She fiddled with her plain cloak, twitching it so it covered more of her knees so she didn’t shiver in the cold while Elle continued hacking at her hair.

      To complete her disguise, she had a pair of boots—also too large for her and with a low heel, to keep her height down as much as possible.

      Elle had spent almost all morning putting the ensemble together as she dug through saddle bags after their ride to Luster Forest.

      Rather than camp out in the field—for everyone to see—or travel to Hurra and practically announce to everyone within a day’s ride that there were elves in Mullberg, the party had elected to ride to Luster Forest.

      The forest sat between Hurra and Juwel (though slightly to the east) and sprawled over acres and acres of land, making it an ideal spot to hide tree-happy elves until they left.

      “Thank you—for your help in all of this,” Angelique said. “I couldn’t have created such a convincing cover on my own.”

      Elle brushed hair off Angelique’s shoulders. “I’m glad my hobbies have come in handy.” She ignored Angelique’s snort of disbelief and circled around in front of her. “But are you really going to be fine on your own?”

      “Yes,” Angelique said with a sureness she felt in her bones. “This is within my abilities.”

      Elle snipped another lock of Angelique’s hair. “I could ask Lucien to send some rangers when I return to Loire,” she offered.

      Angelique shook her head. “Thank you, but it’s not yet necessary. Once I find out more information—hopefully where they are keeping Evariste, or at least narrow it down to the city block they’ve got him in—I will reach out with the magic mirror and ask for help. I’ll better know what I’m facing then and whether rangers, elves, or mages will be the most appropriate back up.”

      “I understand.” Elle set her hands on Angelique’s shoulders and squeezed them. “But be careful. And don’t hesitate to ask for backup—please.”

      Angelique laughed. “You have nothing to worry about. I am too vested in the outcome of this venture. I’m not going to do anything to jeopardize it.”

      Elle pressed her lips together, then nodded and backed up. “I believe you. Be careful.” She blinked, and her serious expression was swapped for a bright grin. “And I believe you are ready—Angel, the herb wizard’s apprentice!”

      Angelique stood and brushed her clothes off before eagerly settling her cloak on her shoulders. It was late in the afternoon, but even though spring poked through the snow here and there, the evenings were still icy. “Thank you. Let’s show Quinn your handywork. I expect Emerys will have a commentary, too, however unwelcome it may be.” Angelique pointed herself in the direction of the mounts—the elves’ horses in their bright tack were more visible than the elves in the dense forest.

      “Wait, your bag!” Elle swiped up Angelique’s enchanted satchel and passed it over to Angelique.

      While Angelique had changed clothes, Elle had bullied several of the elves into finding herbs in both the wild and among their supplies.

      Because apparently the elves were so enthusiastic about plant life they traveled with fresh herbs.

      In winter!

      Angelique shook her head as she studied the foreign sprigs of herbs that hung from her satchel, secured by bits of string. Elves. “Thank you.”

      “And here’s this.” Elle passed over a gold coin. “Stil made it for you. It should make your features a little less pronounced—it’ll plump up your cheeks, make your face a little more heart-shaped, that sort of thing. He said you have to keep it on you, though. There’s an inner pocket of your tunic you can store it in.”

      Angelique felt the minor charm activate when she rubbed her thumb across it. It sank into her skin as she found the pocket Elle had mentioned and secured the gold coin there.

      “Excellent. Please pass my thanks along to Stil.”

      “Of course! He’ll be glad you could use it. Now, let’s find Quinn!”

      Angelique slipped her satchel’s strap over her shoulder, then followed Elle to the elven horses.

      Quinn was there—securing a bag to Fluffy and helping the elves tear down the camp they’d established to cook lunch. (They’d brought out the herbs at lunch time when creating the best meal Angelique had eaten since she’d left Loire.)

      Quinn laughed when she saw Angelique. “It’s perfect! It really is a transformation—and I’d had my doubts. I didn’t think anyone as regal as Angelique could look so…”

      “Disheveled?” Emerys suggested as he strolled around Pookie and joined Quinn, placing his arm around her waist.

      Angelique plucked at the extra fabric of her tunic. “It is an excellent disguise—even more convincing than if I were to pose as a guard. Thank you, Elle, for your aid. You’ve outdone yourself.”

      Elle rubbed her nose—which was red with the cold. “It was my pleasure! I’ve always wanted to pose as a mage, but I’m too smart to go through with it. It’d be too dangerous. But this? It’s perfect.” She folded her arms across her chest and smirked as she looked Angelique up and down.

      Angelique grinned, but her eyes skated to the elven horses—who were saddled and ready to ride out. “It is time for you to leave?”

      Emerys glanced at the sky—which was barely visible through the tall evergreens and the thin branches of the skeletal trees that had dropped their leaves last autumn. “Almost,” he agreed. “But it is not quite sunset just yet. What will you do tonight?”

      “Say my farewells to Pegasus—I can’t ride him into Hurra, after all.” Angelique shoved her hands in the sleeves of her tunic and looked around the dim forest, but the constellation was nowhere to be seen. “Then I’ll walk to Hurra as Quinn and I planned and spend the night there. I’ll circle around it and enter from the south, so when I head north to Juwel in the morning, it won’t be out of place.”

      Quinn nodded. “Efficient and simple.”

      “The best way for infiltration,” Elle added.

      “Do you have enough provisions?” Emerys asked.

      “Yes. My satchel is fairly stuffed, but it doesn’t matter. I won’t be staying in the wilds for this mission,” Angelique said.

      “Then do you have enough money?”

      Bewildered and suspicious of the elf king’s concern, Angelique sucked her neck into her shoulders. “You’re being too nice.”

      “Am I not allowed to be concerned about my comrade’s finances?” Emerys asked.

      “You don’t even like me!”

      “That is patently false,” he said, sternly. “I didn’t like it when you pretended to be a syrup-y sweet girl with no more than three intelligent thoughts in her head,” Emerys countered.

      “Hmph,” Angelique grunted. “It still feels strange. What do my finances have to do with you? Do you even have human money?”

      Emerys scoffed. “Of course—”

      One of the elven warriors who was standing in a guard position a short distance behind Emerys cleared his throat.

      Emerys turned around, and the elven warrior shook his head.

      “What? Why don’t we have any?” Emerys demanded. “We sold a number of elven bows to Prince Severin!”

      “And then you made us dump the money before riding north to Mullberg because you insisted the extra weight would fatigue the horses,” the warrior reminded him.

      “Oh.” Emerys thought for a moment. “Yes. That seems reasonable.”

      “I should travel with you elves as much as possible,” Elle said. “It’s fun.”

      Quinn ignored the chaos and reached out to squeeze Angelique’s hands. “I know we were prepared, so I cannot think of anything else you would need before you journey to Hurra. However…be careful.” She tugged Angelique’s hands, pulling her into a warm embrace.

      “I will. Thank you—for coming with me.” Angelique let herself bask in the warmth of Quinn’s hug. “I’m sorry, but I don’t think I’ll be able to make it to your wedding.”

      When they stepped apart, Quinn shook her head. “Don’t be. More than anything, I look forward to meeting Evariste.”

      Angelique tilted her head. “Really? Why?”

      “Because he’s important to both my fiancé and my closest friend.” Quinn’s smile was gentle like a sunrise.

      Hot tears burned Angelique’s eyes, and she pulled Quinn in for a second—unexpected—embrace.

      I never dreamed friendship could be like this. I never understood just how precious it is.

      She didn’t know what to say but was spared when Elle catapulted herself at them, draping her arms over each of them. “Please take my impediment of your embrace as a token of my affection, too!”

      Angelique laughed and almost knocked heads with Elle as Quinn shifted to include her in the hug.

      They leaned in together, and when Angelique saw their smiles, she realized she didn’t have to say anything.

      They knew.

      “I feel left out,” Emerys announced, breaking the moment.

      “Good,” Angelique said.

      After a moment of laughter, the embrace was broken up.

      “This is farewell, then,” Angelique said.

      “For now,” Elle said.

      “Be careful,” Quinn said. “But be brave.”

      “And send for us if you need help,” Elle added.

      “I will. Safe travels.”

      Elle and Quinn nodded, then returned to the horses—Quinn helping Elle store the scissors for the ride.

      “I must echo Princess Elle and insist that you call for us should you need aid.” Emerys dropped a hand on her shoulder. “And thank you for searching for him.”

      Angelique nodded. “I give you all my wishes of happiness for your nuptials.”

      “Thank you. I wish Evariste could…” He shook his head. “We’ll get him back—and crush the Chosen.”

      “We will,” Angelique agreed.

      And for the first time in years, it felt possible.

      She could find Evariste, and the united continent would defeat the Chosen.

      Emerys patted her shoulder, looking downright ungraceful for an elf as he craned his neck, awkward in their unusual moment of comradery. “We should ride out,” he said. “May blessings shine upon your endeavor.” His smile was more of a lopsided grimace, but before Angelique could laugh he beat a hasty retreat to the attendant holding the reins of his mount.

      Within a few minutes, all the elves were mounted and ready to leave. Standing at the eastern edge of the forest, Angelique could see the sun farther down the horizon had turned a blazing scarlet red as it prepared to set.

      The elves pointed their horses south and twisted in their saddles to call back to Angelique.

      “Farewell.”

      “Be safe!”

      “Do something illegal!” Elle—it could only be Elle—crowed.

      Angelique laughed and waved until the horses were smudges traveling on the edge of the forest.

      She dropped her hand and sighed.

      Now, what shall I do?

      She drew her shoulders back. “I go to Hurra, that’s what. Though first, I need to find Peg—ack!” Angelique shrieked when she turned around and found the giant constellation right behind her.

      She slapped a hand over her pounding heart and scowled. “Must you be so silent?”

      Pegasus wrinkled his muzzle in a smug manner.

      Angelique wrinkled her nose at him but couldn’t help but stroke his glossy neck. The stars in his unfathomable coat seemed to shine brighter in the dim light. “There’s been a change in plans. Quinn left with Emerys, Elle, and the elves. They need to get back to Alabaster Forest so their magic can regenerate faster, and frankly I didn’t want them sticking around me, being all elven and beautiful and attracting unwanted attention.”

      Angelique glanced at the sun, pointed herself so she would be traveling approximately southwest—Hurra’s location from Luster Forest—then plunged back into the trees.

      Pegasus snorted in agreement as he followed Angelique around an enormous pine tree that was so tall, she couldn’t see the top of it.

      “As a result, I’m the only one going to Juwel. I’ll be spending the night in Hurra and heading out in the morning.” Angelique ducked under a branch, then paused and remembered the way Pegasus had set fire to a shrub that had the unfortunate luck to be in his way, spun around, and yanked the branch back so he could pass through unhindered.

      Pegasus shook his head and snorted.

      “Yes, I’m going alone. Without you.” Angelique picked up her march again, plunging deeper into the rapidly darkening forest. “You think the elves are eye catching? You’re a horse with flames for a mane and tail!”

      Pegasus flared his nostrils so they glowed red like embers.

      “It’s true!” Angelique considered squeezing between two evergreens, but decided she didn’t feel like getting scratched up, so she shuffled around them instead, tripping on an exposed root in the process. “Once we get out of the forest, you’ll have to return to the sky.”

      Pegasus trumpeted at Angelique—a blast of noise that almost blew her off her feet.

      “I’m supposed to be an herb wizard’s apprentice. No one is going to believe me if you’re leering over my shoulder like a spirit of starry revenge,” Angelique complained.

      Pegasus pinned his ears and a star twinkled on his cheek.

      “I can too take care of myself,” Angelique argued.

      She couldn’t say for certain that Pegasus’ body language implied she was unable to be self-responsible, but she’d spent enough time with the constellation to have a general read on him. If that wasn’t his exact complaint, she was fairly certain it was close enough.

      “You know what I’m capable of when I use my core magic. Plus, now I’ve been drilled so much, I am sharp! Nothing could threaten me!”

      Angelique crashed through a line of scratchy evergreens and popped out into a dim little clearing, which was primarily filled with a small cottage, a tiny wooden paddock, and what appeared to be a lean-to for horses.

      The cottage was suspiciously sturdy. The walls were constructed of stones that were covered with moss that somehow managed to survive despite the cold temperatures. The roof was steeply pitched at the center, and then spilled out as if whoever had made the building got bored halfway through construction.

      Angelique narrowed her eyes as she studied the well-maintained cottage and the meticulously cared for fence and barn. “This place looks quaint and charming.”

      Pegasus snorted.

      “Quite adorable, even,” Angelique said.

      Pegasus tossed his head.

      “It must be cursed. Come—we need to leave before we’re noticed!” Angelique hustled back through the trees.

      Pegasus followed behind her, keeping close enough that he bumped his muzzle against her temple as they fled. “I’ve gone an entire season without running into anyone cursed. That means we’re about due. I’m not putting my search aside to deal with another curse!”

      The sad thing is, I’m only half-joking.

      Luster Forest was not inhabited, which made the cottage suspicious.

      It’s possible it could be home to a mage, but that is hardly a better situation considering what I’m attempting to do.

      Angelique picked up her pace and traipsed through the trees. “We agree, then?” She twisted around to address Pegasus. “When we get out of these woods, you’ll head home to the sky?”

      Pegasus’ mane flared brighter, and he snapped his teeth, creating a click so loud it made Angelique’s spine shiver.

      That’s a refusal.

      “But it’s necessary.”

      Pegasus flicked his tail, creating a hiss of steam when the flames brushed against the slushy forest floor.

      Angelique stopped, planted her hands on her knees, and laughed.

      I can’t believe this. Last summer I felt so alone and valued only for what I could do. Now I have so many companions, I have to pry them off me.

      It was such a delightful problem to have. Angelique looked at Pegasus with eyes that she knew were soft with warmth, even though she should have tried looking “stern.”

      But I can’t help it. I finally have friendship and companionship. However, that doesn’t mean I’m going to let Pegasus come with me.

      Angelique scratched her nose as she considered the constellation.

      How could she possibly get him to listen to her? He was a constellation. She couldn’t make him do anything.

      I guess my best option is trickery.

      Angelique sighed. “You know, Pegasus—what was that?” She paused, bulging her eyes as she stared at the empty space behind Pegasus.

      When Pegasus turned around to see what she was looking at, Angelique began her crafty master plan…and ran.

      It took Pegasus a few moments to figure out there was nothing there, and then he raced after her.

      Angelique crashed through the forest with the subtlety of a boulder rolling downhill. She zigzagged back and forth, trying to lose Pegasus as she fled.

      He easily kept pace behind her—and his pinned ears said he didn’t find her plan at all amusing.

      At one point, he clamped his teeth onto her cloak.

      Angelique yanked it from his grasp, honked in laughter, and then sprinted blindly through the darkened forest.

      Her glee was at a high point, until she hurtled between two trees and saw a young lady standing in the woods.

      Angelique tried to dart around her, but she wasn’t fast enough, and collided with her instead, ricocheting off the young lady and smacking into a tree before hitting the slush-covered forest floor with a splat.

      As slush soaked her cloak, Angelique’s high spirits crashed. A young lady wandering around a forest near dusk. This doesn’t bode well for me.

      She groaned and peeled herself off the ground. “That hurt. I hate trees. And forests.” She boosted herself to her feet and flicked dead leaves off her clothes. Forests always, always, always hold cursed people. You never find a cursed prince or princess in a desert. Or on a…plateau or something.

      When she finished tidying up her appearance, Angelique remembered the unfortunate—and perhaps unintelligent—young lady. “Sorry about that. I didn’t mean to scare you—though you must already be off your rocker if you’re wandering around a forest this close to nightfall.” She scratched her ear as she warily looked around.

      Pegasus was nowhere to be seen—apparently he at least had the decency to remain hidden. But the young lady was silent as she peered at Angelique.

      She’d gotten up faster than Angelique had and was clutching a thick branch like a club. As Angelique watched, some of the tension in her stance faded, and the branch fell from her loosened fingers.

      Angelique cocked her head. “Are you hurt or something? Or do you just not talk?”

      Stars above, I hope it’s not the latter. That’s a sure sign she’s cursed—and given that she’s alone, wandering in the woods at night, my chances that she’s a normal peasant girl are already very slim. Unless…is she a Chosen? No, I’d be able to sense if she had magic.

      Angelique tugged her satchel and thrust a hand inside, feeling around until her fingers scraped across a crystal-like surface. She pulled out a starfire crystal and held it above her head. “Shine.”

      The crystal shed a steady white light, brightening up the gloom of the forest and illuminating the young lady’s pretty features.

      Her thick, black hair was arranged in a beautiful braid, and the cut and design of her dress—a dark blue with fancy embroidery, slightly puffed sleeves at the elbow, and layers of skirts—and her brilliant red cloak marked her out as wealthy, likely a noble.

      But it was the lady’s luminous blue eyes that were widened with surprise, her delicate nose, and her creamy white skin that made Angelique stiffen up.

      She’d seen this face painted on a portrait in a number of taverns and inns she’d visited since arriving in Mullberg and had heard the country’s citizens drone on about her intelligence and kindness with great pride. There was no mistaking it. This young lady—alone and in the forest—was Princess Snow White of Mullberg.

      That’s it. She’s definitely cursed.

      Every muscle in Angelique’s body tensed up. “You’re the Mullberg Princess, Snow White.”

      Princess Snow White’s eyes widened with shock, and she staggered backwards as if Angelique had pushed her. “No, I’m…” she cringed and looked down at her feet. “Not.”

      Angelique squinted at the princess—her joy at running through the forest with Pegasus a distant memory now. “You are Princess Snow White. No sense hiding it. Unless…” Angelique tapped her magic and meticulously studied the princess.

      But the heavens—for possibly the first time in her life—smiled down upon Angelique, and there was not a spot of magic to be seen on Snow White.

      Still…

      “You aren’t cursed, are you?” Angelique suspiciously asked.

      The princess blinked her vivid blue eyes. “Cursed?”

      Lulled into relaxing by the princess’ obvious confusion, Angelique let her shoulders settle back down so she wasn’t puffed up like a spitting cat. “Do you have to kiss your true love to avoid some sort of dire—and stupid—consequence?”

      Snow White shook her head.

      Afraid to hope, Angelique leaned back, trying to study the princess from a different angle. “You weren’t cursed by an evil mage, or sorcerer, or witch…were you?”

      “No.”

      Angelique closed her eyes and slapped her hands together in a makeshift prayer position. “I ought to sing a hymn or something. This is a first for me in a long time. A princess who is not cursed, how wonderful—wait.” Angelique popped her eyes open and brandished the starfire again. “If you’re not cursed, why are you—a princess—running around a forest at night?”

      The princess—who was probably quite beautiful when her blue eyes weren’t widened with unease and every one of her gestures spoke of fear—backed up a step. “Who are you?”

      Angelique scratched her chin. Ah. That’s right. I don’t look like an enchantress, which means I won’t have people thrusting their problems on me. I should have gone in disguise like this ages ago!

      “Fair enough of a question, I guess,” Angelique said. “I’m Angel. I’m an apprentice to an herb wizard. See?” Angelique pointed to the dried herbs on her satchel as proof, then stuck her hand out for the princess to shake.

      Princess Snow White proved herself worthy of all the pride her citizens took in her as she cautiously took Angelique’s hand in a soft but warm grasp. “How do you do, Angel?”

      “I was doing a lot better before I found you. But now you know I’m a minor magic user, so spill it.” Angelique rested her hands on her hips and hoped the princess’s problems were minor. She had to have problems because princesses did not wander alone in the forest, with the exception of Elle and Gabrielle…and soon Quinn and Odette when they married.

      Okay. Maybe princesses do wander alone in forests. But I doubt this one does.

      To the princess’s credit, she studied Angelique—not with fear, but with caution as her eyes flicked from Angelique’s face, to her herb-covered satchel, to the starfire she held in her hand.

      After a few moments of silence, Snow White nodded. “My stepmother, that is, Queen Faina…” She trailed off, and tears started to fall from her eyes that now shone with misery.

      Angelique sighed, and her irritation left her as fast as it had come, replaced with a deep sadness for whatever heartbreak the poor princess had encountered. “What is it?” she asked, finally letting her sympathy get the best of her.

      Snow White rubbed her reddening nose, then stared at her hands with a lost expression. “Something is terribly wrong, and I’ve made it even worse.”

      Ahh, yes. This sounds like the Chosen have been hard at work.

      Angelique braced herself for the worst, then patted Snow White’s back. “What happened?”

      “It’s m-my stepmother, Faina. She’s been sick for months—years, even—with terrible headaches. It started slow at the start…just every once in a while. But now it’s rare that she doesn’t have a headache. They’ve made her act different.” The Princess’ tongue occasionally got tied, but her voice was steady.

      Angelique tensed again. “In what way?” Her voice was harder than necessary, but Princess Snow White was so consumed with her misery, she didn’t seem to notice.

      “S-she tried to hurt me,” Princess Snow White said, a stammer briefly catching her tongue.

      “Define hurt.”

      “She said she wanted to kill me and eat my heart,” Snow White said.

      “She what?”

      “It wasn’t her!” Her stammer faded under the onslaught of her passion for her stepmother. “Faina would never hurt me. She seemed like an entirely different person, and she broke whatever it was before she could hurt me! But she said she’s had dark dreams, and she blacks out for hours and doesn’t remember what she’s done during that time.”

      “What has been done to help her with these headaches and outbursts?” Angelique asked.

      “She’s been prescribed teas and told to rest.” Snow White stared at the starfire crystal, a wrinkle of worry worming its way across her forehead. “She saw many physicians early when the headaches first appeared. But I’ve had a number of mages stop through. None of them could find anything wrong with her.”

      That matters little. Who knows what level of mage the Veneno Conclave sent? And this reeks too much of magic to be a purely physical problem. But it doesn’t sound like any kind of curse I’ve heard.

      Angelique had come across curses that stole one’s mind—the Arcainian princes and Prince Severin had all been cursed with the mind of beasts during their initial transformations until Angelique altered the curses.

      But fits of rage, nightmares, and the inability to remember what one has done? All of that is too subtle and shadowy. Curses work within rules and boundaries. This seems like a slow invasion.

      “Faina hadn’t told me just how bad it was getting until today,” Snow White continued. “I knew she was feeling unwell, and her outbursts were so unlike her, but…” She lifted her hand in appeasement, saying sorry to her stepmother who wasn’t there.

      “S-she told me I needed to imprison her,” Princess Snow White abruptly continued. “I wouldn’t. So she sent me to Hurra, where soldiers are waiting to escort me to my maternal grandfather’s lands in Trubsinn.”

      “And yet we’re standing in Luster Forest.” Angelique thought the comment might get something besides misery out of the dark-haired princess, but instead more tears clogged her eyes.

      “I fled. I read a letter Faina meant for me to give to Grandfather, and she asked him to march on Juwel with his soldiers and kill her. Because she’d tried, but whatever has her won’t let her harm or imprison herself.” She was crying again, and Angelique didn’t blame her.

      It has to be black magic. But what kind—and how could it possibly reach the Queen of Mullberg in her protected palace? It’s not like the Chosen can freely skulk through there. The city, perhaps, but the palace? Not likely—unless they are undercover? But in recent years, the Chosen usually use curses and spells to do their dirty work. They don’t seem to send mages in to directly supervise.

      But Quinn and I did see the guard rotation heading into the city…

      “Have there been any attacks—or break-ins—at the palace?” Angelique asked.

      Princess Snow White miserably shook her head. “No.”

      “I’m not talking recently—stretching back years ago. Since before Queen Faina started getting these headaches,” Angelique said.

      Snow White shook her head. “The only dark spot we’ve had in Glitzern Palace for years was the hunting accident that took my Father’s life six years ago.”

      “Ahh, yes.” Angelique bit her cheek as she poked at everything the princess had told her.

      Six years ago. That was the same year Queen Ingrid died—which seems suspicious. Did the Chosen eliminate Snow White’s father because they thought they couldn’t manipulate him? If that’s true, why did it take them so long to act on Faina? Though Snow White said the headaches have been going on for years, but the outbursts are quite recent…

      “I can’t let Faina be harmed,” Princess Snow White said. Though her eyes were still watery, her expression was unflinching. “I won’t. That’s why I left Hurra—to look for help.”

      Snow White stood up straighter and looked around the woods—which had darkened over the course of their conversation as the sun assumedly set, pitching the forest in black. “In a meeting with the royal cabinet, I’d heard the Seven Warriors lived here in Luster Forest. They’re men who have fought to protect Mullberg from monster attacks.” She hesitated, then added. “I apologize. I didn’t need to drop this all on you. It’s my responsibility.”

      Angelique met the princess’s eyes. Her gaze was steady, but apologetic. She wasn’t asking for help.

      But…I need to give it to her.
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      Angelique’s soul howled. She was so close to finding Evariste!

      I can’t ignore this, though. If Princess Snow White hadn’t fled Hurra, she could have kicked off a civil war between her grandfather and whatever has Queen Faina. And what are the chances that’s what the Chosen want?

      Angelique rubbed her face and groaned.

      But, Evariste! I’m so close—why now, of all times?

      Angelique wanted to either cry or kick a tree. Both seemed appropriate. She was pausing her plans—again! Her search for Evariste was being pushed back—again! Unless…

      Faina and all of the trouble is in Juwel, where Evariste might be. The Chosen are too crafty for that to be a coincidence. If there are black mages in Juwel harming the queen, it’s possible Evariste and his mirror are being kept with them. That means in helping the princess, I may have a better chance at uncovering what the Chosen are doing in Mullberg.

      Angelique peered up at the dark canopy of tree branches that stretched high above them.

      It was settled. She would help the princess. It wasn’t really giving up on Evariste—it was approaching the battle from a different angle...admittedly an angle that was a little more royal than she’d like, but working with Snow White would mean she’d have a much easier time getting into the palace to investigate.

      “The Seven Warriors have been angry with stepmother because they thought we weren’t doing enough to counter the monster attacks,” the Princess continued, the tone of her voice growing tight with nerves. “But if I can convince them that Stepmother is in danger, I think they’ll be more likely to help me since they already believe something is wrong with Mullberg. I came here searching for them…though I haven’t found their home yet.”

      They must be the residents of that quaint little cottage Pegasus and I saw earlier.

      “Hmm.” Angelique only half listened as she mentally rearranged her plans, making them as strategic as possible.

      I’ll need to tell Severin that my plans changed and inform the alliance of the trouble in Mullberg. We thought they were fine because the Veneno Conclave is here, but perhaps that is why the Chosen have taken their time in enacting their plans?

      “Of the Seven Warriors, a number of them are nobility, which means they have influence that could be used politically to convince other nobles of Faina’s innocence as well,” Snow White continued.

      “Mmhmm.” Angelique rested her hand on her satchel, idly wondering if she should sneak away from Snow White for a moment to inform Severin or wait until after meeting the Seven Warriors. Because she was not telling Snow White her true identity—princess or not.

      There’d be no hiding her rank as enchantress once the truth came out, and since the Chosen were skulking around, she didn’t want them preparing for her.

      But as Angelique mulled over the matter, she saw the darkness behind Snow White stir.

      Her eyes threatened to pop out of her skull as, slowly, the shadows took shape—grew stars, in fact—and Pegasus stepped out of the forest and stood directly behind Snow White.

      Angelique’s mouth dropped open.

      That cheeky nag! After I just concluded I shouldn’t say who I am, he’s going to blow it for me!

      She cranked her neck to the side, indicating the constellation should retreat deeper into the forest—away from Snow White.

      Pegasus stared at her with his unfathomable eyes and swished his glowing tail.

      Angelique did her best to promise suffering, gnashing of teeth, and a distinct lack of treats and brush sessions through the bulging of her eyes.

      Pegasus stretched his neck out, his muzzle inching closer and closer to the oblivious Snow White.

      “Those warriors of yours,” Angelique hastily said, trying to keep Snow White’s attention so she didn’t notice the magical being looming behind her. “There’re seven of them, you say?”

      Snow White stood a little straighter and raised her chin—even though it trembled ever so slightly. “Yes.”

      “All males?”

      “To my knowledge, yes.”

      Angelique couldn’t help the now deeply-rooted suspicions she’d likely carry for the rest of her life. “They aren’t cursed, are they?”

      She flicked her eyes to the space behind the princess, then leaped forward and put her hands on Snow White’s shoulders, pulling the princess a step forward, so closely missing Pegasus’ muzzle that the gelding almost brushed the braid of her hair.

      “…No,” Snow White said.

      Angelique exhaled in relief. “Good—we avoided that one,” she said meaningfully to Pegasus before she flicked her eyes to Snow White. “Though it does sound like something suspicious is troubling Queen Faina. Not a curse, I don’t think, but something. I don’t know enough about dark magic to make a half-decent guess.”

      Angelique tapped her starfire crystal on her chin and nodded distractedly as she mulled the possibility over—until Pegasus stepped closer to Snow White, the flames of his tail flaring brighter than usual.

      She tried to make a discreet shooing motion.

      Pegasus flared his nostrils.

      He peeled his lips back and drifted closer and closer to the preoccupied princess.

      “Well then, shall we be off?” Angelique marched into the forest, hoping that if she took the light source with her, Snow White would simply fall in line behind her and never notice their shadow.

      As planned, Snow White hurried after Angelique. “Are we going back to Hurra?”

      Angelique snorted. “And lose time? No!” Somewhere behind them, she heard Pegasus follow after them, sparks hissing as he moved. Angelique kicked up her pace into something just shy of a sprint to put more distance between them and the constellation. “We’ll find these seven fellows of yours and go from there.”

      “We’ll?” Snow White’s voice sounded a little strangled as she scrambled after Angelique.

      “Yes, we’ll.” Angelique risked peeking back over her shoulder to see Snow White. Behind Snow White, stars and galaxies bobbed in the darkness.

      Pegasus.

      Angelique held her starfire crystal higher and hurried on. “My goal is to search Mullberg. Helping you for a bit won’t be too big of a detour. Especially as Queen Faina’s odd behavior might serve as a new lead.”

      “What are you searching Mullberg for?” Snow White nearly smacked into Angelique when Angelique turned, angling them back in the direction from which she and Pegasus had originally come. “And why are you in Luster Forest at nighttime?” Snow White asked.

      Apparently she’s starting to recognize how dubious I could be.

      “I’m on a quest, you could say,” Angelique evasively answered. “I’m searching for my master. He’s been taken by some rogue mages.”

      “And you’ve tracked him to Mullberg?”

      “Yep. It’s fair embarrassing with the Veneno Conclave being here and all, but it is what it is.” Angelique scowled as Pegasus—silent as the stars—circled around so he walked parallel with Angelique.

      When he caught her gaze, he pranced a little, setting a shooting star off across his chest.

      Snow White missed the display as she was occupied ducking under a branch. “How long has your master been missing?”

      Angelique purposely kicked up some slushy snow, pelting it in Pegasus’ direction, but he dodged it. “A little over six years.”

      “Six years?” Snow White paused. “Are you sure he isn’t dead?”

      Angelique tensed up. “Yes.”

      Snow White hesitated, then trotted to catch up with Angelique. “Although I greatly appreciate your help, are you certain you can help me?”

      Angelique peered around and roughly recognized the area. That house is somewhere around here.

      Pegasus wandered away—which was too good to be true, so that meant he was heading to the house.

      Angelique followed his light—or rather she followed the sensation of moving darkness—and plunged into the underbrush. “You’re questioning my skills when you’re the one without magic wandering around the dark woods?”

      “Er, that’s not what I meant,” Snow White said. “Isn’t your master part of the Veneno Conclave—as all magic users are? Given the political ramifications, I’m not c-certain they would approve of your actions.” Snow White paused for a moment.

      Curious what the princess would say, Angelique peered back at the princess over her shoulder.

      Snow White anxiously tugged on her cloak, unaware of Angelique’s scrutiny. “And I understand that you would want to prioritize finding your master. I feel the same way about my stepmother, even though it has become clear to me the state of our country isn’t quite what I thought it was.”

      Whatever doubts Angelique had about helping Snow White, all of them died at the princess’s sincerity.

      Besides Quinn, in first meetings, even the royals she’d become friends with (like Elle and Gabrielle) made assumptions. It was never a question of if Angelique should help them. It was an expectation.

      That Snow White—so desperate to save her stepmother that she’d run away and was wandering around the forest on the slim hope of finding these Seven Warriors of hers—genuinely understood that Angelique would want to prioritize Evariste said wonders about her character.

      Yes, I’m going to do everything in my power to help her.

      Even if she didn’t know Angelique was an enchantress, the fact that Snow White was able to empathize so completely shocked Angelique, she couldn’t help but glance at Pegasus.

      The constellation still lurked in the shadows, waiting.

      Angelique cleared her throat, then pushed back a branch of a pine tree. “I have a hunch that if I help you with Queen Faina, I might uncover a clue about my master’s whereabouts.” She waited until Snow White passed before releasing the branch—which left the pleasant smell of pine on her hand. “And as for the Veneno Conclave, they can go throw themselves into a manure pile for all the good that lot has done.”

      “I see.” Snow White shivered, and her big blue eyes were again wide with surprise. “Um. If I m-might ask…”

      Angelique forged ahead as she waited for Snow White to continue.

      She didn’t, but Pegasus disappeared beyond a particularly large fir tree.

      That must be where the house is.

      Angelique glanced at the still-silent princess. “Spit it out,” she said—more as an offering of advice than as a command.

      “How are we going to find the house?” Snow White asked.

      Angelique marched up to the tree Pegasus had disappeared behind. “What do you mean?”

      “I looked quite thoroughly for their home, and I couldn’t find a sign of it,” Snow White said.

      “No trouble there.” Angelique pushed her way through the fir tree’s prickly branches. “We’ve already found it.”

      Angelique gestured to the whimsical but slightly misshapen cottage once Snow White struggled her way through the firs’ branches.

      It was harder to make out the stone cottage in the darkness of the forest, but there was no mistaking its steeply pitched roof and almost hat-like shape.

      Angelique paraded up to the front door, purposely leaving Snow White behind so she could look for any sign of Pegasus.

      His star-studded hide was nowhere to be seen, thankfully.

      At the edge of the clearing, Snow White finally stirred. “How did you…?”

      “I saw it earlier,” Angelique said. “Given its secret location in the forest, I worried it might belong to a mage—or worse, someone cursed—so I gave it a wide berth. But after hearing the description of your Seven Warriors, I suspect it is likely their home.”

      As Angelique wrapped her knuckles on the door so hard it made her hand sting, Snow White hurried to join her—nearly tripping on the huge pile of logs stacked in front of the cottage.

      The princess twitched her red cloak into place and did her best to stand tall as they waited for someone to answer the door.

      Angelique scowled at the cottage door. “I don’t hear anything.”

      “Perhaps they are gone?” Snow White suggested. “Based on what I heard in Hurra, one could conclude they travel frequently throughout Mullberg to put down magical monsters…”

      She trailed off as Angelique circled around the small but sturdy building.

      There was no one in the stables—no horses, either—and behind the house, there were some barrels, crates, and more logs, but no sign of life.

      When Angelique reached the front of the house, she pressed her face against one of the windows, her nose smudging the glass.

      She couldn’t see much of the cottage’s innards—the only light was what little bits of orange were shed by the hot coals that burned in the fireplace. “Yep, they’re gone. It looks like they’ll be back, though. The coals in the fireplace are still hot and glowing.”

      Snow White backed up and peered at the roof. “Should we wait for them? Or perhaps we should go to Hurra since we have no way of knowing how long it will be before they return.”

      Angelique considered the door with an eye that had recently become proficient at breaking and entering. “Nah. We’ll just break in.”

      Snow White’s voice went so high, she sounded like a mouse. “We’ll what?”

      Angelique shrugged. “I’m not willing to sit out here in the cold because your seven heroes are off being do-gooders.”

      Snow White clutched the throat of her cloak. “But it might not even be their home!”

      Aww, is this what I used to be like before I lost all sense of civility? How cute.

      Angelique patted her shoulder in a soothing gesture. “We’ll figure that out when we get inside, and if we’re wrong, we can leave.” She tugged on the door and frowned. “Locked.” She poked a finger at the iron keyhole for emphasis.

      “How unfortunate. We should go.” Snow White started to turn around.

      But Angelique had spent too many winter days breaking into Chosen strongholds to be so easily dissuaded—or to care about silly things like being rude. So, she kicked the door in with a roar, driving her heel into the wood right by the lock—a tip she and Quinn had learned after nearly breaking their heels on one of their first solo excursions without Elle.

      The door cracked—the lock breaking through the wood, freeing it and warping the door’s frame—and the door swung open.

      Angelique dusted her hands off in satisfaction, nodded, and marched inside.

      Snow White gaped at the door while Angelique made a quick inspection of the place.

      It had the undeniable smell of men—dirt. There was a tangy, spiced scent as well, which kept the place from reeking. When the light of the starfire illuminated the main room, she could see neat stacks of food, copper pots and pans hung from nails pounded into the wall, and enough weapons to outfit a squadron of soldiers meticulously arranged on enough racks. Sprigs of herbs hung upside down from the ceiling in an orderly manner. When Angelique passed underneath them, their tangy scents filled her nose, and she spied a shelf on the wall stacked with wooden dishes and clay mugs.

      “I am reasonably sure this is the right cottage.” Angelique made a closer inspection of a weapon rack—the cleaned and sharpened blades called to her magic. “If not, we’ve stumbled on the home of a murderer.”

      Snow White with her good manners stepped inside and tried to close the door, but the door no longer fit in its frame. “Um,” she said.

      Angelique turned in a circle and found a staircase near the back of the cottage.

      It appears this main floor is their cooking and eating facility. Do they sleep upstairs, then? Perhaps one of them is slumbering—though they’d be very bad warriors to sleep through a break in.

      Angelique thumped her way across the wooden floor. “You should add a log and some kindling to the coals and dry yourself out,” she called back to Snow White.

      She clomped her way up the stairs, which led into a railed-in loft that was littered with straw-stuffed mattresses, bedrolls and the like, all of which were made with dirtied linens.

      Yep. Definitely the sort of housekeeping I’d expect out of seven men. Whoever the neat nut is that organizes the kitchen must not care about his sleeping arrangements.

      As Angelique inspected the beds, she heard Snow White on the main floor. Apparently the princess had worked up the nerve to tend to the fire as Angelique suggested, because soon a fire crackled in the brick fireplace, and a warm orange light filled the cottage’s lower floor.

      Angelique picked up a limp pillow and tossed it on a straw mattress that appeared to be losing its stuffing out a gaping hole in its side. “Yep, this is it. Between the various bedrolls and straw mattresses, we’ve got seven sleeping spots. But I thought you said some of these men are lords?”

      Snow White replied, but she was too quiet for Angelique to hear.

      “What?” Angelique bellowed down to her, shouting over the rustic railing made of thick branches stripped of their bark and hammered into the floor.

      Snow White stirred by the fireplace. “Some of them are.”

      Angelique peered at the misshapen beds. “If that’s so, then they are downright rooting in dirt compared to their usual standards.” She trotted down the staircase, jumping the last few steps. “That’s good news for you. Only men with iron-shod standards for heroes would do something like this. If you cry a bit, they should be willing to help you.”

      Snow White huddled by the fire. “Um.”

      When Angelique drew closer, she could finally hear the princess’ teeth chatter, and noticed how the lower half of her skirt was drenched. “You’re more wet than I realized. You really ought to change.”

      “I haven’t any extra clothes with me,” Snow White said.

      Angelique glanced up at the loft. “You could borrow something from your future heroes.”

      “No, thank you.” Snow White’s quiet voice was unmovably firm.

      She might be scared, but she’s got a backbone to her.

      Angelique inspected the chairs and table positioned around the fireplace. “I don’t blame you. Their clothes and linens reek—I don’t think anything in here has been cleaned in a decade.”

      A wooden bench and several straight-backed wooden chairs that were worn smooth with age but had the Mullberg ram carved into them were positioned around the fireplace, providing places to sit.

      A long wooden table with benches was settled closer to the kitchen. And now that Angelique was more carefully inspecting the area, she saw a tiny writing desk covered with papers, inks, and quills, and a small bookshelf—which, besides the weapons, was probably the most expensive feature of the cottage and the clearest display of the Seven Warriors’ noble birth.

      Angelique poked around a neatly organized pile of crossbow bolts and a set of throwing axes, but frowned when she found a barrel that was overflowing with what looked like rolled-up painting canvasses.

      “Are they art enthusiasts?” Angelique wondered. She prodded the canvas-filled barrel, then passed under the herbs again—which nearly covered up the dirty scent of the linens upstairs—when she found an empty easel and saw smears of paint that decorated the floor.

      Apparently these warriors have genteel hobbies?

      Snow White leaned against the bench by the fire, exhaustion making the dark circles under her eyes pop. “Who knows.”

      “Hmm.” Angelique glanced at the wall that housed all the cooking implements, her eye twitching when she saw flickering blue flames outside the nearest window.

      She squawked and smacked the window.

      Pegasus sneered at her through the glass pane, and his mane briefly glowed brighter before he turned around and disappeared into the gloom of the forest.

      Angelique glanced back at Snow White, but the princess thankfully had her eyes closed.

      Good. Hopefully Pegasus realizes we’re staying for the night and goes back to the sky. If not, I’ll talk to him when I sneak out to notify Severin. I’ll keep the night watch, though. With black magic lurking in Queen Faina, there’s no telling if she’ll send someone after Snow White.

      Angelique patted her herb-covered satchel, then went back to inspecting the weapons as she waited for the Seven Warriors to arrive or for the sun to rise.
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        * * *

      

      Angelique glanced at the exhausted princess as she chewed on a carrot that was fairly sweet despite being quite shriveled.

      The more I think about it, the more I see that this isn’t so bad. The Chosen have to be behind Queen Faina’s behavior. Working with Snow White, I might be able to capture one of them, and since they’d have to be stationed in Juwel, it seems to me that they would know where Evariste is. I can more safely find Evariste without having to call in Emerys and the elves, and we’ll get a black mage to question as a bonus—whom I will refuse to hand over to the Conclave until we’ve gotten all our questions answered.

      She finished her carrot and fished another out of the “Seven Warriors’” supplies. Yes, I can be strategic enough to help Snow White and benefit from this as well. This isn’t a setback.

      Angelique straightened when she saw movement outside. For a moment she thought Pegasus had come back, until she heard the muffled neighs of horses.

      She crunched on the carrot and called out to Snow White, “Your Seven Warriors have arrived. Looks like they’re stabling their horses in a lean-to behind the cottage, and then they’ll be in.”

      “What?” Snow White stirred from her spot by the fire like a cat.

      Angelique peered from Snow White, to the “Seven Warriors” outside. All of them looked handsome, competent, and appropriately storybook-like. Perfect. I’ve done this enough times to know we can play to that. “No, no—you should stay there. If they find you sleeping by the fire, it will underline your innocence.” Angelique absently chewed on her carrot.

      “What?” Snow White paused for a moment. “Are you eating their food?” She sounded scandalized—how adorable.

      Angelique ambled away from the small window. “Just go back to sleep—or pretend to.”

      Snow White ignored Angelique’s perfectly valid advice—a pity—and sat up just as the cottage door swung open.

      Seven cloaked, brooding men crowded the cottage door—the very picture of an epic legend someone—not Angelique—would enjoy.

      “Hello.” Angelique waved to them with her half-eaten, shriveled carrot. “Welcome home!”

      One of the doubtlessly daring young noblemen elbowed his way to the front of the group, waving an unsheathed sword. “Who are you?” he demanded.
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      Angelique pushed down her magic, which had perked with interest at the sight of his weapon. It had been restless since entering the cottage given all the blades the warriors hoarded.

      Maybe I should have practiced my magic drills irregularly. It seems it has gotten cheeky from daily use.

      “Never mind that.” Angelique bit off another hunk of carrot. “You lot are a bunch of pigs. You’re lucky it’s not summer, or your pigpen would have been irredeemably claimed by flies and bugs.”

      “Angel!” The princess whisper-hissed from her spot by the fire, then shrank under the fierce gaze of Swordy.

      Angelique chewed her carrot. “Oh, yeah. That’s your princess. You probably ought to bow or something.”

      One of the warriors in the back of the pack asked, “Who is inside?”

      “A mad woman.” Swordy took a step forward. Angelique could tell by the way he held himself he thought he was frightening.

      Hah.

      Angelique snorted to herself in amusement as the warriors chatted and only became re-interested in the conversation when the warrior in the back made his way to the front and dramatically flipped off his hood, revealing a perfectly fine face and shiny brown hair. His kind eyes settled on the princess, who was still sitting in front of the fire. “Snow White?”

      “Hello, Marzell.” Snow White stood and smiled—enhancing the beauty of her contrasting eyes and hair with a sweetness one didn’t see often in people.

      “What are you doing here, and who is your friend?” The warrior—Marzell, apparently—peered at Angelique as he entered the cottage.

      At least Angelique thought he was watching her—she’d lost interest in the reunion and was looking for more food. She absently waved at him as she squatted down and lifted a cover off a wicker basket.

      Marzell continued, “That is to say, Your Highness…why are you here?”

      “It is a long tale,” Snow White’s voice faltered.

      Angelique looked away from the basket of potatoes—which had been improperly stored so they had sprouted and were no longer edible—and glanced back at the warriors.

      One of the warriors—a tall, broad-shouldered one with sunny blonde hair and a smile that would have let him join the ranks of the Arcainian glut of blonde princes—popped through the doorway. “Did you say princess? Oh. It is her.” He flashed his variation of the “handsome-nobleman-smile” Angelique had seen far too often the past few years. “Have you also fallen prey to my handsome good looks and legendary reputation?”

      “Shut your yap, Aldelbert,” Swordy said.

      “I take offense to that tone!” someone behind Marzell objected. “Apologize to My Lord!”

      “Why don’t you make me?” Swordy scoffed.

      “Princess,” Marzell glanced back at the warriors crowding him. “Please allow me to introduce you to my friends. The one with the sword is Oswald—he’s the third son of Lord Lowenstein.”

      Swordy—or Oswald, it seemed—finally put his weapon away and shook his head, making his shaggy strawberry-blonde hair flop into his eyes.

      He reminded Angelique of a wolverine with the scrappiness of his build and the way he seemed ready to attack.

      Snow White was still using her pretty manners. She nodded like the princess she was, then said, “How do you—”

      Oswald snorted—sounding even more like a wolverine—and thumped across the cottage.

      “Uncouth mutt,” one of the other warriors muttered.

      Oswald spun around. “What did you say, wimpy?”

      A warrior with dark hair—possibly black—and a slight build and pale complexion that gave him a more fragile appearance placed his hand on the hilt of his sword. “Say that again,” he said in a low, emotionless voice.

      Oswald planted his hands on his hips. “Wimpy—ouch!” He crashed to the ground when the other man threw his sword scabbard, smacking Oswald in the head.

      “That would be Rupert—he’s Lord Hugel’s nephew and heir,” Marzell said.

      Angelique made a noise of appreciation as she studied Oswald’s head, noting the already-forming welt. Rupert might look fragile, but apparently he could give as good as the others.

      “Surely you must know me!” Crowed the warrior that resembled a storybook prince.

      Unexpectedly, one of the warriors popped out by Blondie’s feet, toting a hand harp. “Everyone knows My Lord!” He strummed a chord on the harp to accent his words.

      The duo looked expectedly at Snow White, who instantly clammed up.

      Her cheeks blazed red enough to light the room. “I apologize,” she said in a voice that was just barely louder than a whisper.

      “What was that?” Blondie said.

      “I a-apologize,” Snow White faltered. “I don’t…”

      Blondie’s sidekick—who was still strumming his harp—plucked a string so hard it broke. “You don’t know My Lord?”

      “Impossible!” Blondie declared with absolute confidence.

      “This is Lord Aldelbert and his attendant, Wendal,” Marzell explained as the harp player—Wendal—sped past him. “Aldelbert is Lord Chita’s only son.”

      Wendal selected a rolled-up canvas from one of the overflowing barrels and stalked up to Snow White. “Here.” He offered her the canvas. “I’m certain you only need to view My Lord in his finery, and you will recall seeing him in the halls of Glitzern Palace, Princess.”

      Snow White—as sweet as a bunny—smiled with obvious nervousness and unrolled the canvas, revealing a painting of Aldelbert dressed in a silken tunic, holding a golden cup and a bunch of grapes while smiling roguishly.

      Angelique leaned in so she could peer over Snow White’s shoulder at the portrait in fascination. Incredible—I never knew people with such unshakable self-confidence existed! I don’t think I could hold that pose for more than five seconds before I’d want to throw that awful cup. It looks like a picture painted for a marriage interview.

      “Is he trying to marry a rich old lady?” Angelique asked.

      “I beg your pardon?” Wendal sputtered.

      Angelique tapped the painting. “Because this seems like the kind of thing you would give a rich old lady.”

      Angelique half-thought Aldelbert would be offended, but instead he laughed with genuine joy. “Hah-ha! I like your fire, poorly dressed woman! Wendal, select a portrait for her as well, to reward her!”

      Wendal scowled but stomped his way over to the barrel. “She doesn’t deserve it, My Lord.”

      “Yeah, that’s fine,” Angelique said. “I don’t really want a ‘reward’ like that either.”

      Apparently Aldelbert’s word was all that mattered, because Wendal ignored her and selected another canvas.

      He cradled it in his arms as he reluctantly crossed the room and was nearly run over by another one of the Seven Warriors: a young man built like an ox (with the broadest set of shoulders Angelique had ever seen) and brilliant red hair.

      He yawned widely as he slogged his way into the cottage—not reacting when Wendal squawked at him—and sat down with a thump on one of the table benches.

      He wobbled from side to side for a moment, then fell forward, his face hitting the table with a painful thud.

      Angelique raised an eyebrow as she glanced from the fallen giant to the unconcerned warriors. “Is he alright?”

      “Yes, he’s fine,” said Marzell—who was apparently the official greeter…or maybe the only warrior with a deeply-held attachment to unnecessary social niceties. “That’s Gregori. His family owns Waldberg Imports.”

      Waldberg, Waldberg, how do I know that name? Angelique dimly recalled the company name, and if she remembered correctly, they were incredibly rich and one of the most important merchant families in Mullberg.

      They’d owned some of the warehouses near the Chosen strongholds she’d broken into—which was somewhat of an inconvenience because they were meticulous in guarding their goods. She and Quinn had to actually be careful when breaking in so as to not draw their notice.

      But to find a member of the Waldberg family here? Hmm. Mighty high society I’m keeping for a tiny cottage in the middle of the woods with (suspiciously) none of them being cursed.

      The last companion—a silent young man who was the tallest out of the lot—forcibly shoved the door back in the cracked and damaged frame. “Needs repairs,” he said.

      Marzell frowned at the misshapen door. “So it would seem. Ah—princess, allow me to introduce my final companion, Fritz.”

      The silent warrior slipped his hood off and smiled slightly. Between the quiet way he moved and his ashy brown hair with his light hazel eyes, he would have seemed icy, but the smile softened him and showed the underlying gleam of kindness in his eyes.

      “Fritz is actually a forester,” Marzell explained. “We wouldn’t be able to survive like this without him.”

      Angelique speculatively looked Fritz over, and then translated for Snow White’s benefit. “That means he’s the only useful one out of the bunch. So you’ll want to make sure you convince him.” She swatted in Fritz’s direction with the rolled-up canvas painting of Aldelbert for emphasis.

      He's probably the one that organized the pots and herbs. Something tells me the wolverine and his rival didn’t hang weeds from the rafters.

      “I have many uses!” Aldelbert protested.

      Angelique tapped the painting on her side—loving that she was wearing pants. “I am unconvinced.”

      “Snow White,” Marzell began. “Can you tell us, now, why you are here?”

      Snow White licked her lips. “Ah. Yes. There is something wrong with my stepmother.”

      “Queen Faina?” Marzell asked.

      Snow White nodded.

      Oswald snorted. “Any one of us could have told you that! She’s ignoring the steady creep of monsters and fiends slowly invading Mullberg.” He squeezed one eye shut as he peered down the length of a dagger. Angelique’s magic was acutely aware of the small nick in one edge.

      “It’s not just that…” Snow White trailed off when Oswald, Rupert, Marzell, and the quiet Fritz all stared at her.

      “Yes?” Marzell kindly asked.

      Rupert leaned against the questionably steady stair railing. “You’ve broken into our house, Your Highness. Now is hardly the time to be coy.”

      Angelique made a show of stepping away and returning to digging through the warriors’ food stores—she was more than a little surprised that none of them objected.

      I must give them some credit—they weren’t nearly as upset about finding two strangers in their house as I imagined. Given their appearance and conduct, Snow White should be able to win them to her cause.

      Angelique only half-listened as Snow White explained her unfortunate tale to the warriors. The princess struggled some, stammering and tripping over some words—it seemed like speaking or being the center of attention was difficult for her. But the love she held for her stepmother seemed to push her through as she told the warriors about Faina’s attack on her, and—despite their openly calling Queen Faina mad—insisted it was not her stepmother’s fault.

      Unfortunately, it seemed Snow White’s arguments were not convincing enough for the Seven Warriors. They were too jaded from their time spent hunting monsters in the wilds—something Angelique could empathize with.

      But in this case, they’re wrong.

      As such, Angelique wasn’t surprised when Snow White grabbed her hand, her eyes shining with desperation, and asked her if magic could be the cause of Faina’s rage.

      “Please,” Snow White said.

      Angelique scratched her head. “It’s hard to say. She’s not cursed—those don’t come and go on a person like that—and curses are what I have the most experience in. But I’ve encountered enough dark magic over the years to say it’s possible it might be affecting Queen Faina. There’s certainly a lot of it swirling around the continent these days, making it far more likely. It’s impossible to know for sure, though, unless you are in her presence.”

      It's almost certainly the Chosen, but I can’t really tell them I’ve been spying. If my identity gets out, whoever is doing this to Faina will run. I will not let that happen!

      Snow White drooped. “There have been mages with healing magic in the palace over the past few years. Would they have noticed?”

      “I imagine so,” Marzell said.

      Angelique barely resisted shaking a finger at him. “Not necessarily.”

      Marzell raised an eyebrow. “You think a Veneno Conclave mage would miss such a thing?”

      “Call me a cynic, but with the way the continent has been plagued the last few years, they seem rather incompetent, or at the very least cowardly.” Angelique swallowed the hour of complaints she’d like to air about the Conclave and made herself smile instead. Though the smile was so tight, it was probably closer to a grimace.

      “What is it about Queen Faina’s actions that make it hard to say if someone—or something—is using magic on her?” Rupert, the pale and almost fragile-looking warrior, asked.

      “From the way Snow White tells it, these moods or fits, you could say, have come and gone for a year,” Angel said. “It would take an extraordinary amount of self-control and courage to fight off such magic for so long.”

      It’s the one thing that bothers me about this. Black magic is relentless. If a Chosen mage is casting a spell on her, there’s no way she’d be able to fight it off for so long.

      Snow White clasped her hands together. “P-perhaps whoever is doing this to her has done that on purpose to make it more gradual, so we wouldn’t notice until it was too late?”

      Angelique thought for a moment, then nodded. “That’s a distinct possibility. Given what dark magic users are running around, I can say they’re certainly capable of doing such a thing—though it’s awfully gutsy to do so when the Veneno Conclave has taken up residence in the front courtyard, so to speak—even if the Conclave has lost its teeth in recent years. Still, I’m not saying it couldn’t be done. Particularly given that such a crafty spell would be much harder to find—which would explain why the healers never noticed it. There are a couple other possibilities, of course. Ancient cursed—or magical—artifacts can be responsible for such things. They can hold people under sway, provide extra power, or possess rare magic. Although, they are rarer than unicorns these days.”

      Or they could be using Evariste’s power on the queen if he truly is in Juwel.

      “So it’s even less likely that an object could be responsible for this than a dark mage,” Marzell said.

      “Mmmm, yeah,” Angelique said.

      The group continued to talk, but she only half paid attention as she mulled over the possibility of Evariste being used.

      Somewhere behind her the wolverine and the frail-but-not-really-frail warrior started arguing, which—naturally—erupted into an actual fight. The two scuffled behind Angelique as she thoughtfully tapped her chin.

      I need more information. Right now, I’m just guessing. I’m not even absolutely certain Evariste is in Juwel. But how could I learn more?

      Rupert attempted to punch Oswald but nearly fell over from the force of a bad sneeze.

      Oswald pulled a dagger from his belt, which made Angelique’s ever-eager core magic perk up again.

      Angelique mentally patted it as she would a dog as Oswald and Rupert barreled past her, Rupert unsheathing his sword to block the dagger and then kicking his companion.

      I can, however, say with great certainty that Faina’s fits are the work of the Chosen.

      Oswald threw his dagger—which made Angelique’s magic wistfully twine around her feet—and hit a hanging basket of onions, spilling the vegetable everywhere.

      Angelique caught an onion that nearly smacked her kneecap. This doesn’t perfectly fit their pattern, but I imagine the presence of the Conclave has forced their hand to a certain extent.

      The tumbling onions hit the table, which roused the sleeping warrior—Gregori. When his snores stopped, the duo froze—teetering dangerously in the middle of kicks they dared not finish.

      A few moments passed, and the sleeping warrior slightly adjusted his splayed position on the table and renewed his snores.

      Rupert and Oswald glared at one another and started hissing insults at each other as Snow White and Marzell spoke in hushed undertones by the fireplace—Snow White doing her best to convince the warrior that Faina was being attacked.

      When I attempt to send word to Severin, perhaps I should also contact Clovicus and find out if there is a spell that can do what Snow White has described? It would have to be a black magic spell, which means he likely won’t know straight off. But he might be able to find something in the Conclave library.

      Angelique happened to glance at Snow White. Her expression was shattered—as if Marzell had torn her heart from her chest.

      That can’t be good.

      Angelique meandered closer to the pair.

      “For at least five years now, Faina has been making increasingly poor decisions as a ruler,” Marzell stated.

      Five years…that’s even longer than the headaches. Why didn’t the Chosen move sooner? Were they delaying on purpose?

      Snow White started to shake her head to refute his words, but Marzell stalled her by raising his hands.

      “Hear me out, please,” he said. “My friends and I came here and have lived in the woods because we so strongly disagree with her.”

      Angelique—despite her determination to play a minor role in what was clearly country politics—couldn’t help but pipe up. “Is it really possible for that bright-haired idiot to feel strongly about anything besides himself?” she asked, nodding at Aldelbert.

      Marzell ignored the comment. “There have been attacks on our borders—not attacks from other countries, but from terrible creatures: chimera, hell hounds, goblins… Queen Faina has chosen to ignore them.”

      Quinn and I had heard the occasional rumor about the creatures, but I didn’t think there were that many. Of course, Marzell might believe there’re many given that he hasn’t stepped foot outside of suspiciously tranquil Mullberg.

      “That’s not true,” Snow White objected. “I’ve sat in on dozens of meetings with the Cabinet. She has sent troops to investigate the reports!”

      “Weeks—sometimes months—after the monsters have already been taken care of,” Marzell said.

      “If it was a serious problem, I would think there would be no suppressing the news.” Angelique casually stood behind Snow White’s bench, trying to show her support—or at least encouragement. “I’ve been traveling the continent, and no one has heard of any trouble stirring in Mullberg.”

      “It’s been subtle.” Marzell folded his arms across his chest. “At first the creatures were only on the very fringe of the country—and even now, they do not venture very far in. They only harry those on the outskirts of civilization. But given the sad state of the rest of the continent, it’s rather obvious that there is a trap waiting to snap on Mullberg. The Queen has done nothing to stop, much less prepare for it.”

      “If she hasn’t moved, it’s because she didn’t know,” Snow White said. “Her ministers—our ministers—told her countless times she should round you and your companions up, but she said no.”

      “I’m not saying Queen Faina’s heart isn’t good, but merely that if she really is mad, it’s been brewing for a while,” Marzell said gently.

      Angelique glanced at Snow White and almost did a double take.

      The princess lips trembled…but the look in her eyes wasn’t sorrowful but angry.

      She loves her stepmother, and she’s going to free her or die trying.

      Marzell seemed to be totally unaware of Snow White’s building anger because he spoke in a coaxing voice. “Can you think of no situation where the Queen neglected to act, and there was a dangerous outcome?”

      Snow White froze, and Angelique frowned.

      What is she thinking of?

      Marzell leaned back in his chair. “You see?”

      Iron resolve filled Snow White’s gaze. “I cannot believe it. I will not! Faina needs to be saved.”

      “Regardless, I’m afraid we can’t help you, Your Highness.” Marzell’s voice was not unkind, and sympathy made his mouth twitch, but he seemed resolved.

      Angelique narrowed her eyes. “Your decision seems awfully final, even though you’ve been in the woods and have not seen Queen Faina yourself.”

      Marzell gestured around the cottage. “I don’t have to. We saw the queen start to slide years ago, and you stated yourself that Faina would have to have extraordinary self-control to resist for even a year, did you not?”

      Angelique shrugged. “Even so. It seems dangerous to decide without investigating the matter first. Not to mention it is your princess asking for aid.”

      Snow White was too distracted to acknowledge the barb—she was staring at her skirts, her lips pressed into a thin line.

      Marzell, however, understood it. He raised both of his eyebrows at Angelique, who flatly stared him down.

      Go ahead and challenge me, forest-boy. I’ve been saving villages since before you were born!

      Marzell must have sensed her mutinous mood because he looked away first. “You can spend the night here. It’s too late for you to leave now anyhow. In the morning, one of us will escort you to a city of your choice.”

      Snow White nodded, but she did not lift her gaze.

      Marzell awkwardly stood up with the sheepishness of someone who knew they had just greatly disappointed a friend. “If you’ll excuse me, Your Highness.” He retreated before Angelique could finish trying to decide what insult suited him best—hard-headed or of dubious intelligence.

      Fritz, the silent forester, interestingly, did not leave.

      He didn’t even fidget when Angelique studied his relaxed stance.

      I don’t think he’s staying here because he believes we’re going to stir up trouble…

      Angelique shrugged it off, then copied the soothing gestures Elle, Quinn, and Gabrielle had used on her and laid a hand on Snow White’s shoulder. “We’ll figure out something, Your Highness.”

      Snow White again miserably nodded her head. When she finally lifted her eyes, it was only to look at the fire.

      Angelique pressed her lips together and forced herself to keep her mouth shut, even though she wanted to reassure the princess further.

      I’ll contact Severin. He’ll know what to do.
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        * * *

      

      Angelique intended to slip out of the cottage that night to speak to Severin. Unfortunately, Fritz the Forester had the senses of a wolf, and if she shifted a foot, he woke up.

      She was trying to decide what to do about it when, surprisingly, Fritz came downstairs and engaged Snow White in a cozy heart-to-heart by the fireplace late in the night.

      He’s Snow White’s best chance at changing the minds of the Seven Warriors. But if I move an eyeball, he’s going to clam up. I guess that means I’m stuck here? Ahhh, well. I’ll just get up early and go outside to talk to Severin then. I’ll tell everyone I need to…commune with herb plants or something.

      Her mind made up, Angelique let herself relax into the warm embrace of her bedroll. She fell in and out of sleep as the pair talked, her hands occasionally tightening on the dagger she’d started sleeping with whenever she was apart from Pegasus.

      Sleeping with the constellation was the only time Angelique ever really felt safe, and the knife was a poor substitute for his warmth and the way the heavenly equine curled around her like a large dog.

      Shattering glass broke Angelique from her pleasant recollection.

      “A breach!” Fritz shouted.
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      More glass shattered as Angelique’s eyes shot open.

      “Magic breach!” Fritz boomed.

      That got Angelique up. “What now?” She owlishly peered into the dark, stiffening when she saw the shadowy hands pushing through the broken windows and clawing at the plaster on the walls.

      Ah. Yes. That’s certainly magic.

      Angelique ripped her satchel open and started digging through it as Gregori—the warrior built like an ox—seamlessly switched from sleeping to alert as he slid off his uncomfortable bed of the table bench and made it to the weapons rack in one smooth movement.

      Angelique almost grabbed one of the swords she had stashed in her satchel before she remembered herself with her hand half shoved in her bag.

      No, I’m not revealing my magic to this lot. They think I’m the apprentice to an herb wizard. Herb wizards aren’t known for carrying around swords!

      Angelique flicked the satchel shut again and glanced at her nighttime comfort dagger. This will have to do for now—until I figure out just how bad the situation is.

      Snow White yelped and—showing she had more spine than it might appear—snatched up a fire poker. “One got in!”

      Angelique followed her gaze and swung around just in time to see one of the attacking creatures drag itself through a shattered window and into the cottage.

      It was sort of humanoid in the way that Rothbart’s wyverns were sort of like dragons.

      With a sickly skinny torso and long, rigid limbs that looked like they’d been made with jagged bones, the creatures were almost a mockery of humankind. The creature’s egg-shaped head—hairless at the top with a smile made of serrated teeth and eyes that were perfect circles of white light—made Angelique shiver with disgust and a shade of fear.

      The white light in its eyeballs wasn’t nice or warm—but the sterile white of a fire that would never stop hungering for more.

      What is this thing? I’ve never seen anything like it!

      Before she could react, Fritz threw his sword, stabbing through the creature’s chest. Its body changed from solid to smoke before it faded away—its eyes disappearing last.

      Angelique narrowed her eyes as she felt the faintest trace of magic. What are these things?

      Fritz grabbed a sword off one of the many weapon racks and thrust his sword through a shattered window—presumedly running another creature through if the hissing and sputtering gurgles were anything to go by.

      The ox warrior, Gregori, yanked a crossbow off the wall and loaded it with a bolt. He casually shot at one of the magic monsters that was half through the window, turning it into smoke. “I’ve never seen anything like these…creatures before.”

      As the warriors cut more of the monsters down, Angelique felt the continued trickle of magic.

      They’re not living creatures under a black mage’s control—they wouldn’t fade in this way. That means they’re a construct or created by spells—though I’ve never seen a spell that could make something like this.

      Angelique tried to track the magic, but it was too fast and foreign for her to make any sense of it. “They’re not creatures. They’re magic constructs. That’s why they fade when the magic is interrupted.”

      Oswald skipped the stairs and leapt over the loft railing, landing in a crouch. Rupert also made the jump, though he rolled when he landed, bringing him closer to Angelique and Snow White.

      “Gregori,” Oswald hollered. “Saber!”

      Gregori ripped a saber from the wall and flung it at Oswald.

      Oswald snatched it from the air and lunged at the closest window, making quick work of the construct climbing through.

      Marzell didn’t copy his brash companions’ actions—he rushed down the staircase, his hair and clothes sloppy. “What’s going on?”

      “Unknown number of these constructs,” Fritz started, using the least amount of words possible. He pointed to a construct that pushed its head through a window before Gregori shot it, turning it into smoke that dissolved in the shadow of night. “Attacking the cottage,” Fritz finished.

      Marzell grabbed his weapon of choice—a long, tasseled whip. “Plug up some of the windows.”

      “Oh, sure. We’ll get right on that!” Oswald glared at his friend as he ran for a different window, pouncing on a construct that had half-dragged itself into the cottage.

      Aldelbert marched down the stairs, his clothes as fresh as the brilliant smile settled on his lips. “These monsters are that excited to see my handsome face, are they?”

      A construct tried to grab him, but he dodged it with a hearty laugh and picked up a rough, wooden shield. He placed it over one of the broken window panes—casually smashing and destroying a construct that had started to poke its head through—and peered back over his shoulder. “Might anyone fetch me some nails? Oh—and a hammer!”

      Angelique only half listened—she was trying to weigh out just how dire the situation was.

      I’m not quite sure how we can get these constructs to retreat. The easiest way to defeat constructs is to knock their creator out, but I’m not feeling any magical force outside the cottage, and powering constructs would be impossible to miss. That means our only option is to end them all.

      She stabbed a construct that made it through the window, the blade of her dagger digging deep into the creature’s flesh. She shivered when the construct dissolved into smoke and evaporated.

      Whatever this is…it must be among the darkest of black magic. Carabosso and the other black mages I’ve met have dark magic that feels wrong, but this…this is a totally different level.

      Sequestered in the rafters where he had an excellent vantage point, Wendal threw a handful of daggers at a construct that was chasing Snow White, hitting it with deadly accuracy so it turned into a curl of smoke before it could harm the princess.

      “I’m still waiting for that hammer and nails,” Aldelbert said, sounding slightly put-out.

      Oswald snarled as he stabbed another construct trying to get through the window. “Wait until you die of old age. They aren’t coming!”

      “Fine.” Aldelbert sighed in great disappointment. Impressively, he held the shield pressed against the wall with a foot, balanced on one leg, and swiped four hand axes from a nearby weapons rack.

      Still balancing on one leg, Aldelbert threw the axes with enough force that they bit through the wooden shield and dug into the plaster walls of the cottage, “nailing” the shield to the wall.

      Marzell cracked his whip, tearing it through a construct. “That is remarkably effective.”

      “It won’t matter if these monsters’ numbers don’t start thinning.” Gregori stepped back to avoid the grasping arm of a construct, then shot the magic-made creature in the chest. He casually grabbed the crossbow bolt before it could fall after the construct faded into smoke, then reloaded it and shot at one of the constructs crowding the windows.

      It seems the warriors work together remarkably well, Angelique noted as Fritz and Rupert exchanged places so Fritz stood with Snow White and Rupert advanced on the windows.

      Which is good, given that these constructs continue to attack without us seemingly making a dent in their numbers. I don’t want to use my core magic, but will I need to? Unless, should I call for Pegasus instead? He must have returned to the sky, or he would have been here by now.

      Angelique eyed the door and wondered how far she could let the fight go before needing to take drastic measures. “If these constructs really have that great of numbers, perhaps we ought to reinforce the door. It is broken, after all.”

      “And whose fault is that?” Oswald snapped.

      “She’s right,” Marzell said. “Fritz—reinforce the door.”

      Fritz picked up a table bench—with one hand—but he was a moment too late.

      The door frame shivered and buckled, then the door itself snapped off its hinges and fell inside with a teeth-jarring thump.

      “Now that is going to be a pain to fix,” Angelique said.

      Fritz flung the bench through the open door, cutting through the three constructs clawing their way inside.

      Unfortunately, more constructs stepped in to take their place. They stormed the cottage, surging inside with chilling agility.

      Together, Fritz and Rupert sliced through them. There was a clear difference between the warriors’ fighting styles: Rupert was methodical and used traditional stances while Fritz moved in a never-ceasing flow, lunging forward in an upper-cut, then dodging to the side and stabbing a construct from behind.

      Marzell (striking a construct with every snap of his whip) and Gregori (shooting bolt after bolt) tried to stem the rush of constructs, but there were too many.

      Oswald hurriedly shoved a giant copper pot into the broken window he’d been guarding before he ran to help Rupert and Fritz.

      A construct got past the wall the warriors made and lunged at Snow White—its mouth growing freakishly large.

      Snow White—armed with her fire poker—tried to stab it, but it avoided the fire poker and pounced.

      “No!” Snow White jumped backwards, stepping to the side of the fireplace.

      The construct recoiled, and Angelique stabbed it in the back before it could make another move. Angelique glanced from it to the other constructs, which were all fighting to get past the warriors. “They’re here for Snow White!”

      Rupert scoffed. “We noticed.”

      “But why?” Snow White asked—her voice barely shaking even though she’d nearly been cornered.

      She is a tough little thing, even if she doesn’t think so.

      “A question best pursued when we don’t fear you being kidnapped by magical constructs,” Rupert said.

      Aldelbert picked up a spear. “They shouldn’t have come. But that’s all right. They will learn to fear the house of Chita!” He dashed at the incoming flow of constructs, ran past them, and disappeared through the broken door.

      Marzell shouted. “Aldelbert!”

      “There is quite an impressive number out here!” Aldelbert’s shout came back slightly muffled but still just as casual and upbeat as ever. “Back, you fiends!”

      Marzell swiveled so he faced the warrior that was built like an ox. “Gregori.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      Without any additional instructions, Gregori grabbed the other table bench and jogged outside, holding the bench horizontally in front of him so he could ram through the constructs as he disappeared into the night. “Aldelbert,” he called. “Get back here.”

      “The House of Chita never retreats!”

      “I’ll burn your best cloak,” Gregori rumbled. Assumedly, he was keeping up with the constructs based on the casual tone of his voice.

      “Vile!” Aldelbert said. “Unsportsmanlike!”

      Fritz whirled his sword around in smooth arcs that Angelique was the tiniest bit jealous of. “Numbers,” he prompted.

      “Ahh, yes. Gregori—how does it look out there?” Marzell called.

      “Not good. I don’t see an end to them.”

      Aldelbert heartily laughed. “We are, in fact, ‘pinned,’ as Fritz would say, to the side of our cottage!”

      Oswald laughed like a madman as he jumped into a cluster of the constructs. “As if they’re anything to fear. They’re just constructs!”

      What an idiot.

      “Just because they’re made of magic doesn’t mean they can’t hurt you,” Angelique snarled.

      “Huh?” In Oswald’s moment of inattention, a construct raked the claws of its long-fingered hand across his arm.

      The construct’s claws ripped through his shirt and left gashes on his bicep, but Oswald only hissed.

      Angelique stabbed a construct in the throat, turning it into smoke. “Like so.”

      “We need to get Aldelbert and Gregori back inside,” Wendal jumped to a different rafter in the cottage roof and threw a dagger from his seemingly endless supply. “They’ll be squashed out there.

      “We need to stop these constructs,” Marzell said. “Or we’ll get overrun soon.”

      Angelique glanced worriedly from Snow White to the hordes of constructs rushing into the cottage. The warriors were barely able to hold them back as the constructs mindlessly lunged in the princess’s direction, reaching for her with grasping hands.

      Why would a black mage go after Snow White? I assumed her stepmother’s near violent attack was a fit of rage, but was the black mage trying to target Snow White all along? But if that was so, why not place the spell directly on her?

      Deciding she’d ponder the matter at a more convenient time, Angelique stabbed a construct. “Any ideas?”

      Oswald beheaded two constructs, wincing a little when the movement stretched the muscles of his arm. “Don’t fall down.”

      “Perhaps Wendal should fix the windows, and we barricade ourselves inside?” Rupert stabbed a construct, but another grabbed his wrist and dug its claws into his skin.

      He scuffled with it, but Marzell saved him with the snap of a whip.

      Angelique swung around, stabbing another construct, cursing under her breath as a rush of the creatures got through the warriors’ barrier.

      One construct almost made it to Snow White, but the princess dodged it, and it nearly flung itself into the fire with an angry hiss before Fritz stabbed it through, and Wendel—from his ceiling perch—cut down the others with a few daggers.

      This is getting too close for comfort. I don’t want to reveal my identity, but I don’t want anyone to get seriously hurt.

      She stretched her magic senses—trying to get a sense of the number they faced—and cringed when she felt the veritable sea of constructs that crowded around the exterior of the cottage.

      Angelique winced when another construct squeezed between Fritz and Rupert. She sliced through it with her dagger. Yes, it seems that I don’t have a choice.

      She glanced at the still-full weapon racks on the far side of the cottage. “If you stand back—” Angelique paused when she noticed Snow White was digging through the pile of wood stacked next to the fireplace. “What are you doing?”

      “I want to test something.” Snow White ripped the seam of her linen underskirt and tore a long strip of it. She tied it around one end of the stick she’d chosen, then thrust it into the flames. As soon as the fabric caught on fire, she scrambled up to the defensive line the warriors had formed.

      “Snow White, get back!” Marzell shouted.

      Snow White—once again showing her toughness—ignored him. “Fritz, I need an opening!”

      The tall forester swung his sword in a smooth diagonal strike that killed two constructs at once. (If she could figure out how to discuss sword techniques without giving up her front, Angelique was going to question Fritz as soon as possible.) Fritz’s attack opened up a space in front of him.

      Snow White poked her head into the hole between Fritz and Rupert, then shoved her burning stick out in front of her.

      To Angelique’s surprise, the constructs stopped and actually took a few staggering steps backwards, clawing at their eyes and gnashing their serrated teeth.

      “I’ve got it!” Snow White shouted. “They’re weak to fire—or light. I can’t tell which.”

      Heavens bless Snow White! She may have just turned the tide enough in our favor that my magic will be unnecessary.

      Angelique admired the proof as the constructs writhed in the light of Snow White’s makeshift torch. “And so the princess proves the ancient saying of brains over brawn. But I know one way we can find out if they’re weak to light and not just fire!”

      Angelique flipped open her satchel again and dug around in its cavernous depths. As she pulled a few starfire crystals from the bag, Wendal hung upside down from the rafters. “If you don’t mind, Princess, I’ll take that.”

      Snow White passed him the flaming stick, then ran back to the fireplace and flung firewood on the flames, making the room hotter and brighter.

      Angelique unearthed an armload of starfire crystals—mentally thanking Stil and Gemma for insisting she take them all back when she visited Chanceux in the fall. “Snow White, take these!” She passed the princess a handful of crystals. “Follow my lead.” She spun around to face constructs still pouring into the cottage and struggled to hold her armload of magic crystals up. “Shine!”

      The starfires glowed a bright, pure white light and cast mini rainbows from their prism facets.

      The closest constructs clawed at their eyes and shrank backwards.

      “Shine brighter still!” Emboldened, Angelique took a few steps forward as the crystals’ light grew in intensity.

      Behind her, Snow White timidly said, “Shine?”

      Angelique laughed as she shoved a crystal in a construct’s face. The construct fell as it scrambled to get away from her.

      Of course black magic would react negatively to light—this is wonderful!

      Angelique stood in the cottage door as the warriors finished off the remaining constructs that had gotten inside—most of them were writhing on the floor or clawing at their eyes as they were trapped between Angelique’s armload of crystals and the bright fire.

      “How much brighter do these get?” Snow White asked.

      Angelique tried to shift her arms without dropping her starfires. “At least another level or two. Why?”

      Snow White glanced from the crystals she cradled in her fingers to the door. “Come on!” She fearlessly darted outside, Angelique behind her.

      She wasn’t too surprised by the writhing mass of constructs that filled the lawn—she’d felt it inside the cottage. But it was one thing to feel their presence and quite another to see the dozens—possibly hundreds—of glowing white eyeballs and gleaming teeth in the cold night.

      Their skeletal shapes were barely visible in the soft light of the moon that reflected off the snow, giving the shadows an even more ghostly appearance. When all of those constructs saw Snow White, they lunged forward—gnashing their teeth and swiping their claws at her.

      Snow White inched closer to Aldelbert and Gregori—who were back-to-back and pinned against the cottage’s outer wall. She squared her shoulders, then held a crystal aloft, making the closest constructs jerk to a stop, spin around, and uselessly attempt to claw through their brethren to escape the light.

      Angelique watched and shifted her armload of crystals. “What now?”

      I have a guess…but I want the warriors to see what Snow White is capable of.

      Snow White sucked in a deep breath. “Shine!”

      Snow White’s crystals burned bright white—which was reflected by the white snow and made the area glow brighter. She flung the starfires into the mass of constructs—which inspired terror in those closest to the crystals.

      Some of the constructs faded away—they didn’t even turn into smoke; they just disappeared as if swallowed whole by the light. The rest of the constructs collided as they tried to flee, and those at the back of the clearing continued to march forward, unaware of the other constructs’ terror.

      What are these things? They’re reactive, but they’re definitely moving under someone’s orders…

      Angelique grabbed a couple of starfires. “I get it—shine!” Angelique threw fistfuls of starfires, scattering them across the clearing, making the constructs shriek and retreat as the crystals—reflected by the snow—made the area as bright as day.

      The warriors that had stayed in the house to clean it of constructs came bursting out and launched themselves on the hapless sea of constructs.

      “My Lord!” Wendal pulled several daggers from his belt in a smooth movement that made Angelique suspect he had a belt pouch that was enchanted like her satchel to hold more than it should.

      “Wendal—you’re just in time!” Aldelbert laughed. “Come, let us drive them away!”

      Together, the Seven Warriors formed a crescent shape and cleaved their way through the constructs.

      Puffs of smoke filled the meadow in a thick veil, but Angelique felt the constructs’ slight magical presence ease away as they fled. They skulked their way back to the shadows of the forest—or the surviving ones did, anyway. Those that stepped too close to the brilliant light of the starfires evaporated, and the warriors were fast and skilled, falling on the constructs with an admirable ferocity Angelique had to applaud.

      The few constructs that made it to the trees faded into the darkness, disappearing—though not before they leveled their creepy eyes at Snow White and gnashed their teeth at her.

      She may not be cursed, but something is definitely after her.

      The Seven Warriors completed their sweep, eliminating the last of the constructs that the crystals didn’t destroy.

      Marzell picked a starfire out of the snow and threw it into the trees. It landed in a little mound of snow, illuminating the hidden shadows of the trees to show nothing was there.

      “They’re gone.” Marzell collapsed to his knees.

      “Finally,” Gregori agreed. In the light of the starfires, his red hair seemed almost as brilliant as a fire as he patrolled the perimeter with Aldelbert.

      Angelique twitched her nose—the smoke of destroyed constructs was mostly odorless, but it had a metallic tang to it that she didn’t like.

      She peered at Snow White, wondering how the princess was going to handle the knowledge she’d been hunted by black magic.

      To her credit, shy, book-worm Snow White took in a big gulp of air and—with her face pinched with fear—took a few steps closer to the warriors.

      “You can no longer deny something dark is at work. A-Angel said those were magic constructs. That means someone with magic is involved in this—not just goblins and monsters.” Snow White’s voice was fairly strong, but she was still too quiet—the rowdy warriors wouldn’t hear her.

      She needs to be the one to convince them, but I just can’t throw her out to sea like this and expect her to swim.

      Plus, if Angelique was being honest, there was something warm and bright in Snow White’s eyes that reminded her of Quinn.

      Angelique drifted closer to the princess and scratched her nose. “Speak louder,” she whispered to her.

      Snow White sucked in a deep breath, puffing her chest up ever so slightly. “Y-You said yourself that all the skirmishes and creatures are at the border. The ‘outskirts of civilization’ you claimed.” She pointed to the forest. “We are nowhere near the border. This was a deliberate attack. Clearly, I was the t-target,” Snow White stumbled over the last bit, and Angelique could see it in her eyes that she was aware just how bad that was.

      The warriors—satisfied with their patrols—meandered back to the cottage, silent and listening.

      “You also said the country is in a worse state than I knew,” Snow White continued. “You were correct, obviously. But after this, I-I think it’s safe to say it’s also worse than you knew, for you have not seen the Queen and the pain she has borne while the rest of us were stupidly oblivious.” Hotly, with a passion that drove her to face the seven hulking warriors down, she added, “And Faina is not mad! If you still claim that is so, you are not the Seven Warriors you profess to be but are the seven idiots my ministers think you are!”

      Oswald snorted. “So, Princess Snow White does have claws.”

      “Just because she doesn’t mouth off like you does not mean she lacks the gumption necessary to be a leader.” Rupert inspected his wrist wound, which was shedding droplets of blood.

      Wendal glanced over at them as he retrieved some of his daggers from the snow. “No, but her inability to speak her mind was not encouraging.”

      Ahh, yes, she’s got them now, Angelique chortled to herself.

      Gregori thoughtfully proved her point when he spoke. “The Princess is right. This is the first clear sign we have that all of this is on purpose. Monsters and creatures could be written off as the state of the continent. A magical attack is a sign of more.” He narrowed his eyes and brushed the fletching of his crossbow bolts.

      Fritz lurked near Snow White. “Agreed.”

      Rupert peered up at the forester, his skin extra pale in the light of the starfires. “You agree with her, Fritz?”

      Fritz nodded.

      Gregori snorted and kicked a bit of snow. “Of course, he does—he figured out she was right before any of you retired to the loft for the night.”

      Oswald swiveled in his direction and scowled. “How do you know these things?”

      “I’m a merchant.”

      “Yeah, a merchant. Not a shady information-broker!”

      Gregori critically studied the cottage’s doorless doorway. “They are rather similar.”

      Aldelbert, surprisingly, turned to Fritz. “How did you know, my friend?”

      Fritz paused, and for several very long moments all the warriors were silent as they waited for his answer. “Gut feeling.”

      “You!” Oswald stomped a foot, scattering slush everywhere. “There was a whole story behind it, but you just shortened it because you’re too lazy to tell it!”

      “It’s long.”

      Oswald rested the flat of his sword on his shoulder. “Doesn’t matter—cough it up.”

      “Don’t bother if you don’t wish to, Fritz,” Rupert said. “Whatever the reason was that convinced you, Oswald is obviously too much of a dunce to catch it, or he would have believed Her Highness as well.”

      Predictably, Oswald scoffed at the dark-haired warrior. “You didn’t believe her either!”

      Rupert applied pressure to the wound on his wrist. “Perhaps.”

      “There was no ‘perhaps’ about it,” Oswald complained as Gregori and Wendal brought the broken door outside and lamented the torn hinges.

      Angelique flicked her eyes from the warriors working on the door to Marzell. He met her gaze, so she pointedly raised an eyebrow.

      He offered her a little bow and a smile, then faced his princess. “Your Highness,” he began. “I believe I owe you an apology. You are correct. There is obviously something stirring—and clearly magic is at work. And instead of listening, I behaved like the stubborn advisors I act against. Please, forgive me.” He bowed deeply.

      “Will you help me, then?” Snow White asked.

      Ahhh. That’s why I like her so much. Snow White—as noble as Quinn—ignored the apology and fixated on the thing she cared most about: saving Faina.

      Marzell placed his palm over his heart. “We Seven Warriors will do everything in our power to aid you.”

      “Thank you.” Snow White’s relief was almost palpable as she tottered for a step or two.

      All is well that ends well. But those constructs… Constructs aren’t easy to make, which means we’re dealing with a mage of great power.

      Fritz fidgeted at Snow White’s side. “Marzell.”

      “Hmm?”

      Fritz tilted his head at Oswald and Rupert—who were still bickering like children, but were now staggering a little as blood continued to drip from their wounds.

      “Oh, yes. Oswald, Rupert—inside! You, too, Aldelbert. It looks like you received a scratch or two in the kerfuffle.” Marzell motioned for his friends to follow him inside as he ducked through the open door.

      “I’m fine.” Oswald revealed how very not fine he was by obediently trailing after Marzell.

      Rupert awkwardly held his wrist in a way that wouldn’t jar it. “It doesn’t hurt,” he insisted.

      Angelique peered at Snow White as they followed the warriors inside. “Are you well? You weren’t hurt, were you?”

      “No, I’m fine,” Snow White said. “I was in less danger after you gave me some of your crystals—is it okay to leave them outside like that?” She peered back over her shoulder where the starfires still glowed.

      “They’re called starfires, and they’ll be fine,” Angel said. “I’ll collect them tomorrow morning—once the sun rises. I’d rather leave them where they are so they can serve as a defense for the rest of the night.”

      Snow White nodded. “A wise plan. Where did you get them?”

      “Oh, they’re a small thing craftmages make by the bucketload when they’re apprentices. I got these from a friend of mine—I promised him and his wife I would carry them around.” Angelique smiled fondly as she pictured the insistent Gemma and Stil.

      “Considering the size of your satchel, you had quite a few,” Snow White said.

      I say—sometimes she’s too sharp! “They’re smaller than they look,” Angelique said.

      Snow White looked unconvinced, but—thankfully—before she could say anything, Marzell interrupted them.

      “Angel, you’re an apprentice to an herb wizard, yes?”

      Under Marzell’s watchful eyes, Oswald and Rupert plopped down on a bench by the still-roaring fire without uttering a peep.

      Angelique, wholly unaware of the danger in her front, flashed Marzell her best smile. “Yep!”

      The lines in Marzell’s forehead relaxed. “Could you take a look at Oswald and Rupert, then? I don’t think Aldelbert’s scratches need anything besides being cleaned, but Rupert’s wrist and Oswald’s arm are a different matter.”

      “What?” Angelique dropped her smile—thankfully her shock was so strong, she was unable to let her jaw drop.

      “Their injuries.” Marzell gestured to the pair on the bench. “Surely you could use your herb magic to do something for them?”

      What do I do? What. Do. I. Do?

      Angelique was only vaguely aware of Fritz putting the furniture back into place. “No, no, I’m afraid not.” She slapped her thighs—where her overly-large tunic draped down and nearly covered her knees. “I haven’t learned much about herb healing.”

      Marzell frowned. “Isn’t herb healing the basis for an herb wizard’s career?”

      Angel blinked rapidly.

      Elle. We did a very poor job of picking this disguise!

      “To an extent,” Angelique said, inventing an answer that would best benefit her. “But we’re also taught how to use herbs for some basic charms, cleaning, hygiene—all of that.”

      Marzell smiled tiredly. “Even that would be helpful. We don’t want to risk either of them getting an infection.”

      Why did I say anything? I could have just said “So sorry, I can’t because I’m an idiot!” WHY?!

      “Yes. That would be bad,” Angelique said—because she couldn’t really say anything else.

      “You can use any of the herbs and supplies we have,” Marzell said. “I’ll boil some water and retrieve bandages and wraps for you.”

      Feeling the need to cover for herself in advance, Angelique cleared her throat. “I need to repeat: I don’t know very much.”

      “Nonsense,” Aldelbert said. “Your satchel is draped with herbs. Surely you must know enough if you practice such a custom as that.”

      ELLE! Why did you make me take those?! This is officially the worst cover I’ve ever taken—and that includes the time those sisters in Baris nearly made my bladder explode when Evariste was teaching me how to grant boons!

      “Yes. Yes, I do carry herbs around because I know how to use them. What I meant is that I always frustrated my master because I was so bad at it. Really, as a forester, I imagine Fritz might be better at dressing wounds,” Angelique tried to look pitiful.

      “Angel,” Snow White said. “You don’t need to apologize. Oswald and Rupert will be thankful for whatever you can do.” Snow White smiled, her warmth shining through before she glanced worriedly at the warriors.

      Angel pressed her lips into a thin line. Oh, now that’s just mean—breaking out empathy with such kind eyes? Unfair! “Uh-huh.”

      Marzell passed by and paused just long enough to touch her on the shoulder. “Thank you—from all of us.”

      “Yeah, sure,” Angelique glanced at the injured men, and her conscience finally prickled. Neither Oswald nor Rupert was looking particularly well.

      They probably do need a healing spell. How can I stick one on them without anyone noticing—including them?

      Marzell was watching her expectantly, so Angelique reluctantly fussed with her bespelled satchel and pulled off (at random) an herb with thin, flat leaves.

      The Seven Warriors had herbs hanging from the rafters, so Angelique randomly selected one and yanked it off the string it hung from.

      Marzell hustled upstairs; Fritz began to work on the door, and Snow White found a broom and started sweeping slushy snow out of the cottage.

      Now’s the time to do something—while they’re all occupied.

      “Go over to the benches by the table and lie flat,” Angelique instructed the injured pair.

      Oswald and Rupert slumped their way over to the benches with enough lethargy to alarm Angelique.

      Yes, they require a slow-burn healing spell. I’ll just have to disguise it—or maybe obscure their vision.

      Angelique, not quite certain what she was doing, yanked the needle-like leaves off the herb she’d taken from her satchel.

      With Rupert watching her, she took the time to rub the leaves together—filling the cottage with their fragrant scent—and made a few hand gestures at the herbs.

      I was an idiot for agreeing to this cover. I’ve only seen an herb wizard the one time one came to speak to my class when I was a first-year student! And how long ago was that?

      She glanced over at Oswald, who was holding his arm at an odd angle so he didn’t drip blood on the floor.

      Longer than they’ve been alive, that much is for certain. She barely managed to smother a shiver. And now I feel ancient—but I should be able to fool a couple of mere children!

      “What are you doing?” Rupert—one of the “mere children” asked.

      “Magic,” Angelique said.

      A frown puckered at the corners of Rupert’s mouth. “Are you certain?”

      Some unfortunately smart, mere children.

      “Who is the herb wizard’s apprentice? Me. Unless you gained instruction somewhere between the fireplace and this bench, shut your pie hole.” She picked up the herb she’d retrieved from the rafters, pulled a trickle of her magic, and then started smacking Rupert in the face with it. The assault of the herb’s tiny, fringe-like leaves achieved the desired affect and made him squeeze his eyes shut.

      “Is this necessary?” he grumbled.

      “Absolutely!”

      A dusting of Angelique’s silver magic pooled at her fingertips as she hastily picked up more of the thin leaves from her satchel-herb and rubbed them on Rupert’s wrist.

      It’s a good thing I’ve gotten so much practice at placing healing spells on myself.

      Angelique rubbed Rupert’s wrist with the satchel herb, smacked him in the face with the rafter herb with a little more enthusiasm than necessary, and whispered under her breath as she twined the healing spell around his wrist.

      She tried to appear relaxed and casual, but in reality, she was watching his wrist with the eye of an eagle, making sure she covered every silvery thread of her magic so it wouldn’t be visible to anyone that happened to glance over.

      Marzell jumped off the stairs two steps early, cradling a few rolled-up bandages in his arms. “That is a very interesting treatment, Angel.”

      Why is it that for the first time ever, everyone feels the need to stick their nose in my magic process? No one did this to me when I was bespelling the city of Ciane—which is a much larger task than a mere healing spell!

      Angelique sniffed to cover up her growing nervousness. “Do not question the power of healing herbs.”

      Wendal—the dratted warrior—peered in her direction. “Those are cooking herbs.”

      They’re what? ELLE! I’m going to put a spell on you that makes you jingle like a bell whenever you move—good luck escaping your guards with that on you!

      Angelique peered down at her herbs and tried to channel a haughty Conclave mage persona. “Obviously,” she said. “The best healing always starts in the stomach—remember that.”

      Rupert cautiously opened his eyes. “That doesn’t make any sense—”

      Angelique whacked him with the frilly herb, eliciting a sneeze from the warrior.

      “Hah,” Oswald snorted, though he had his uninjured arm draped across his eyes.

      Angelique watched him with both concern and relief. I think he’s in more pain—which means he’ll be easier to fool than Lord Critical.

      As if he could sense her thoughts, Rupert opened his large yap. “This is strange.”

      Yes, all hail Lord Critical.

      “It’s working, is it not?” she demanded.

      “It is—my wrist feels better. That’s why it’s strange.”

      “Trust in the magic—and the herbs.” Angelique added a nod for good measure, hoping it appeared mystifying enough.

      She was quickly becoming aware just how much she used her appearance and pretty dress to communicate her confidence as an enchantress-in-training. Dressed in an oversized tunic and with wild hair, the task was much harder.

      But I don’t have to be an ethereal enchantress—I’m a sour assistant to an herb wizard!

      With that in mind, Angelique smirked as she swung around to face Marzell. “Now you—the bossy one. Clean his wrist off with the boiled water once it has cooled enough, and wrap it.”

      Marzell laughed good-naturedly. “I’m Marzell.”

      “I know that. I’m just choosing to let you know you’re bossy.” Angelique bustled over to Oswald. “Now hop to it.”

      Oswald was a lot more subdued, which actually made Angelique feel bad because he didn’t even protest when she accidentally got some of the rafter-herb (which Marzell told her was dill) stuck up his nose.

      Better put a stronger healing spell on him.

      She crouched at his side, shielding most of her work with her own body—though she took special care to screen her fingers, covered in silvery magic, from Lord Critical and Sir Bossy.

      Oswald’s breathing became less tight, and she saw it in his wiry frame when the magic started to soothe the pain because his tenseness melted away.

      Thankfully, he seemed inclined to keep his eyes closed, which gave Angelique the chance to ponder the battle.

      Those constructs…they had to be made by highly advanced spells.

      Angelique discreetly checked Oswald’s injury. She wanted to make it scab over, but if her spell outright healed it, it would raise more than a few questions.

      I suppose it doesn’t mean the black mage that cast them has to be powerful. It’s possible for a less powerful mage to use powerful spells if they’re given the right tools—like Clotilde cursing the Arcainian princes and turning them into swans. But to do that, she had to be with them.

      What, then, are the chances that the mage who created those constructs is still mucking around Luster Forest?

      Angelique tensed at the thought, and her heart started to pound faster—not in fear. Quite the opposite, actually: anticipation.

      If I could find the mage and capture him, surely we could make him tell us all—where Evariste is, what happened to Faina, perhaps the mage would even know where the Snow Queen’s mirror is!

      Her cheek muscle twitched, and everything in Angelique wanted to go sprinting outside. But she couldn’t very well reveal her true self on the chance that a black mage might be near.

      Instead, she poured a little more healing magic into Oswald than she ought to.

      I need to finish this as quickly as possible. Then I will go hunt down the mage!
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        * * *

      

      The mirror was doing something different. Evariste could tell because his pain had decreased significantly.

      It hadn’t been long since he’d considered death and truly thought the end was coming. And now, the mirror had stopped gnawing at his powers.

      Minutes passed, and Evariste wondered how long it would be until his pain spiked again.

      The same rusty color was still splashed everywhere, but there were innumerable chains of magic—written out in an archaic language Evariste didn’t recognize and that pulsed with an eerie light.

      The spells were gone before he had a chance to notice much more. Given that he was in the mirror, he could feel it sending the spells out, rolling them so far it had to be a fair distance from their location.

      Once the spells arrived at whatever location it was the mirror desired (Evariste could feel the activity of magic, nothing beyond), the mirror sparked the spells to life, creating a miniature army of constructs.

      Since he was only feeling the magic through the filter of his surroundings, Evariste couldn’t quite tell what shape the constructs took on, but he knew they were fighting—even if he didn’t know whom.

      “Snow White…” the mirror breathed.

      Evariste—stiff with muscles that still ached, but at least he could breathe without pain—slowly pushed himself off the ground. “A bit obsessed with the Mullberg Princess, aren’t you?” He almost didn’t recognize his own voice—his throat was raw from the yelling, and he hadn’t said actual words in a long time.

      The mirror shockingly ignored him; it was too invested in whatever its constructs were doing.

      Evariste stared into the bleak, rusty red scape surrounding him and wondered what he should do.

      I’m not in pain. Does that mean I should try getting up? But what’s the point? The agony will come back. It always does.

      Despite his grim thoughts, he staggered to his feet. For a moment, everything around him shifted in a sickening swirl. When he could stand without swaying and grew more stable, the swirling stopped, and for a moment, Evariste almost felt human again.

      The mirror is fighting. Anyone who opposes it is automatically an ally. I need to do whatever I can to annoy the mirror—or distract it.

      His thoughts came more from habit than anything else. He used to think like that—before physical torment had become all he knew. But a tiny part of him, the last sliver that made him hang on instead of giving into the mirror’s madness, was glad he was still capable of such thoughts, even if it was from routine.

      “Seems like she’s got some help,” Evariste observed as the fight raged on. “Must be pretty significant forces given that you appear to be losing this battle!”

      The mirror savagely ripped magic from Evariste, which made him sprawl to his knees as white-hot pain ravaged his body.

      He couldn’t breathe; it was a struggle just to survive.

      Dimly, he felt the spellwork that created the constructs crumble. They were effortlessly snuffed out, and though the mirror pulled more power from him, it didn’t seem to be able to patch the spell.

      Why not?

      “Snow White…” the mirror repeated, this time as more of a snarl.

      Everything shook, and when Evariste peeled an eye open, he could see the rust color was deepening into a darker shade of red.

      “Fair and wise. You will fall! I shall return you to my grasp…”

      This would have been the perfect time to wheeze out an insult, but Evariste was tired of fighting. He couldn’t resist any longer. At least he had the satisfaction of knowing someone was resisting the mirror, even if he could not.

      But that small part that hadn’t yet given up pierced the haze of pain to question the situation.

      Strange, though. The mirror is brimming with my magic. It’s angry that its constructs were destroyed, and yet it didn’t use my magic to finish off whoever fought against it. Is it because it can’t?

      He doubted it had anything to do with his particular magic. Sure, his magic had forcibly included the weakness of romantic love to the many curses the Chosen had placed using his powers.

      However, that wasn’t shocking—he’d already established the weakness was due to his love of Angelique.

      But why have a weakness at all? Once removed from me, my magic should be entirely theirs to manipulate. My core magic is rare, but there’s nothing special to it. They haven’t had a problem creating portals in tainted areas. And yet, there seem to be problems when they try to spin it into anything besides my core abilities…

      A new round of searing pain ripped through Evariste, and all thoughts disappeared under the savage attack as the mirror fed on his magic.
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      When Angelique finished healing Oswald, she approached Fritz as he put the finishing touches on the newly fixed door.

      “If you’ll excuse me, I would like to check on the outdoors.” Angelique smiled and used the tangy dill she’d used to swat Rupert to gesture at the door.

      Marzell spat out the nail he was holding between his lips and finished hammering a nail into the board he was securing over a broken window. “I don’t think that’s a good idea. It’s unsafe—there could be more of those creatures outside.”

      “All I intend to do is inspect the perimeter,” Angelique lied. “I’ll move the starfire crystals into a more serviceable formation and put some herbs out to ward off evil.”

      Marzell’s forehead wrinkled. “Can herbs actually do that?”

      “Of course, they can!”

      “But you said you can barely heal, and that’s the main focus of herb magic,” Marzell pointed out.

      How is it that I had such terrible luck to be stuck with people who know more about herb wizards than I do?

      Angelique puffed her chest with as much pride as she could muster. “It is. But when an herb wizard has as much passion and anger as I considering what we were put through tonight, it is possible to channel that feeling into magic!”

      Marzell didn’t look convinced, but Fritz opened the door.

      Angelique scurried through—her satchel thumping on her hip. “Thank you, Fritz!”

      “Don’t wander too far,” Marzell warned her. “Stay within sight of the cottage.”

      Angelique waved her now-drooping dill at the warriors’ leader as he poked his head outside. “Yes, yes. I’ll screech if I see so much as a suspicious squirrel. Besides, the starfire crystals are my possessions. I have more I can use if necessary. Now, leave this apprentice to her herb magic!”

      Marzell frowned, but he shut the door, leaving Angelique outside in the chilly night air.

      Between the bright moon, the still glowing starfires, and the white snow—or what parts hadn’t been marched into slush by the constructs—it was quite bright outside.

      She glanced back at the cottage, then started to pick up a few starfire crystals and toss them closer to the wooded perimeter as she stretched her magical senses.

      She felt nothing—not even a glimmer left from the constructs.

      Drat. That means I can’t use a tracking spell—no easy fixes for me. But the mage likely dropped the spell holding the constructs together after we cleared out most of them. It wouldn’t have been worth the effort, particularly once we brought out the starfires. That doesn’t mean he—or she—isn’t skulking around, still. It hasn’t been that long. If I move fast enough…

      Angelique bit her lip as she glanced back at the cottage. One of the windows had yet to be covered—Marzell and Aldelbert were starting to get to it, though.

      She hurriedly bent over and picked up a few more starfires, chucking them so they landed in the outer perimeter, then slowly strolled up to them.

      “Herbs of the forest—protect us this night! Poison the stomachs of any evil doers who might approach us so they cannot step even one foot near us without getting the worst case of stomach cramps ever,” Angelique shouted.

      There was no reaction from the cottage. Sir Bossy didn’t even poke his head out to criticize her form or provide some other obscure detail about herb lore that she didn’t know. Instead, the light emitting from the cottage disappeared as he and Aldelbert put the last board in place.

      Perfect!

      Given the cleared area around the cottage, Angelique could see the dark sky—which shimmered with stars. Her eyes traced over the formations, pausing when she saw what she was looking for—Pegasus’ constellation.

      Angelique pointed to it, wiggled her fingers, then scooped up a single starfire crystal and bounded into the forest.

      She kept her magic close—she didn’t want to notify the black mage that she was coming for her or him—and ran for a good three minutes before she judged she was far enough away from the cottage that they wouldn’t hear Pegasus.

      Just in case his return is more…explosive than usual.

      “Pegasus! It is I—Enchantress-in-Training Angelique.” Angelique paused—she thought she heard a boom overhead.

      Like a shooting star falling to the earth.

      Oh, he’s really going to crash this time!

      Hurrying, Angelique spoke so fast her words mushed together. “I summon you from the skies to carry me quietly across the lands. Come—with the softness of a mouse, please!”

      She braced, clenching her eyes shut as she waited in anticipation.

      Several moments passed, and she heard nothing.

      Is he refusing to come because he’s mad at me?

      Angelique was about to peel an eye open when something soft brushed her arm. She shrieked and jumped backwards, her eyes popping open.

      Pegasus tossed his head and snorted. He pranced in a circle around her, each thump of his hoof growing closer to the volume of thunder.

      “Sorry—I’m sorry.” Angelique held her hands out, trying to appeal to him. “I didn’t know you’d be that quiet!”

      Pegasus tossed his head again and arched his neck.

      “No, I’m not saying you’re incapable of being quiet. It’s just, you’re coming from the sky realm, and I assumed—that is I imagine it takes a lot of power…and…” Angelique hesitated as she stared at the equine of the sky—who, she suspected, had powers far beyond anything she could dream.

      The breathing constellation took a step closer to her, bringing his muzzle close…and then sneezed in her face.

      Angelique scowled and tossed the starfire crystal she’d brought in her satchel. “Forget it—there’re more important matters. We were attacked by magic constructs. I want to ride through the forest to see if we can catch the mage who made them—or at least find a trail.”

      Pegasus swung around so fast, he almost rammed his hindquarters into her.

      “Thank you.” Angelique scrambled onto his back, awkwardly throwing her leg over his hindquarters and yanking on his neck as she pulled herself into position.

      Pegasus didn’t seem to mind. He hopped a little, sliding her into the correct spot on his back, then turned in a circle.

      “I’ll try to sense the mage with my powers. If you could make sure I don’t get smacked by branches, I’d appreciate it.” Angelique twisted her satchel so it rested behind her on Pegasus’ back, then leaned low over his shoulders.

      The constellation snorted, then started out at a prancing trot that moved into something uncomfortably close to a canter. (Uncomfortably, because it was still dark—especially now that they were in the forest with no moon to light their path—and because Angelique still harbored the fear of colliding with a tree.)

      She stared at the blue, flame-like fringe of his mane as she finally loosened her magic, letting it spill around her, hungrily covering the ground as it prowled around.

      If the mage is still in Luster, we’ll find him. He can’t possibly outrun Pegasus!
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        * * *

      

      The duo searched for at least an hour—traveling from one end of the forest to the other. Despite their meticulous exploration, they didn’t uncover so much as a scrap of magic.

      Nor did they uncover any trace—magical or physical—of the constructs.

      “Which means they weren’t built in one location and then physically sent here, right?” Angelique braced her palms on Pegasus hindquarters and leaned back as the constellation picked his way back to the cottage. “They would have left some kind of trail—broken branches or stamped-on snow. Especially with as many as attacked us. But that means we’re dealing with a mage who is capable of creating constructs a long distance away from their location, and it kills the possibility that it could be a less-powerful mage using artifacts. A single, powerful black mage is a terrifying thought, but it would take more than a single enchanter’s power to pull that off, I think.”

      Pegasus was quiet as he drifted through the forest.

      “Unless…we think Evariste is in Juwel, and if the mage responsible for Faina’s outbreak is the same mage who attacked us here, it’s probable that he’s using Evariste’s magic. So perhaps he used Evariste’s magic to create a gate for himself? We’ve seen the Chosen use his magic before, after all.” Angelique groaned. “I don’t know enough about black magic and advanced spellcasting to know this! I assume you didn’t feel any other mages, Pegasus?”

      Pegasus shook his head and snorted embers from his nostrils.

      “I’m glad it wasn’t just my inability to sense magic.” Angelique sat straighter, flinching when one of the herbs tied to her satchel poked her in the back. “But none of this narrows down the possibilities very much. I’m too ignorant to deduce anything.”

      Pegasus swished his tail as he passed by a tall fir tree. He stopped, awkwardly arching his neck so he could partially peer back at her.

      “What? It’s not like Sir Bossy is hiding a hidden penchant for ancient magic lore—even if he knows more about herb wizards than I like,” Angelique said.

      Pegasus stamped a hoof with enough force it made his entire body twitch, which moved Angelique as a result.

      Angelique grabbed her bag before it could slide off his back behind her—and likely wrench her neck along with it. “What? Do you want me to use the mirror and call Quinn and the others back for a consultation session? It’s not probable she’ll know anything I don’t.” Angelique blinked as she realized what she’d just said. “But…Clovicus would. And Severin was sending him a mirror.”

      Angelique mashed her lips together as she pondered the matter.

      I’d be waking him in the middle of the night—and I might not even be able to reach him if he is spelled up to his gills like I am to protect myself. But he’s an experienced Lord Enchanter, and he takes the Chosen seriously. He’s likely my best choice.

      “It’s worth a shot.” Angelique flipped her satchel open and rooted through its cavernous innards. After blindly fumbling for a few moments, her fingers scraped the mirror’s familiar heavy, engraved handle, and she dug it out.

      Angelique studied the mirror’s dark reflection—it was impossible to see anything given the forest’s darkened surroundings and the late hour—then burrowed around in her satchel for the starfire crystal she’d tossed back in it.

      With the soft glow of the crystal lighting up her face—so Clovicus wouldn’t think she’d been kidnapped or something—Angelique tapped the spell that buzzed under the mirror’s surface, directing it to Clovicus.

      She didn’t think it would actually reach the Lord Enchanter, so she was holding it sidewise and nearly dropped it when the spell took, and Lord Clovicus (squinty eyed and with ruffled hair) filled the mirror’s surface.

      “Hello?” he croaked in a rusty voice.

      “Lord Clovicus, good evening!” Angelique corrected the angle of the mirror and nearly slipped off Pegasus’ side as she struggled to fix her posture and hold the starfire so it lit up her face.

      “Angelique.” Clovicus rapidly blinked and slightly shook his head. “Is something wrong? What happened?”

      “Nothing is wrong—at least, not anymore,” Angelique said. “But I need your counsel on an issue of magic, and given that I am hiding my abilities from my traveling companions, I need to talk to you now while they are unaware of my absence.”

      Clovicus ruffled his bright red hair, the faint silver streaks at his temples catching the glittering light of the fireplace she could see over his shoulder. “Ah. I understand. What is it that you want to know?”

      Angelique recited everything she’d learned—from Faina and the likelihood she was under some kind of spell or magical compulsion, to the constructs that had attacked them, and the lack of a mage nearby.

      By the time she finished rattling it all off, Clovicus had gone from only half awake to alert and pensive.

      He frowned—his hair mysteriously tidied again and his expression clear. “You,” he began, “attract trouble, don’t you? No wonder Evariste suited you so well as your master. That rascal is nothing but trouble.”

      Angelique pursed her lips. “Lord Enchanter Clovicus…”

      It seemed, however, that he wasn’t done. “I’m not wrong, am I? No matter what part of the world you go haring off to, you manage to meet a royal—most likely one that is cursed or knows someone suffering from a curse. The chances of that happening are quite slim, and yet you’re the only magic user to encounter them! By the time you finally take your test as an enchantress, you are going to have more fieldwork experience than the majority of the Lord Enchanters and Lady Enchantresses I work with.” He brightened. “You could hold workshops! ‘How to be a productive enchantress: Step one, eviscerate the Council.’”

      “Clovicus!” Angelique half-laughed—amused to hear someone besides herself see the ridiculousness in the situation, but knowing she needed his advice before returning to the likely already-worried Snow White and her handsome-and-not-cursed warriors.

      “There we go—I’m glad to see you crack a smile for once.” Clovicus’ grin was roguish and unapologetic. “It really is unlucky—for you, that is—that you seem to keep finding yourself in these types of situations. But I won’t say it hasn’t been to our advantage—and an enormous boon for the continent. But these constructs. It’s impossible to know for certain just by your description. There hasn’t been a mage in the Veneno Conclave that has held a talent for such thing in a long time. It was thought to have been lost with the ways of old magic. However, black magic is capable of a great many things—most of which we don’t know.”

      Angelique hunched her shoulders. “I was afraid of that.”

      “I’m happy to say that all is not lost, though,” Clovicus said. “I would imagine your instinct that you are dealing with a particularly powerful black mage who is doing this all from a distance is the correct assumption.”

      “You don’t think it could be a less powerful mage is using an artifact charged with Evariste’s magic?”

      “No,” Clovicus said. “It’s the actions of the constructs themselves that makes me suspect you’re dealing with a being of great power. Most constructs aren’t reactive like the ones you described. They wouldn’t have fled from the light because constructs are mindless. They would have marched to their doom. It would take a mage of great skill and experience—at least equal to myself, if not greater—to create such a spell.”

      “Huh. I’m not sure what to think about that,” Angelique said.

      “Me, either,” Clovicus admitted. “Except to say obviously you are correct: this dark mage is targeting Snow White, though I don’t know why they waited until she was gone to make their move.”

      “Perhaps it has something to do with Faina and ruling?” Angelique suggested.

      “It could be.” Clovicus rubbed his forehead. “I’ll see about sending you some back up, but I’m afraid it may take a while.”

      “The fight against goblins in Erlauf is going that poorly, is it?” Angelique asked.

      “Yes. Though Sole is sending a troop of Magic Knights—which are expected to be a huge help in the fight. With them there, Severin ought to be able to spare you some help. Unless you wish to call back the elf king and his bride?”

      Angelique shook her head. “No. It wouldn’t be odd for an extra mage or two to wander around Mullberg, but the newly freed King Themerysaldi? There’d be no hiding that. And it would turn the Veneno Conclave upside down; they’d be trying to send emissaries to talk to him all the time.”

      “You’re not wrong,” Clovicus said. “But I thought we could offer it—you deserve the best back-up after all you have done.”

      Angelique grinned. “I can face a few constructs if it means finding out more about Evariste. Those things had nothing on a wyvern or basilisk.”

      Pegasus snorted, and Angelique looked up from the mirror and could see the shimmering white light shed by the starfires through the trees. “I need to go, but I have one last question—and a favor to ask.”

      “Name it,” Clovicus said.

      “Would you tell Prince Severin of all I’ve told you? He needs to know that Mullberg is experiencing more trouble than Quinn and I estimated if their queen is being spelled.”

      “Consider it done. And your question?”

      “Do you think it’s likely that the black mage doing this is siphoning Evariste’s magic from him, and that he’s nearby?” Angelique asked.

      Clovicus’ good humor fell away, and he rubbed his eyes with a weariness Angelique felt. “It’s difficult to say. You said yourself you still don’t know for certain if he is in Juwel. Without any evidence, we could suppose all we want. But whether he’s being used or not, I don’t know that it will make a difference in what you need to do.”

      Angelique sighed. “You’re right. I’m just being impatient.”

      “Understandably so,” Clovicus said, his voice soothing. “You want him back—we all want him back.”

      “Yes. But I can’t let my hope make me act rashly.” Angelique leaned forward, resting on Pegasus’ shoulders so his withers uncomfortably poked her stomach. She got some of his flaming mane in her face, which made her sputter and push it out of the way with a glare.

      “Gaping gawpfish—you’re riding Pegasus right now, aren’t you?” Clovicus asked.

      Angelique blinked, surprised by his surprise. “Yes?”

      “I take it all back. You’re worse than Evariste! At least he had the self-respect to own up to his trouble! But you go ahead and charm a constellation so it carries you around like a cart pony, and you don’t even question it! You naïve enchantress!”

      Angelique sat up. “But Pegasus doesn’t mind.”

      “That’s what makes it even more concerning!” Clovicus shouted through the mirror. “You’re going to give me indigestion. I vow it! Between you and those horrible students I am plagued with, I am going to die young. I lost years teaching Evariste and now I have to deal with your unmatched powers of obliviousness!”

      “How can I give you indigestion when you’ve not been eating, but sleeping?” Angelique said.

      “Ugh. It’s too late for me to deal with your impudence. Goodnight, Angelique.”

      Angelique grinned archly. “Goodnight, Clovicus. Pegasus says goodnight, too.”

      “You!” Clovicus made some more sputtered sounds of irritation, then cut off the connection to the mirror.

      Angelique cackled as she opened her satchel and dropped the mirror inside, then slipped from Pegasus’ back. “Thank you for the help, my friend. I am thankful that you never fail to answer my call.” She circled around to his head and scratched his forehead for him.

      Pegasus delicately took the collar of her cloak in his teeth and chewed it for a moment.

      Angelique ran her hand down his neck and smiled. “I expect I won’t be able to call you for a while, sadly.”

      Pegasus spat out her cloak collar and tossed his head.

      “I’ll steal outside to talk to the sky when I can,” Angelique said.

      Truthfully, I don’t know if he can hear me when I talk to him like that, but he hears me whenever I call his name, so maybe?

      Angelique studied the magical equine, looking for some indication that her promise made a difference.

      Pegasus did nothing—he didn’t even move a muscle—but a galaxy swirled on his coat.

      Hmm. It’s not a denial!

      Angelique leaned into his neck. “I’ll miss you, but enjoy your time at home. And thank you…for everything.”

      Pegasus snorted his hot breath into her ear, and her nose twitched at the faint, almost sulfur scent he exhaled.

      Before she could rethink the impulse, Angelique kissed Pegasus on his soft, velveteen muzzle, then hurried through the trees and popped into the cleared area around the warriors’ cottage.

      When she peered back over her shoulder, she could see the faint blue light of Pegasus’ mane and tail through the trees. She waved, then headed back to the cottage.

      Clovicus is right—it is unbelievable how often I run into troubled royalty. But this time is so much better because I’m not lonely. I have friends I can count on.
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        * * *

      

      Angelique hitched the strap of her satchel farther up her shoulder as she watched the Seven Warriors bustle around their horses, preparing for the day’s journey.

      The day after the constructs’ attack had been filled with enough meetings and discussion that Angelique suspected even Prince Severin would have found it bothersome.

      In the end, Snow White had been able to convince the Seven Warriors that—obviously—there was some kind of dark magic controlling Faina. In return, the warriors had pointed out that when Faina sent Snow White off to her grandfather, that obviously had not been part of the black mage’s—or whoever was controlling her—plan.

      They’d sent Oswald and Wendal to Glitzern palace to spy on the area and see if anything had changed, while Angelique did her best to innocently suggest—she had to appear to be a humble herb wizard’s apprentice, after all, and not an enchantress-in-training who would be in the know—that perhaps the Chosen were behind the spell on Faina.

      It was then that Angelique discovered Snow White had not known the Summit had taken place until recently—she hadn’t even been informed of the invitation when Severin had sent it nearly one year prior.

      Which makes one wonder…does Mullberg merely appear to be the country least bothered by the Chosen—Zancara withstanding—or have the Chosen been attempting to get control of Faina for years?

      Angelique pressed her lips into a thin line and narrowed her eyes in thought.

      “Angel? Is something wrong?”

      Angelique slapped on a happier expression. “What could possibly—wow.” Angelique cut herself off and blinked at Snow White in her disguise that was both deviously smart but potentially illness-inducing if her stepmother or grandfather ever saw her in it.

      Snow White wore a brown, smock-like dress that bulged very convincingly at the belly, giving her the distinct shape of a pregnant woman.

      Snow White rested her arms on top of her belly. “Do you think it’s convincing? It’s only a pillow, but I tried to shape it correctly.”

      “You did quite well,” Angelique assured her. “With this, our group disguise will be flawless.”

      Despite her words, privately, Angelique wasn’t as certain. They were supposed to be traveling with the Seven Warriors disguised as jewel miners—Snow White taking the role of a pregnant woman, which also explained Angelique’s presence as an herb wizard’s apprentice.

      But while Snow White’s belly was convincing, Snow White’s bearings were a tad too regal for her to be a convincing peasant, and the Seven Warriors prowled around with too much trained grace to be nondescript jewel miners.

      But I can hardly point fingers as I have found my disguise as an herb wizard’s apprentice is barely functional. It’s astounding Snow White—as sharp as she is—hasn’t ousted me already.

      Angelique squinted as she watched the warriors.

      Oswald and Rupert were—predictably—arguing as they saddled their horses. Fritz, however, was securing the halter of a tame gelding and tethering him to an already saddled horse.

      “Who are you pretending to be married to?” Angelique asked.

      Snow White blushed a very fetching pink. “F-Fritz.”

      The blush almost pulled a blank stare out of Angelique. It was too close to a reaction someone—dare Angelique think it—in love would give.

      But Snow White is shy. It’s probably embarrassment. Though she and Fritz have looked quite cozy together on numerous occasions. Hmmm.

      Snow White peered up at Angelique and clutched her pillow-belly, waiting for a response.

      “I’m sure he’ll be a wonderful father,” Angelique offered.

      Snow White’s cheeks turned from a light pink to a shade that bordered on red.

      She is recklessly intelligent, but charmingly adorable when it comes to relationships.

      Snow White delicately coughed. “The important thing is that our disguise holds long enough for us to reach the meeting place with the local lords.”

      That’s what they were preparing for: a meeting with some of the local gentry, where Snow White—speaking through Marzell—would ask for troops so they could launch a surprise attack on Glitzern Palace in Juwel.

      In general, Angelique was uninterested in any sort of politicking, and she certainly had no plans to involve herself in this political campaign.

      But the plan was hatched by Snow White and the warriors after Oswald and Wendal spied on Faina and discovered that all traces of the Queen’s personality had left. She was now enraged at all times and spent most of her time in her quarters, refusing to see anyone.

      The mage that has her in their power must have some connection to her room. Either they can reach it easily, or they’ve left some kind of vile magic object there to reinforce their control over her.

      Angelique glanced down at Snow White and carefully studied the princess, who smiled brightly in return.

      “Are you certain about this?” Angelique jutted her chin at the disguised warriors. “You’re taking a risk in riding out like this. Wendal and Oswald were very clear that the Queen—or more correctly, whoever is controlling her—is obsessed with you. Out of everyone involved in this quest, you are the one in the most danger: you’re the one the constructs were targeting.”

      Snow White stopped fidgeting with her pillow belly and stood up straight. “Maybe, but it’s a risk I’ll take to save my stepmother.”

      “And you still insist on using Marzell to speak to these lords?” Angelique asked.

      The question flirted with bureaucratic issues Angelique intended to stay out of—she was here solely to find out about whatever magic controlled Faina and to stop it, after all. But she liked Snow White well enough to ask the question anyway.

      “I’ve already told you—I’m not an inspiring leader,” Snow White said. “We need to convince these local lords so we can strike Glitzern while Faina is unaware. And if I were to ask my grandfather for aid, I don’t believe that he would follow my goal to save Faina and contain her until the arrival of a mage strong enough to break whatever hold black magic has on her.”

      “You think your grandfather would have her killed because she attacked you and is a threat to you,” Angelique said.

      “I know he would—he would wish to respect Faina’s wishes to keep me safe at all cost,” Snow White said.

      “Yes, I understand all of that. But I can’t help but think that having Marzell speak on your behalf is going to hinder you in the future,” Angelique said. “You’re the princess. The power rests with you—not him.”

      “I must respectfully disagree with you. Faina’s wellbeing is most important—not my power as a princess.” Snow White’s dark eyebrows lowered, giving her a stubborn look to match the storm in her blue eyes.

      “If you think it’s best,” Angelique reluctantly said.

      “I do.” Snow White coughed delicately and looked away. “I ought to go over with Marzell which of the local lords we are speaking with today. Please excuse me, Angel.”

      Angelique tapped her fingers on her satchel as she watched Snow White approach the Seven Warriors with a confidence brought on by the comradery Angelique had seen in the group since the attack by the constructs.

      She’ll be a wonderful queen. She’s intelligent and loyal, and she’ll put her subjects before herself. But she needs to understand that her difficulties—her stutter and problems with public speaking—do not make her less worthy.

      She shrugged a little. That’s a lesson she must learn for herself. But I’ll stand by her when that time comes. Angelique tilted her head. I’m not sure I would have seen the issue or understood that Snow White needs support before Quinn offered to help me, and before Elle and Gabrielle joined us.

      The harsh caw of a crow broke Angelique’s musings. She glanced up and saw the massive black bird circling above them.

      She narrowed her eyes at the bird, but it didn’t have even a brush of magic on it—it must have been a normal bird.

      “A loud, normal bird,” Angelique muttered as it settled on a wooden fence post a horse length away from her.

      It rotated its body so it faced her, then cawed at her with enough force to make Angelique squeeze one eye shut.

      Puzzled by its odd conduct, Angelique ruffled her cloak and pulled up one of her sagging boots.

      The crow violently flapped its wings, then hopped off the fence and approached her.

      “It seems you’ve gained an admirer,” Marzell called across the clearing as he adjusted his horse’s saddle.

      “Oh, I wouldn’t say that.” Angelique took a large step to the side.

      The crow followed her.

      “Really?” Wendal casually inspected the sharpened edge of a dagger. “Because it seems to be quite intent on you.”

      “Hahah, don’t be silly!” Angelique forced herself to laugh. “I’m sure it’s just looking for food. Watch—shoo!” Angelique flapped her hand at the strangely behaving bird.

      This did nothing to dissuade the crow; it merely hopped closer—inspiring Angelique to back up. “It must be diseased,” she said.

      Angelique never would have thought a crow could caw indignantly, but somehow it did.

      All of the warriors paused to watch Angelique and the crow—Oswald and Rupert had even stopped arguing so they could watch the crow chase her around the cleared lawn.

      “Perhaps it senses my magic powers—however small they are,” Angelique finally suggested.

      Fritz tilted his head. “Do herb wizards usually attract animals?”

      Angelique laughed and got ready to lie through her teeth. Unfortunately, Snow White proved to be a lamentable source of magic knowledge.

      “Not that I know of,” she said.

      The crow flapped its wings again, launching itself at Angelique so it landed on her boot, where it promptly held a leg out.
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      With the bird this close, Angelique could see the tiny roll of paper secured to the bird’s leg.

      Who in the wide green world am I acquainted with enough that they would send me letters but are also capable of taming animals? If this is a summons from the Council, I’m going to ask Pegasus to crash through the roof of their precious Hallowed Hall.

      When Angelique did nothing, the crow cawed and waved its little leg at her again.

      Whoever it is, I’m going to give them a piece of my mind for endangering my disguise.

      With Snow White and the Seven Warriors closely watching her, Angelique desperately grabbed one of the herbs hanging from her satchel and yanked it free.

      “I see what it is. This bird clearly needs the healing magic of herbs,” Angelique announced.

      When the crow cawed in disagreement, Angelique booted it off the toe of her shoe.

      “Yes, that must be it.” Angelique ripped leaves off the herb and crouched down.

      The now-disgruntled crow approached her—again holding its leg out.

      “See? It has wounded its leg.” Angelique managed to pull the message off the crow’s leg with one hand, and sprinkled fragrant herb leaves over the bird’s head with her other hand—hopefully disguising the message transfer. “Don’t worry, crow. Your leg pain will be healed now.”

      “Don’t you typically have to make herbs into a salve or some such thing in order for them to work?” Snow White asked.

      Angelique was saved from answering when the crow sneezed—a high-pitched, nasally sound that was most shocking given that Angelique didn’t even know crows could sneeze—and then flew off.

      Angelique slipped the tiny scroll of paper into her boot and stood up. “There, you see? It just needed a little bit of herb magic.” She planted her hands at her hips and stared the warriors down. “Now, are we ready to leave yet?”

      “We don’t even have half of the horses saddled,” Rupert pointed out.

      “Then why are you all standing around and gaping at me like landed fish?” Angelique demanded.

      Rupert shook his head at her but returned to brushing a horse while the other warriors also returned to their tasks.

      Angelique retreated to the cottage door, scratching her calf as she discreetly grabbed the tiny scroll. She pretended to fiddle with her satchel as she unrolled it, holding it flat against the bag as she read it. She was surprised to see that it was from Emerys.

      
        
        Angelique,

        Quinn and I have returned to Alabaster Forest.

        Wedding preparations have begun in earnest. The banquet promises to be a bore, but Alastryn has assured me numerous times Quinn will be a vision in her gown. I have yet to find a weapon I find to be precious enough to give her as a wedding gift—

      

      

      The short message continued in a similar vein, consisting of Emerys reporting his feelings about his upcoming nuptials.

      Angelique scanned it three times to make certain she wasn’t missing a hidden code or veiled message, but no. The King of the Elves was so besotted, he had sent a trained bird with a message about his wedding.

      I should suggest to Prince Severin that Emerys shares his love and devotion to meetings when I next speak to him, Angelique thought with no small amount of spite.

      Disgruntled, she crumpled the message up and dropped it in her bag. A tiny part of her—one she pushed deep down because she’d be mortified to ever admit it—was warmed at Emerys’ letter.

      It was the kind of letter one would send to a friend.

      Angelique cleared her throat, forcibly set aside the possible rush of affection that had wormed into her chest, and studied the warriors.

      No one seemed to notice the deadly focus she’d studied her “herbs” with—they were all still too busy with preparations.

      Angelique relaxed and leaned against the cottage wall, reaching up to break an icicle that dripped water off of the roof’s overhang.

      It seems I have a bit of time, and we’ll be leaving the forest for the rest of the day for this meeting. Perhaps I ought to take this time to set off a tracking spell for Evariste.

      It was potentially dangerous. Her magic would flood the area, letting any magic user nearby know that Angelique—apprentice to Lord Enchanter Evariste and scourge of the Chosen—was around.

      But it was a calculated risk. Due to all of her practice, she could snap a tracking spell off fast and quick. The residual feeling of her magic wouldn’t be strong enough to ooze past Luster Forest’s borders, and the Seven Warriors had previously confirmed that they were the forest’s only residents.

      I haven’t attempted a tracking spell for Evariste in months—years probably. I gave up after I found out he was in a mirror. But obviously, they moved him north to Mullberg. Perhaps his location isn’t as warded as his previous one?

      It was very unlikely.

      In fact, it was downright stupid of Angelique to even hope it was so.

      But she was starting to feel antsy about the halt in her search—even if, by helping Snow White with Faina, she was also most likely following her best lead to Evariste.

      I’ll risk it. We’re going to leave, so even if a Chosen mage happens to be in the area and is sent to investigate, it will turn up nothing. I’ll just make sure to set the spell off away from the cottage.

      Angelique tossed her icicle to the ground and wiped her wet hands off on her oversized tunic. “I’ll be right back,” she announced. “I’m going to go pick some herbs to replace what I’ve used up.”

      Oswald squinted at her. “Are any herbs even growing? There’s still slush and snow on the ground.”

      Angelique yawned in a show of false casualness. “Any slumbering herbs will bud for an herb wizard.” She lumbered toward the forest and grinned at Snow White as she passed her. “I’ll be back shortly.”

      A few short hops took her through the natural barrier the trees provided, and she was free from observation. She whistled a jaunty song she’d once heard Stil sing, then trailed off when she thought she’d gone far enough to be out of hearing range and started jogging.

      She squelched her way through the forest, her boots squishing on the slush-covered ground.

      When she’d jogged for about ten minutes, Angelique slowed to a walk and marched in a circle as she let her magical senses stretch out around her.

      Her core magic unfolded, rising up like a saber pulling free of its scabbard. It only took her potent powers a minute of rolling through the forest to assure her that—in terms of magic—she was well and truly alone.

      “No mages around—at least none that are actively using magic. But I think it’s safe enough to assume there aren’t any here.” She stretched her hands above her head, trying to limber up her muscles as she mentally paged through the various tracking spells she could try.

      She’d become uncommonly good at them, given how desperately she’d tried every tracking spell she came across when Evariste had first been taken.

      I had great luck with that one tracking spell from Stil—it was how I discovered Evariste was in a mirror. But besides using it that one time with the bracelet Evariste gave me during my first days as his apprentice, I never got it to work again, so that one is out.

      Angelique squinted up at the bare trees that swayed above her head and listened to the wind whistle through a nearby pine tree. Perhaps I ought to attempt the standard tracking spell I first tried? I need something fast. I don’t think travel preparations will take much longer, and I still need to get back.

      She snapped off a nod and crouched down, mentally picturing the chains she’d need to shape and mold her magic into and the way the written symbols of magic would fit together to create those chains.

      She forcibly held her magic back as she mentally traced out every minute detail of the symbol.

      A year prior, she would have had to let her magic slowly build. But thanks to Puss’s drills and all of her practice under Quinn’s careful eyes, Angelique knew she could create the spell in an instant if she did a little preparation.

      While holding the mental image of the spell, Angelique released her hold on her magic.

      It slammed through her with an icy eagerness that made her gasp and stagger a step.

      Her magic ignored her reaction and surged through the spell she’d pictured, tracing out symbols that glowed so bright, they seemed to burn the air.

      Angelique took just enough time to double check the structure of the spell (the last thing she needed to do was have it explode on her because she had made it wrong), gave it a jolt of power to send it off, racing through the woods, then cut off contact with her magic.

      The entire process took approximately ten seconds. Mentally picturing the spell had taken an additional minute or two, but it was still a vast improvement in time!

      At least I have continued to improve in all of this. A frantic, desperate sort of improvement, but I won’t complain.

      Angelique spread her fingers wide, pleasantly stretching them, then turned around and trudged back in the direction of the cottage.

      I can safely start the walk back. My tracking spells never find anything anyway.

      Her satchel thumped her hip as she marched through the trees, only vaguely noting her connection with the tracking spell as it chugged across Mullberg.

      She was nearly back to the cottage when she felt the spell abruptly speed up, as if it was honing in on a target. She paused mid-step—her arm wrapped around a tree trunk as she wobbled precariously.

      What is it doing? It can’t possibly have found—

      The tracking spell collided with something. Only, instead of being snuffed out—as it had every previous time Angelique had attempted a tracking spell—it connected.

      Cold flooded Angelique’s body. Not the sharp chill of her magic, but a numb, unfeeling cold that coated the back of her throat and wrapped her lungs in a blistering embrace that made it impossible to breathe.

      Angelique slumped to her knees, her muscles cramping up and turning immoveable. The sounds of the forest—the puff of the breeze and the chirping songbirds—faded, and her vision blurred, until all she saw was a rusted red color.

      She couldn’t breathe. She couldn’t blink. And then she felt power—dark and immense—unfurl.

      “Angelique, cut the spell off!” Evariste’s voice was so loud, it made her ears ring. “Dismantle it—now!”

      Mentally, Angelique plucked at a chain of the spell. It sagged and caved in on itself.

      But as the last sparkle of magic sliced off, the spell fulfilled its purpose:

      Glitzern Palace. Juwel. Mullberg.

      The knowledge filled Angelique’s mind as the foreign power lost the last of its hold on her. She could finally breathe again with a gasping shudder.

      Angelique dug her fingers into the slushy turf, indifferent to the grime and dirt that crusted her fingernails.

      “He’s in Glitzern Palace.” It hurt to speak, so her voice came out in little more than a rough whisper. “Evariste is in Glitzern Palace.”
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        * * *

      

      Evariste existed in a sea of pain. The little relief he’d been granted during the mirror’s battle seemed ages ago, but it had given him the moment he needed to bolster himself and survive just a little longer.

      He squeezed his eyes shut and laid flat on the ground, the muscles in his body twitching from the pain.

      At least I’m not screaming this time. Yet.

      A cold sweat beaded at Evariste’s brow, but a dangerous sort of numbness was starting to sink into his extremities. He would have welcomed it—except it didn’t do much to deaden the pain caused by the mirror scraping at his soul.

      Abruptly, something bright pierced the rusted haze of the mirror.

      Evariste experimentally peeled an eyebrow open, just in time to see the mirror’s surface clear. Outside, silver loops of light chugged across Faina’s room, aimed directly at the mirror.

      Is that…magic?

      He squinted in the magic’s bright light—trying to get a look at its framework. It felt like it had been years since he’d seen a spell formulated by a Veneno Conclave mage. Seeing the familiar, untwisted symbols of magic was almost a physical relief in itself.

      Evariste had just enough time to blink before the spell fearlessly smashed into the mirror. Though the spell looked light and fluffy, the magic behind it was powerful. It was bright, sharp, and overwhelming.

      It would have blown Evariste flat if he wasn’t already sitting down. As it was, it rattled the mirror—which snarled in anger.

      Evariste, however, laughed.

      He recognized that magic, the expertly built strands. Even as it pushed against the mirror’s surface, struggling to breech it, he could feel the electrifying sensation of its power.

      Angelique.

      After all this time, she hasn’t stopped trying to find me. She hasn’t given up.

      Evariste scrambled to his feet, everything around him shuddering as the mirror started to respond to the invasive spell.

      “So fearless…so naïve.” The mirror breathed as its awful magic cut into Angelique’s.

      The tracking spell resisted—flaring brighter and releasing an explosion of power that would have brought castle staff scurrying to the room if Queen Faina hadn’t chased them away ages ago.

      Inside, the mirror shook—not from Angelique’s magic (it still hadn’t been able to breech the surface), but from the mirror’s rage.

      It sent a flood of magic out, rippling around the tracking spell and wrapping its power around it.

      Evariste staggered over to the mirror’s surface, pressing his palms against it as he watched the ensuing battle.

      Angelique’s magic, strong and pure, continued to press against the mirror with single-minded purpose.

      The mirror—with its endless power—twined around the spell, following the line of the magic symbols that connect the spellwork to Angelique.

      “No!” Evariste yelled.

      He thought he’d experienced the worst pain there was since entering the mirror, but witnessing Angelique’s magic squirm under its power was far worse.

      He felt the mirror gnaw at her connection with the spell, find her, and then wrap its choking, sickening magic around her.

      He couldn’t see her, but as the mirror sank its claws into her magic, he could feel her. Her heart stuttered and her breath caught as she fought for her very life while her magic relentlessly pushed into the mirror.

      “Such power…who is this little mage?”

      “Angelique, cut the spell off!” Evariste shouted, a new kind of agony rippling through him. “Dismantle it—now!”

      He felt it when she plucked at it, disintegrating the piece that kept the spell anchored to her.

      The spell started to collapse. But unexpectedly—and against all odds—Angelique’s magic shimmered and pierced the mirror’s surface, slicing through it like a sword.

      It brushed against Evariste, sinking into the skin of his right palm—cool and sharp—before the spell fizzled and died out.

      The mirror trembled with rage, shaking so horribly, Evariste fell to his knees.

      He gritted his teeth and braced himself for the inescapable agony that awaited him.

      His hope—reignited after seeing Angelique’s magic—must have been making him feel things…because he could have sworn he felt the cool, zingy sensation of Angelique’s magic move from his palm where it had touched him up his arm, as if it could burrow its way to his soul.

      Evariste released a bark of laughter and shook his head as the insides of the mirror turned a dark, dangerous red that pulsed with power.

      The mirror’s dark, endlessly hungry magic turned on Evariste, yanking at his magic.

      Pain wracked his body for a single moment before it was cut back by an achingly cold and familiar magic.

      Angelique?

      Evariste snapped his head up and looked around the mirror, but her spell was gone. There was nothing outside the mirror’s surface.

      What, then…?

      He felt her magic again. This time, it leaned against the barrier that blocked off his magic, testing it with a sharpness that took his breath away.

      What’s happening? I know spells, and that was absolutely a tracking spell. How is her magic still here, and what is it doing?

      Angelique’s magic was unable to breech the wall of the curse placed upon him. But when the mirror reached for him, the little magic that had snuck inside flashed like a sword, cutting off part of the mirror’s pull.

      “You still resist, enchanter?” the mirror seethed, seemingly unaware of Angelique’s magic. “Very well.”

      The mirror pumped its warped magic through him, knifing him in the gut.

      By reflex, Evariste reached for his magic and rammed into the wall that separated him from it…and then felt Angelique’s cold powers spark at his fingertips.

      What—I shouldn’t be able to use another mage’s magic. How is this possible?

      He couldn’t use it per se. When he reached for it, he couldn’t mold it to his will as he could—or rather used to—with his own magic. But it was still there, holding its ground.

      But Angelique had dismantled the spell. He had sensed that. Why on earth was even this small—but deadly—flicker of her magic hanging around?

      The mirror didn’t seem to notice, not even as Angelique’s magic continued to hold back a part of Evariste’s powers, giving up far less magic and causing a great deal less pain even as it ripped on his soul.

      What does this mean?

      Evariste stayed flat on the ground, half afraid to catch the mirror’s attention lest it realize what was going on.

      But for the first time since he’d entered the mirror—no, the first time since Liliane had cursed him—Evariste felt a flicker of power.

      I’m not going to give up. But how, then, can I best capitalize on this unexpected twist?
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      Two nights later, Angelique stared at the enchanted paper Rumpelstiltskin had given her, going over the message she had written.

      It described what she’d felt when her tracking spell had connected with the mage that held Evariste hostage, as well as the confirmation that Evariste was indeed in Juwel—in Glitzern Palace, specifically.

      It’s shocking to know where Evariste is. I almost feel as though the world has suddenly flipped, and what’s up is down and what’s down is up. But in reality, much hasn’t changed. Quinn and I had long suspected he was in Juwel, and after learning about Queen Faina, I was almost positive whatever mage was attacking her had Evariste in their thrall as well.

      But to know, without a doubt!

      Angelique gripped her borrowed feather quill with enough force to smash the tip of the writing instrument. She had to consciously relax her grip and glance around the cottage to see if anyone had witnessed it.

      The trip to meet with the Mullberg lords had been successful, and despite a close call with some soldiers, Angelique, Snow White, and the Seven Warriors hadn’t been found out.

      After a day filled with weapon practice—that was the Seven Warriors—and endless exchanges of correspondences—Snow White sending out letters to the lords and the like—the group had settled down for a surprisingly quiet evening.

      Fritz and Snow White sat side-by-side on a bench. Fritz sharpened some of Wendal’s throwing daggers as he and the princess sat in comfortable silence. Gregori—the giant-like warrior—was sleeping in a chair nearby, while Lord Aldelbert and Wendal were reenacting some adventures the two had gone on in Aldelbert’s youth.

      Given that the young lord had to barely be twenty, Angelique didn’t know what exactly counted as his “youth,” but despite his boastful personality, he’d had more than a few amusing stories—including one that involved three goblins and a particularly persnickety goat that took offense to the goblins’ loincloths.

      Oswald and Rupert were seated at the table. Considering how much they argued and insulted each other, it seemed the duo was rarely apart. At the moment, they were playing “Gluckshaus” with Marzell. They insisted it was a traditional Mullberg game, but with the random shouts of “You rolled a two, lucky pig!” and “It’s the wedding, pay up!”, Angelique was not convinced they hadn’t come up with the odd game themselves.

      Angelique smoothed the edges of her stationary—which was spelled so once she folded it and sealed it, the paper would self-deliver—in this case to Stil.

      Stil hadn’t enchanted the paper. One of his colleagues who was particularly talented at enchanting paper products and was conveniently staying at Chanceux Chateau had, instead.

      I don’t think I need to add anything else—oh, except that he should pass this information on to Lord Enchanter Clovicus since I don’t know when I’ll be able to slip off and use my mirror again.

      Angelique stuck her tongue out of her mouth as she added the instruction at the bottom of the page.

      Rupert glanced in her direction. “How goes your notation on Mullberg herbs, Angel?”

      Angelique slapped on a smile. Rupert had become all too interested in her supposed herb magic ever since she’d healed him after the construct attack, and his wound had disappeared much faster thanks to her “herbs.”

      “Wonderful,” Angelique said. “I hope my master will be pleased with my observations when I find him again.”

      Rupert nodded, then took the dice Oswald set in front of him and rolled. “Twelve—that’s a king.” He swept all the coins off the board they played on and added them to his personal pile as Oswald groaned.

      “You’re cheating,” Oswald said.

      “How could I? We’re using the same dice,” Rupert pointed out.

      Angelique glanced down at her letter again. Finding nothing more to add, she began to fold it.

      Despite how huge it feels to know Evariste is in Glitzern, I haven’t discovered much that we didn’t already suspect.

      Angelique couldn’t even conclude that the mage needed Evariste to fully impact Queen Faina. According to Snow White, the Queen had already started having outbursts before Evariste arrived based on the Chosen logbooks that vaguely noted his progress through the country.

      Instead, all this knowledge does is make me that much more eager to march on the city—but I can’t very well be a one-woman army, particularly when I’m facing a black mage secreted in a city full of innocents.

      Angelique’s fingers shook with impatience as she kept folding the letter.

      She hoped she’d be able to contact Stil by mirror before the message finally arrived, but the missive was her back-up plan in case all of the boring politicking grew larger, and she couldn’t send a message out.

      Her heart throbbed so strongly, it ached in her chest. She was close to saving Evariste. Finally, she might be able to free him after roughly six years!

      Steady. I need to be steady. I can’t lose Evariste from impatience. Contacting Stil is the first step.

      Angelique stared at the kite-like shape she’d folded the paper into. All it needed was one last fold down the center, and then she could set it loose outside. Hopefully she’d have a chance to send it off tonight, once Snow White and the Warriors retired.

      Though that Fritz sleeps like a cat.

      Angelique glanced at the quietest of the warriors. He and Snow White were exchanging shy smiles. They’d been downright lovey-dovey since Snow White had posed as Fritz’ pregnant wife on the ride to see the lords.

      Ahhh, yes. Another love connection has formed. Disgusting.

      Angelique didn’t even attempt to hold back her shudder of revulsion.

      I respect the two of them a lot. But really, now happens to be a convenient time to fall in love? After such a short amount of time?

      She shook her head and felt that she better understood the elderly grannies in her childhood village who were constantly clucking and shaking their fingers at younger generations.

      Angelique had started to flip her letter over in her hands, then paused.

      Those grannies would all be gone by now. Wouldn’t the children I grew up with be grandparents by now? No, not yet, but soon…

      Angelique scowled at the letter and felt grouchy.

      She wanted to go to Evariste, but she couldn’t.

      She wanted to blast whatever mage had him until they were addled, but she couldn’t.

      She couldn’t do anything she wanted!

      Before Angelique could even attempt to reign in her raging emotions, Snow White sat down next to where she was sprawled out on the warm floor in front of the crackling fireplace.

      “How are you feeling this evening?”

      Angelique blinked in utter confusion. “Fine? Why do you ask?”

      “Right before we left yesterday morning, you seemed…shaken,” Snow White said. “It wasn’t until we started riding that you seemed back to your usual self.”

      “Oh.” Angelique nervously tapped her letter against her fingers as she invented a reason for her reaction. “I apologize. It was simply because I was unable to commune with herbs as I wished because many of them were still dormant from the cold.”

      I can’t very well tell her what I found out about Evariste—even if it would better explain why I was so stunned.

      “It didn’t have anything to do with your missing master?” Snow White asked.

      It was only because Angelique had a great deal of practice schooling her face as part of her “ethereal enchantress” act she used to wear that she didn’t bulge her eyes in shock at Snow White’s very accurate guess. “Hmm?” she asked, desperately hoping she sounded casual.

      “Because you’ve been helping me with my attempt to save Faina, you haven’t been able to search for your master,” Snow White said. “I can’t exactly imagine how it feels, but given my experience with Faina, I know it must be a misery.”

      Angelique stared at Snow White, her nervousness melting away under the sweetness of the princess’s personality as she recognized just how much she cared.

      “I know it doesn’t mean much right now, but I vow to you that once this is over, I will do everything in my power to help you find your master,” Snow White blithely continued, unaware of Angelique’s scrutiny.

      “That’s a dangerous offer,” Angelique said.

      Snow White tipped her head. “I don’t think it is. You aren’t going to take advantage of my power as a princess. I imagine I’m going to have to do my best to force my help upon you. Ah—yes. I wanted to ask you your master’s name. We could inquire with the lords who are lending us troops if they’ve heard of him. Gregori could also get the word out to his contacts now so at least we could perhaps get a small start on your search.” She smiled at Angelique as she pushed a lock of her inky black hair out of her pale face.

      Snow White…she…

      Despite Angelique’s jaded thoughts about the princess’s budding romance, Snow White was being forced to face some of her worst fears in her campaign to save her stepmother. She’d lived a royal life, and now she was staying in a cottage, helping with chores, and forcing herself to speak and bargain with veritable strangers.

      And yet she still concerned herself with Angelique’s situation.

      “You’re amazing, you know?” Angelique abruptly volunteered. “Mullberg is incredibly lucky to have a princess like you—one that truly cares about her people and remembers their grievances.”

      Snow White smiled a little. “I’m not nearly as good as you think. You are helping me, after all. Isn’t it prudent that I ask after my own allies?”

      “Except I’m just an herb wizard’s apprentice.”

      “Why would that matter?”

      Angelique laughed and slung an arm over Snow White’s shoulders—just as she would have to Quinn, Elle, or Gabrielle. “The fact that you even have to ask that is just another example of why Mullberg is going to be better off having you as a queen. Your intelligence will surely make this place flourish, but it’s your kindness that your citizens will treasure.”

      Snow White set her lips in a half frown that said she didn’t quite believe her. “It is a nice thing for you to say. But I’m still concerned for you—and for the matter of finding your master. It can’t be easy.”

      “It’s not.” Angelique tucked her letter into her sleeves. “But I’m done crying about it. I’ve decided I’m going to free him—no matter what.”

      Angelique grimly stared at the fire, her vow echoing in her heart.

      When we march on Juwel and breech Glitzern Palace with the Mullberg lords and their forces, I’ll be ready. I’m going to find him—no matter how much of my power I have to use.

      “You still haven’t given me your master’s name,” Snow White said, breaking Angelique’s gray mood.

      “Later,” Angelique said, intending to do no such thing—at least, not until she finally told Snow White who she was. “For now, we should think of happier things. Maybe we should join your warriors playing Glockshaus.”

      Previously, I never really planned to tell her until it was inevitable—hopefully well after I was gone. But now…she’s my friend. I want her to know.

      Snow White stood and brushed her skirts off. “It’s also called House of Fortune.”

      Angelique rolled to her feet. “You mean it’s a real game?”

      “Of course. Glockshaus was created here in Mullberg. I can teach you the rules, if you like?”

      “Please do. I’m not certain Oswald or Rupert would correctly teach me because they are competitive and petty.”

      “I heard that, herb wizard!”

      “You were meant to!”
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        * * *

      

      Five days after Angelique successfully tracked Evariste’s position, the compulsive impatience of her discovery was starting to settle down.

      She’d performed the spell several times since sending her letter to Stil, but each time, when she felt the unforgiving cold of whatever force held Evariste captive, she cut off the spell rather than risk detection.

      I think I can at least be certain they haven’t moved him.

      “Thank you, Angel.” Snow White smiled as she descended the rickety cottage stairs, dressed in a blue, velvet gown Angelique had dug out of her magical satchel to lend to the princess. It was of Mullberg style with a yellow kirtle and yellow ribbing at the shoulders and elbows.

      It had been a little awkward to make the offer, but given that Snow White had worn the same dress every day since Angelique met her, she wasn’t too surprised when the princess accepted the gown.

      Snow White grasped the warm material of her skirt and lifted it slightly. “I can’t tell you how grateful I am.”

      It’s a lucky thing I had to buy that dress for one of our breaking-and-entering escapades. It came in handy when establishing our cover as rich ladies with coin to spare so the Chosen guards weren’t suspicious when we bought them nearly endless drinks.

      Angelique winked. “Of course! I’m happy to help since we’re friends now!”

      A slight arch to Snow White’s eyebrows gave her a wry look. “Is that why you didn’t offer this the night we broke in here and instead suggested I wear the warrior’s clothes?”

      “Oh, that!” Angelique grinned unrepentantly. “That was for the fun of it. You had these great big moon eyes that seemed to get bigger with everything I suggested. I was wondering how much I could make them bulge. Besides, I trust you more, now.”

      Snow White, generous soul that she was, didn’t comment on Angelique’s conduct. “I see.” She approached a window and push open a shutter she’d closed before changing. “Shall we go outside to join them?”

      “Certainly!” Angelique flapped her plain cloak—she was still wearing her oversized blue tunic for the sake of her disguise—and motioned for Snow White to lead.

      Snow White paled a little as she cautiously opened the door, which creaked on its new hinges. The weather had warmed and the snow had melted, leaving the ground soft and the air just a touch warmer.

      Snow White paused, then took a hesitant step outside.

      Angelique smirked at her back.

      She’s worried what Fritz will think—how cute. And not at all something I wish to see.

      Angelique shook her head and strode over to the Seven Warriors’ food supply—or, what it really was: Fritz’s well-organized food supply—and started rummaging around, looking for something to snack on while she waited for the lovelorn princess and her beau to get their sappy looks over with.

      It took a few crates and a barrel before she found something edible that wouldn’t require being stewed within an inch of its life—a radish.

      Angelique brushed it off and tipped her head. Confirming enough time had passed for the worst of the love-addled moments to be over, she strolled outside, biting into her snack as she scratched her side with a casualness she took a nearly unholy delight in.

      Snow White was playing with a new blue ribbon she’d already woven in her hair. Two guesses who gave her that!

      Rupert and Oswald were wrestling—such a surprise. Fritz was fletching arrows while Marzell—carrying an armload of letters—walked past the sleeping Gregori with exaggerated care on his way to stand with Aldelbert and Wendal, who were inspecting painted portraits of the bright-haired and simple-minded lord.

      Angelique felt gratified for her less-than-stately entrance when Wendal frowned at her, his lips puckering up.

      “Do you have even an ounce of elegance in you?” he asked.

      Angelique smirked and waggled her radish at him. “Does it look like I do?”

      “I feel sorry for your master.” Wendal unrolled a painting and held it up for Lord Aldelbert’s inspection.

      Angelique smiled at her radish. “Me, too.”

      “What’s wrong, Aldelbert?” Marzell asked.

      Angelique peered at the young lord, who was staring at his rolled-up portraits with an uncommonly thoughtful expression. “My portraits are moving,” he announced. “I do not know if it’s because they are so filled with my glory they cannot stand to be hidden, or for some other reason.”

      “What?” Rupert had been in the middle of pinning Oswald to the ground, but he backed up and peered into the woods at Aldelbert’s observation.

      Oswald rolled across the flattened grass and snatched up his sword and Rupert’s, tossing the other warrior his weapon before he stood up. Fritz set the arrows he was fletching aside and stood in front of Snow White, holding his sheathed sword.

      Angelique discreetly let her magic unfurl, narrowing her eyes as she tried to sense any sign of another mage’s presence.

      Marzell scanned the edge of the forest. “Do you hear something?”

      Oswald tilted his head back and listened to the wind as Rupert sniffed the air. They glanced at each other, then warily nodded.

      Marzell cursed under his breath and hurriedly shoved his letters into the barrel with Aldelbert’s paintings.

      Wendal snatched up a spear that leaned casually against the cottage and tossed it to Lord Aldelbert.

      The bright-haired lord caught it with ease and whirled it above his head. “We’re ready!” he grinned, his smile as joyful as one of his portraits.

      Gregori awoke—either by the sounds of his comrades or the general sense that a fight was coming. He rolled off his bench and somehow miraculously came to his feet with his crossbow loaded and a quiver hanging from his arm.

      Angelique gritted her teeth as she finally sensed magic—not another mage. It wasn’t potent enough for that. No, whatever was coming was another magical construct of one kind or another.

      She flipped open her satchel and grabbed as many starfires as she could hold. “Snow White, here.” She strode up to the princess and dropped them onto her lap. “Since this attack is during the day, I’m a bit doubtful these will help, but one never knows.”

      Angelique glanced to the south, trying to pinpoint anything she could about the incoming creatures, but the magic that was out there seemed strangely warped or muffled. As if someone was half-blocking it.

      Snow White cradled the starfires in her arms as she stood up. “Thank you.”

      Angelique eased her legs apart into a fighting stance, snarling as she felt vibrations through the soles of her oversized boots.

      Looks like the mage decided to send something bigger…

      The deep, pained groan of splintering trees filled the woods. Two trees that made up the rim of the clearing around the cottage swayed, then slammed forward, snapping off at their thick trunks like kindling wood.

      A monster climbed on top of the decimated trees—another construct.

      This one was shaped together with jagged bolts of magic molded into something that was half-human, half-troll. The troll side shone through with its short legs, stooped back, and long arms that it planted in front of itself and leaned on almost like an extra pair of legs.

      Although the entire construct was a watery black color, its eyes—which consisted of eerie, perfect holes like the previous constructs—were a fathomless black that made the hair on the back of Angelique’s neck stand on end. It seemed to flicker with power.

      Is there…? Why can’t I feel the magic powering it?

      She could feel a tiny bit coming off the construct, but its magical signature was even weaker than the previous constructs’, despite the fact that it was easily twice the size of Aldelbert or Fritz.

      Angelique tried to flick a bit of her magic at the construct, but it bounced harmlessly off. Her magic! Harmless!

      Gregori shot the construct in the chest and reloaded his crossbow before Angelique realized he’d attacked.

      The construct didn’t seem at all upset about the bolt that protruded from its chest. It rocked its head back and forth, then roared—which sounded like an entire forest of trees snapping and splintering. It cut the noise off by clamping its jaw—grotesque due to the jagged edges that formed its mouth—shut.

      Angelique blinked, still trying to make sense of its muffled magical signature, and the construct lurched forward, putting its weight on its arms and hefting itself across the small clearing with a lightning-like speed.

      Marzell yanked two hand axes from Aldelbert’s barrel of portraits. “Angel, what can you tell us about this thing?”

      “It’s not alive—it’s magic made.” Angelique clenched her jaw and tucked her chin, but no matter how she prodded the monster with her magical senses, she couldn’t make out much more than that.

      Aldelbert thrust his spear into the construct’s side as it galloped past him. The construct screeched to a halt, digging its thick feet into the ground so it left ditches behind. It lunged around and slammed its massive fists on the ground, making it tremble.

      Wendal flexed his fingers, and his daggers appeared, pinched between his fingers. “Any idea how to stop it?”

      Angelique squinted at the monster and risked putting a little more power behind her magical senses, trying to see if more power would crack the muffled feeling she got from the construct. When her senses expanded, it hit the creature and bounced off as if smacking against a wall.

      There’s a spell on that thing that’s repelling me. Did the rogue mage figure out someone with magic was helping Snow White?

      “I’m trying to figure that out,” Angelique said. “It’s much stronger than the previous constructs. It can take both damage and light—the rogue mage put a lot more effort into this thing.”

      Rupert raised his sword and settled back on his heels. “You don’t say?”

      Oswald threw himself onto the creature’s back, hoisting himself up so he stood on its shoulder blades. “Just die!” He stabbed his sword between the construct’s shoulder blades again and again.

      The monster didn’t react visibly to Oswald’s attack. It swayed on its feet for a moment, then heaved itself backwards, slamming its back into the ground.

      Oswald leaped off it just barely in time, narrowly avoiding being crushed.

      Fine. So the mage that made it actually protected the construct this time. That might work to my advantage if I can trace the mage through their own spell.

      Angelique was vaguely aware of Fritz and Rupert attacking the construct as it flipped to its feet, moving before they could strike.

      Oswald staggered away from the struggle. “Holy haybales, that thing is fast.”

      Gregori scowled as he shot another bolt at the monster, this time hitting it in the face. “It also appears to have no weaknesses.”

      Angelique, despite being in the middle of trying to think of a tracking spell that could trace magic and not a person—she’d specialized in tracking spells for people, after all, and was finding her mind woefully blank of any other kind of tracing spell—couldn’t let that comment go.

      “That’s impossible,” she shouted. “Every type of magic has weaknesses and tradeoffs.”

      The construct rushed Gregori, but it awkwardly sidestepped when Marzell threw an axe and struck it on the side of its head.

      Marzell warily backed up. “If that’s so, it’s not an obvious one.”

      “Snow White, do you see any possible way to kill it?” Fritz shouted back to her.

      Snow White unfortunately stepped closer to Angelique—which would make it that much harder to use magic without the clever princess noticing. “No,” Snow White said. “Its exterior seems impermeable, but it moves fast when usually that would logically make it slower.”

      I can attack it magically, as long as I pretend its herb magic. I’ll have time to think of an excuse later. Angelique glanced curiously down at Snow White, then ripped an herb sprig off her satchel.

      The construct whirled around on its short legs, smashing its long arms into Rupert—sending the warrior flying.

      Aldelbert jabbed his spear at the construct’s gut, and the construct grabbed at him, its craggy fingers grasping for his body.

      Wendal smoothly stepped in. He threw a dagger that hit the creature in its eye socket. The weapon’s blade was too thick to puncture its eye; instead, it was jammed in the hole.

      Aldelbert grinned at his friend. “Nice shot, Wendal!”

      Wendal narrowed his eyes and made a tsking noise. “It did nothing, though.”

      Angelique was still mentally paging through what kind of tracking spell she could use to follow the mage’s power—she’d focused on spells that tracked a person, not a magical imprint— so she was only half paying attention when the monster smacked itself on the back of the head, dislodging Wendal’s dagger.

      “I don’t know about this,” Snow White murmured.

      “There is one bright side to all this.” Marzell chucked his remaining axe at the monster. It struck it at the knee joint, but it only clipped the creature and bounced off instead of digging in.

      “What’s that?” Oswald grumbled. “It hasn’t damaged our home?”

      “No.” Marzell sprinted for the far side of the cottage and scooped up a mace the warriors had been using to prop open a shutter. “It does not seem to be targeting Snow White.”

      True. I’d say that’s another indicator the rogue mage knows she’s not alone and is being more deliberate in this strike.

      “Quite right!” Aldelbert rolled his shoulders back with a laugh, then rushed the construct. He ducked past its arms, bringing him to a stop beneath its chest and belly. He stabbed his spear upwards, heaving with his entire body.

      The construct contorted so it leaned on its arms, then kicked Aldelbert with enough force to flip him head over heels.

      Aldelbert smashed into a stack of firewood, scattering logs everywhere.

      Wendal darted around so he stood between the blonde-haired lord and the construct. “Are you badly injured, My Lord?”

      Aldelbert gurgled and his muscles twitched, but after a few moments, he managed to take a wheezing inhale and waved Wendal’s concern off.

      Oswald and Fritz converged on the construct, stabbing at its abdomen.

      The construct lumbered back on its legs, then bunched its claws into fists and swung them at the pair.

      Fritz dodged and rushed around to the construct’s back, stabbing it there as the warriors tried to find a weak spot. Oswald also ducked the punch, but he had to retreat when the construct swung around to face Fritz.

      Angelique finally settled on a tracing spell, a basic one she only vaguely remembered. Puss had actually been the one to teach it to her when, as a demonstration against the hypothetical situation of needing to trace the magic signature of an enchanted item across the city, she’d opted to call a swarm of bees and attempted to imprint them with the item’s magic signature. Puss had not been pleased. (He’d yowled most of the spell at her in between swatting bees out of the air.)

      The tracing spell consisted of one long, ribbon-like structure constructed from magic and folded in loops, which would unwind once set upon a target.

      Angelique pushed her eyebrows high up her forehead as she tried to remember some of the trickier language to the spell and mentally form it so she could blast it with her powers and create it without, hopefully, notifying the black mage if they had a similar spell on the constructs.

      Just as she let her core magic—colder than the air and as sharp as a blade—unfurl, Snow White stirred at her side.

      Snow White turned around and peered up at the cottage roof. “It’s a trick!”
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      A snarl came from above and behind. Angelique barely had time to peel her attention from her magic and peer up at a second construct that was crouched on the roof before it flung itself off, nearly landing on top of her.

      Blast—I didn’t feel it because of this odd interference that’s covering the magic that powers it! This calls for a change in priorities. I need to get us some distance. Since it appears to be made of wood, perhaps fire will harm it?

      She didn’t know of any herb magic that would create fire, but the situation was getting a little tense.

      Angelique thrust out her herb sprig and twisted her already loosened magic into a spell for fire. The herb burst into flames, and Angelique mashed it on the construct’s arm.

      Snow White showed off her good sense by scrambling away, which meant she was in the clear when the construct slammed a fist down on Angelique.

      Angelique took a step back, barely avoiding the painful hit. She saw it lift up a foot and knew she wouldn’t be able to avoid it.

      Her magic—fast from her relentless practice—flowed into a tiny shield spell that she shaped with a snap of her fingers just as the construct kicked at her.

      The kick hit her shield with enough force to flip her backwards and smash her into the cottage wall. Smacking against the cold and unforgiving stone wall rattled her teeth, but her shield had held and taken the brunt of the damage. She wouldn’t even have a bruise.

      “Angel!” Snow White screamed.

      Should I really bother keeping my front?

      Somewhere in the clearing, the first construct roared.

      Yes, I need to. If only to fool the black mage doing this.

      Angelique peeled herself off the cottage wall, grimacing at the grime that coated her hands. “Well.” Angelique casually dusted herself off and made a show of holding up her squashed satchel as if it had been responsible for her surprisingly good health. “Its weakness is not fire.”

      The first construct attacked Aldelbert and Wendal, wildly swinging an arm at them—which they rolled underneath.

      As Rupert made a run for Snow White, the second construct snatched up logs from the firewood pile and chucked them at him.

      Marzell swung his mace in a wide arc, using the momentum to throw it at the first construct. It crunched the construct’s chin, making its jaw snap shut over its upper lip. “We can’t let them separate us from Snow White,” he yelled.

      The construct staggered a few steps as it tried to yank its jaw open. It appeared irritated, but it didn’t seem like its jaw was a weakness either.

      Angelique set her shoulders and recalled her mental image of the tracing spell.

      I don’t know if I have that last loop correct, but I can adjust it if it seems to be working incorrectly—or explodes.

      Her core magic eagerly twined around her fingers. Angelique yanked hard on it, fleshing out the tracing spell in the span of an inhalation.

      She snipped the flow of her magic from the spell—soothing her power back into place—then flung it at the closest construct, hoping that Snow White and the warriors didn’t notice the few silvery sparks the brief usage left behind.

      The silver ribbon of the spell twined around the construct’s left arm. Instead of soaking into the creation as it was supposed to, it lay limply against it. Angelique tried to stretch her magic senses through it, but all she got was the same muffled feeling she’d encountered earlier.

      Eventually, the construct swatted at one of the warriors, and the spell slipped off its arm and fluttered to the ground.

      Angelique’s eyebrow twitched in irritation. The mage must have put some sort of shield on the construct. But why does my magic bounce off and not get absorbed?

      Grimly, Angelique prepped to reproduce the spell—this time with a great deal more power.

      “Gregori,” Snow White shouted. “Aim for inside their eyes!”

      The second construct stretched its claws out as it reached for Snow White.

      Angelique saw it out of the corner of her eye and barely yanked Snow White aside in time.

      Despite the danger, the set of Snow White’s chin was stubborn. “Or their mouths if they’re open!”

      Gregori slapped another bolt into place in his crossbow. “I’ll give it a try.”

      Angelique stared down the second construct as she flashed another tracing spell into existence—this one used enough magic that it glowed. The only reason why no one noticed is because Snow White was busy watching the attack on the first construct, and Oswald and Fritz were attempting to keep the second one from flattening the princess.

      Let’s try this again—but this time I’m not going to be brushed off!

      Angelique hurled the spell at the second construct, and it plastered against its leg. Her core magic enveloped the tracing spell and easily sliced through whatever shield the black mage had put on the construct, unveiling the much stronger, meatier magic that powered the larger construct.

      Angelique smirked. Finally! Now—

      Before she could continue, a new shield spell snapped into place around the construct, muffling its magic once more and shoving the tracing spell off with such violent force, Angelique actually staggered a step.

      How could—what—the mage didn’t just build these things and send them on their merry way. He’s actively feeding power into them!

      Oswald climbed onto the back of the second construct—which seemed much more intent on Snow White than the first.

      Fritz stabbed the construct in the arm, drawing its attention.

      The construct tried to grab Fritz, its claws passing so close to the forester when he ducked through its legs, that it sliced through his leather doublet.

      The construct pointed itself at Snow White again, until Oswald stabbed it in the back. He was nearly crushed when the creature pivoted and slammed its back into the side of the stone cottage—he slid down its side and dropped free just in time.

      The construct’s antics shook the building. The roof trembled, and Angelique was pretty sure she heard some of the copper pots Fritz had meticulously hung on the walls fall with a loud clang.

      “Why are these monsters so intent on smashing things with their backs?” Oswald grumbled as he scrambled out of the way.

      Gregori, crouched behind the half-toppled pile of firewood, prepared to take his shot. “Aldelbert, get its attention and hold it somewhere behind me.”

      Enraged by the knowledge that the black mage was feeding power into its creations, Angelique’s core magic churned inside of her. She clutched at it—keeping it under control as she scowled and tried to figure out what was the next move.

      If we can’t figure out the constructs’ weakness, I’m going to have to forcibly cut the mage off from them.

      Somewhere out in front, Aldelbert was harrying the first construct, dodging around its feet as it tried to kick him. “Gregori, I have its attention!” He turned and ran across the yard in a wide arc—the construct so close on his tail, it could almost scratch his heels with its claws.

      “Run to me.” Gregori corrected his hold on the crossbow and lined up his shot as Aldelbert swooped back around in his direction.

      Unaware of Gregori, the construct pounded after Aldelbert, the ground shaking from the force of its steps.

      Gregori twitched his finger, loosening the bolt—which hit the construct in the left eye. It disappeared so deeply, only a tiny bit of the bolt’s red fletching poked out of the eyehole.

      The construct roared like a mountain of rubble falling in on itself and clutched its eye.

      Angelique relaxed minutely as she felt the foreign spell that protected the construct evaporate. “Yeah, I’d call that a weakness.”

      “Aim for its eyes or mouth!” Marzell shouted.

      Wendal chucked his daggers into its open mouth—making it fall to its knees and tip over like a chopped tree. Once it toppled—which made the ground buckle with the impact—Aldelbert jumped onto its jaw and speared it in its open mouth, destroying whatever spell powered it.

      The construct shuddered, then liquified and lost all shape as the spell winked out. Like the first version of constructs, it evaporated into smoke, leaving behind Gregori’s crossbow bolt and Wendal’s daggers.

      More tension left Angelique when the magic that powered the construct evaporated.

      For all that the mage is reinforcing the constructs, it has one downside: they can’t easily reassemble them.

      “Judging by its end, I would say these things are another magic-made work of the rogue mage,” Marzell said. “Which is at least a little encouraging. It means we’re not fighting against multiple black mages.”

      “That’s wonderful,” Oswald grouched. “Great effort. Now if we could have a little help over here?”

      Rupert jabbed at the remaining construct, standing between it and Snow White with Oswald and Fritz. “The second monster is still alive, in case you’ve forgotten,” he growled.

      Angelique grinned as she and Snow White stepped back, following the curve of the cottage wall as the construct tracked their progress. If all we have to do is poke them in the eyes or mouth, perhaps I could use an unnoticeable splinter with my core magic…

      Angelique flexed her fingers, but before she could release it, magic enveloped her.

      It was the same vast, but ruthlessly numb and empty power she’d felt when tracking Evariste. The magic instantly spread, filling her throat so she couldn’t speak—couldn’t breathe.

      It lazily drifted through her body, making her legs heavy and laden as she and Snow White staggered away from the construct.

      It wasn’t a spell. The magic didn’t do anything except invade her every sense, as if it was inspecting her and slowly paralyzing her in the process.

      No—no! I can’t let it find out who I am!

      Angelique was aware of Snow White’s hand trembling in hers, but Angelique could barely feel it as the foreign magic invaded her blood.

      “Step lightly, Oswald, Fritz, Rupert,” Marzell shouted—his voice echoey, as if he was far away.

      “Turn it around,” Gregori said in a distant voice.

      “How?” Oswald demanded—hardly any louder.

      The mage sent magic deeper into Angelique, burrowing into her chest.

      “Magic…A mage?” She felt the words in her bones more than heard them with her ears as her lungs screamed for air.

      She was cold—but it wasn’t the chill of snow or ice; it was the unforgiving erosion of sheer emptiness.

      Who could have powers this terrible and soulless?

      Her vision blurred, and she could barely make out Wendal throwing daggers at the back of the construct’s head while Oswald stabbed it again.

      She choked, but even Snow White didn’t notice—she was watching the warriors converge, attacking the construct on one side.

      For a moment, Angelique felt completely helpless.

      Whoever this mage was completely overwhelmed her, pinning her with little effort—likely all the way from Glitzern Palace!

      Even if she could speak, Snow White and the warriors wouldn’t be able to help. Her lungs felt as though they would soon burst in her chest, and the awful void of the magic made her want to weep just from the mental anguish.

      Her vision turned black, and Angelique bit her cheek until she felt blood. She was dying.

      No. Her thought beat in her frozen heart—rebellious and angry. No. I didn’t come this far to be put down by a Chosen mage!

      The magic burrowed deeper still, mindlessly striking all the way through…to her core magic.

      Angelique’s war magic—great and terrible—held with the unmoving strength of a mountain as the foreign magic smacked into it.

      In the darkness the mage had sent over her, her core magic glittered silver—cold, calculating…and waiting to be unleashed.

      I wasn’t done in by endless curses, deadly monsters, or paperwork. I’m certainly not going to let one Chosen mage kill me! Not when I’m this close to finding Evariste!

      Angelique released her magic, which flooded her body in a sharp wave that scraped against her insides as it drove out the invading magic.

      She sucked in a breath of air and had just enough time to blink her eyes clear before she saw the construct’s grasping hand, reaching for Snow White.

      “Nope!” Angelique croaked. She whisked Snow White right out of the construct’s clutches, though one of its claws snagged on the princess’s dress and tore it.

      Once far enough away, Angelique sagged, resting her back against the stone cottage.

      “Should we move off the wall?” Snow White asked. Her face was pale, and some of her hair had come free from the ribbon she’d pushed it back with, but she was doing a remarkably fine job of keeping calm considering the situation.

      “I don’t much like that idea.” Angelique’s voice was hoarse from her struggle with the Chosen mage’s magic, and she peered suspiciously at the construct—watching for any signs of its creator launching another magic-based investigation. “It keeps too many of your sides open, and it’s harder to contain it.”

      “We might not have a choice,” Marzell said.

      Angelique sucked in a couple more breaths—just grateful to be breathing—as the warriors tried to herd the construct with little success.

      Fritz disappeared at some point, but Angelique was more concerned with the dark mage and his construct.

      “Aldelbert, get between this thing and Snow White. With your reach, you might be able to keep it back,” Marzell called.

      “Of course!” Aldelbert vaulted over his barrel of portraits, sliding in front of the construct and hefting his spear high enough to jab it in the face.

      Angelique tensed as she felt another nudge from the black mage. His horrible magic danced at her senses. Her heart franticly pounded in her worry, and she loosened another wave of her core powers—which drove the magic off.

      The monster hissed and dove forward, nearly crushing Aldelbert in the process. Once it hit the ground it writhed, thrashing its limbs so it struck Marzell, Rupert, and Oswald and sent them flying.

      The wet crunch the trio made when they smacked into the ground sounded painful.

      Gregori shot the monster twice, but the construct ignored him and lumbered to its feet, its face pointed at Snow White.

      This is too dangerous. I need to stop it—even if it blows my cover.

      Angelique yanked on a sword that one of the warriors had stabbed into the ground, then let a spark of her core magic jump to it.

      Her core magic flashed across the yard, crowding her mind with the presence of every blade, splinter, arrow, and weapon.

      Angelique reached for Gregori’s quiver of crossbow bolts, and then the construct backhanded her.

      Unprepared as she was, she collided against the cottage wall with enough force that she bounced off and collapsed on the ground, wheezing as she tried desperately to breathe again.

      “Snow White!” the shout was muffled, but Angelique could hear the worry.

      She blinked and tried to clear her fuzzy eyesight or twitch her fingers, but pain radiated from her head.

      Healing spell. I need to use a healing spell.

      Angelique couldn’t do more than twitch at her magic. Her core magic came easily of course, but it took a great deal of focus to form it into a healing spell. By the time she finished, she could breathe again, but her ears were ringing.

      The soothing ebb of the spell immediately washed away the worst of the pain. Angelique shook her head, and when she could finally see straight, her blood curdled.

      The construct was clutching Snow White—who was kicking at it and trying to stab it with one of the starfires Angelique had given her. It wrapped a claw around her neck as it grasped at her chest and head, intending to snap her neck.

      Angelique lurched to her feet, when someone whistled.

      The construct looked up at the roof of the cottage, where Fritz stood with a nocked bow.

      The forester loosened his arrow and struck the construct in its gaping mouth.

      Fritz loosed two more arrows—hitting the construct’s mouth each time—before the creature’s limbs slackened.

      Snow White fell from its grasp just before it collapsed. The construct went down with a roar that made goosebumps pebble Angelique’s skin. It sounded like crackling wood in a forsaken forest mixed with the angry howl of a winter wind. Then—just as the first had—the construct’s branch-like body lost its shape and liquified before evaporating, leaving Fritz’s arrows behind.

      The warriors groaned and started to pick themselves off the ground. Fritz launched himself off the roof and landed next to Snow White, exchanging a few quiet words with her.

      Angelique, however, widened her stance so she was more stable and tilted her head, sending out her magical senses.

      Nothing. Not even the muted feel those constructs gave off.

      She finally relaxed as Fritz gently pulled Snow White to her feet.

      “Does it hurt to breathe?” he asked.

      “No. I think I’ll be bruised but nothing too bad.” Snow White didn’t even brush off the dead grass that clung to her cloak before she turned to the other warriors. “I’m not sure about everyone else, though.”

      Ahh, yes. This will call for more puppet time with herbs.

      “No bleeding wounds around here, right?” Angelique plucked herbs off her satchel—which would soon be bald of greenery at this rate—and started cataloguing what healing spells she could use on the abused bunch.

      “I’m fine—” Oswald started to say, then broke off into a muffled oath when Gregori prodded his back.

      “Rupert and Oswald are the most injured, I think—Aldelbert, too,” Gregori said.

      Angelique waddled her way over to the normally quarrelsome pair. Since Oswald was at least well enough to talk, she squatted down next to Rupert first to check on him. “Rupert, how many herbs am I holding up?”

      Rupert exhaled a groan that worried her.

      She slipped a hand under his back so it was sandwiched between his muscle and the dirt, and let a healing spell gather at her fingertips before nudging it into the warrior.

      Hopefully that will be enough to stop any major damage.

      Behind her, Marzell approached Fritz and Snow White. “Great job, Fritz. Are you hurt, Your Highness?”

      Angelique glanced back fast enough to see Snow White shake her head before she crab-walked over to Oswald, intending to also premeditatively slap a healing spell on him, too.

      “That’s good news,” Marzell said. “We’ll have to talk about this, but for now, let’s see what we can do for Rupert and Oswald.”

      “And for you and Aldelbert,” Snow White said.

      “As you say.” Marzell limped his way over to Angelique, a hitch in his step.

      That last construct really did a number on us. How am I going to keep everyone thinking I’m using herb magic on them? Is it even worth it to keep my disguise?

      Marzell groaned as he crouched down next to Oswald, a stormy look on his face.

      “You fought well,” Angelique told him. “All of you did. And Snow White is safe.”

      “She is,” Marzell agreed. “But it is obvious this black mage is more powerful than estimated.” His gaze went soft as he stared out at the woods. “We may need to call for help—perhaps from the Veneno Conclave. Between the seven of us, I’m sure we have contacts there.”

      Angelique immediately clammed up. Oh, no. No, I’m not revealing my disguise. I do not want the Conclave knowing I’m here, poking around. They’ll ruin everything!

      She cleared her throat and was glad she’d shoved her fingers into Oswald’s thick, bushy hair, as it hid the way her fingers glowed silver from the low-level healing spell she was spinning. “Help Oswald stand, will you? It will be better to treat everyone inside—where there are more herbs.”

      Marzell’s smile was faint. “More healing through cooking herbs?”

      “It works, doesn’t it? Who cares if you end up smelling like garlic or dill and…”

      “Rosemary?”

      “Yes!”

      Marzell laughed. “As you order, herb wizard, we shall do.”

      Angelique laughed, though it felt hollow.

      We survived this attack, and I can say for certain the mage who has Evariste also controls Faina…but that power. It was so terrible! How can we ever defeat them?
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        * * *

      

      The second time the mirror created constructs, Evariste was far more aware of its activities, given that Angelique’s tiny flicker of magic was still pulsing within him, shielding him from a hefty bit of the pain inflicted by the mirror.

      The decrease of pain had done wonders for him. He no longer felt as if he was going to lose his entire being to the mirror, and he was more like himself with every passing moment as he bent his mind to the puzzle that was Angelique’s surviving magic.

      I don’t recall ever reading a case in which another mage’s magic was able to stay with a different mage, and I’ve read a great deal of old, magical theory books considering Clovicus used to punish me by making me read them.

      Evariste smirked as he recalled Clovicus’ aggravation once Evariste learned to enjoy theory books. They had interested him, mostly because it was something he couldn’t immediately master as he had almost all other forms of magic, and because his own core magic was on the outskirts of what mages understood about magic.

      But even the books I read as an adult always stated that outside of doing spells that require more than one caster, or from harvesting raw magic to use for yourself—as I’ve learned firsthand—it shouldn’t be possible for mages to share powers.

      The mirror’s horrible magic churned around Evariste as it twisted into a spell.

      He tensed for a moment and felt it when the spell hardened into two constructs—each boasting far more power than the previous batch. It felt like there were a few protective spells woven into them as well.

      It’s trying harder. Obviously, whoever is helping Snow White is more powerful than it was originally prepared for.

      Evariste risked sitting up—with the mirror distracted as it was, it wouldn’t notice he was moving around and not hunched with pain.

      I wonder if it’s Angelique helping the princess? Given her penchant for ruining Chosen plans, it’s a possibility. Which would mean she’s in Mullberg.

      Evariste stretched his arms above his head and slowly twisted his body, trying to loosen up his muscles. He’d concluded—now that he could actually think thanks to the presence of Angelique’s magic—that he needed to do as much as he could to prepare himself for rescue, or he’d be completely useless when someone did manage to fish him out of the mirror.

      But even if Angelique is in Mullberg, it doesn’t explain why her magic has remained with me.

      It went against everything Evariste knew.

      Except, is that not how it freed me from the waking nightmares Liliane trapped me in on the journey to Mullberg? It sliced through the accursed magic, and then I was left to wander in Angelique’s dream world. But is it just Angelique’s magic that is special? Or something more?

      As much as Evariste respected Angelique’s magic—he’d seen a hint of just how great her powers were when she’d attended a practice test that was designed to measure her magic, and she’d overpowered the centuries-old magic that was supposed to resist all forces outside its own nature.

      But the very nature of magic was that it wasn’t sentient. It was an extension of its wielder given that it came from the soul, but it operated by rules.

      Evariste’s own magic operated under a limit—he was unable to open gates in areas that had been desecrated by black magic, or the gate would fall apart.

      I wonder if that is why the Chosen haven’t been able to fully twist my magic to their purposes. Because even once separated from me, it will always have that base inability to survive in truly black magic, like the many curses the Chosen have casted. Though it doesn’t seem like that limit extends to using my gates.

      “Snow White…you will fall…and Mullberg with you.”

      Evariste didn’t respond to the mirror—he didn’t want to attract its attention just yet. He did, however, glance at the mirror’s surface.

      Queen Faina stood there, blank faced and unmoving. Her eyes weren’t focused, and though she breathed, it almost seemed like she wasn’t conscious.

      The mirror’s magic oozed around her in a thick miasma. No longer did it brush at the queen as it used to; now it actively poured into her, as if she were a doll to control.

      The mirror is certainly up to something. Normally, it sends Faina out of her room every so often to throw fits in the palace. But she’s been spending most of her time in her quarters and acts alarmingly…unaware.

      It was almost as if the Queen’s mind was buried, and the mirror entirely controlled her movements. She brimmed with its warped magic, so that was a possibility, unfortunately.

      The spell that held one of the mirror’s two constructs that were (assumedly) attacking Snow White crumbled.

      Evariste grinned and ran a hand through his blonde hair as the mirror shook with anger.

      “What’s wrong?” Evariste drawled. “Still losing to a princess?”

      The mirror ignored him; it seemed focused on the remaining construct.

      Evariste walked in a circle, his strides lengthening the longer he moved. Though he was technically walking, he wasn’t actually going anywhere; he remained the same distance from the mirror’s surface as he always did.

      Evariste glanced at Queen Faina as he circled past her and slightly shook his head.

      Her…state is going to hurt Mullberg. But is there anything I can do?

      Hesitantly, he tried to reach for his magic. As expected, he rammed into the wall that separated him from his powers.

      Angelique’s magic zinged through him, but even as he tried to pull at it, it slipped through his fingers, seemingly more interested in huddling next to the wall that blocked his own magic.

      Could this phenomenon be because of our relationship? It couldn’t be simply because we’re master and student, or something like this would have surely happened generations before. But Angelique certainly doesn’t have feelings for me. She sees me as her mentor—she made it clear that she respects me but doesn’t need or want anything from me.

      Evariste rubbed the back of his neck. It is curious, though. It’s always Angelique’s magic reaching out to mine. I wonder why that could be…

      The mirror roared as the second construct was destroyed.

      Grinning, Evariste plopped back on the ground and prepared for the mirror to try and drag more magic from him—and unknowingly fail because of the remnant of Angelique’s powers. “What was that you said before? You’re all powerful? It certainly doesn’t seem that way.”

      “Silence!”

      The mirror struck, and Evariste had to hold in a scornful laugh.

      It still hurt—it felt like his chest was on fire. But it was a mild discomfort compared to the agony he used to be in.

      He gritted his teeth and stared at the motionless Queen Faina.

      Whatever the reason for this, I’m grateful. And when this is over, I’ll do everything I can to crush the Chosen.
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      Angelique peered out one of the open windows of the cottage. The warriors insisted on leaving the shutters open despite the windy spring air because it still smelled of the garlic Angelique had smeared on them after the battle yesterday evening (for “healing purposes”) and the onions she’d held up to their faces so their tears clogged their eyes while she mended them with real healing spells.

      They hadn’t been very grateful for her tender ministrations at the time. Angelique was certain she had no idea why.

      Outside, Snow White and the Seven Warriors were busy preparing for Fritz’s journey. The quiet forester had been selected to deliver a letter to the Veneno Conclave.

      Despite the Conclave being in the same country, Luster Forest was a fair bit north and east of the magical fortress, so the trip would take several days.

      Rupert and Oswald were fussing over Fritz’s mount—who was saddled but not yet bridled—and were double-checking that his saddle bags and tack were secure.

      “You must loosen up before embarking on such a long ride, Fritz.” Aldelbert instructed. “Your hips shall certainly be sore, otherwise. Here—follow along in this Glory-Intensifying-Stretch! Place yourself in a position of honorable humility and kneel on one foot and one knee as if bowing to our royal princess, then retain the stillness and balance of a graceful wild cat while pushing your hips forward with the confidence of a warrior!”

      Fritz willingly did as Aldelbert demonstrated.

      Wendal circled around the forester, studying him keenly. “Push your foot back a little farther to feel the appropriate greatness. Yes, there you have it.”

      Beyond Aldelbert and his “stretches,” Snow White, Marzell, and a recently woken Gregori had their heads clustered together as they looked over the letter Marzell had drafted—which held an account of all that had happened to Queen Faina and of the attacks on the cottage.

      That was why Angelique was secreted away in the cottage, clutching her magical hand mirror as she waited for the spell to connect with Prince Severin. She hadn’t had a chance to inform the general of all that had happened, and she badly needed his advice.

      “Angelique?” Severin’s voice was muffled and confused.

      Angelique backed away from the open window and crouched down on the lowest stair of the rickety staircase before she peeled her hand mirror away from her cloak. “Severin, hello,” she whispered.

      Deep frown lines wrinkled Severin’s image on her mirror. “Is something wrong? Why are you whispering?”

      “I’m afraid my companions could find me in this rather…epiphany-inducing situation, and I don’t want them to find out. But I need to hear your thoughts on some rather important matters, so I knew I had to risk it.” Angelique glanced at the sunshine that drifted in through the windows and sat sideways on the stair so she could press her back into the wall.

      “Were you attacked again?”

      “Stil got word to you about the first attack?”

      “Indeed.”

      “Good. Then I won’t waste words—yes, it happened again. But this time I maybe, perhaps had an…er…encounter with the black mage controlling Faina and Evariste.”

      Angelique proceeded to tell Severin—in a hissed whisper—all that had happened during the second construct attack, including her mental grapple with the rogue mage.

      The Loire prince was silent as he listened to her, though some of the wrinkles on his forehead became more pronounced.

      “Did you suffer any injuries?” Severin asked once she finished.

      “From the black mage? No. Though one of the constructs walloped me pretty hard.” Angelique sheepishly scratched her side.

      “And your morale?”

      Angelique cocked her head. “I don’t think I understand what you mean.”

      Severin squinted slightly, his expression taking on a somewhat pained look. “That is to say…emotionally, how are you feeling?”

      Angelique stared at Severin’s image in surprise.

      How am I feeling? He sincerely wants to know?

      The prince’s awkward expression was swapped for a more stoic one. “It seems appropriate to ask,” he said when she didn’t say anything. “Such an experience sounds difficult to say the least.”

      Angelique cracked a small smile. “It was, but I am delighted you are concerned enough to ask.”

      Severin slanted his lips in a scowl. “You’ve been through enough; concern seems a given.”

      “But it’s not,” Angelique said happily. “Thank you, Severin.”

      While she’d long-respected the strategic-minded prince, they’d bucked heads on more than one occasion when Severin was forever sending her out on missions and errands. He’d mended that behavior, but it was nice to know he saw her as a person—not just as a Lady Enchantress whose magic he could use for his strategic ends.

      “Yes, but you have yet to answer my question,” Severin dryly said.

      “Ah.” Angelique mashed her lips together and raised her eyes to stare unseeingly at the dried clusters of garlic that hung from a rafter above her head.

      Outside, Oswald and Rupert exchanges shouts—they were probably fighting again.

      “I’m angry,” she finally said. “I can’t believe I was nearly bested so easily. But I’m also concerned. That black mage…the being I felt was terrifying in so many ways. Their skill—the fathomless stretch of their power—but mostly in the way they were so unfeeling and inhuman. They were far beyond the likes of Carabosso.”

      Far beyond the likes of me. And they have Evariste.

      Angelique clutched her hand mirror so hard, some of the silvery swirls etched into the stem bit into her palm.

      No. No matter how powerful that being is, I’ll free Evariste. Even if I have to use every bladed weapon in Juwel to do it.

      “I see. Well, given you’re whispering, I assume you’d like me to pass on news of this enemy to Stil and Lord Enchanter Clovicus?” Severin asked. “Clovicus recently left the Conclave and is due to arrive in Chanceux shortly to converse with Stil. I can notify the two of them at once.”

      “Yes, please.” Angelique dropped her gaze back to Severin’s image. “But that wasn’t why I wanted to speak to you.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yes. Snow White is sending a message to the Veneno Conclave, telling them all that has happened, and her suspicions that a rogue mage is controlling Faina.” Angelique gnawed on her lip. “I haven’t told Snow White or the Seven Warriors about the spell that warded the constructs against me. Or that the other mage attacked me.”

      “Do you not trust them?”

      “No, I trust them. Snow White in particular is incredibly intelligent—she’d understand what all of that meant. The problem is that I’m all too aware they have no idea how bad things really are. I’ve tried to explain it, but I don’t think they can comprehend it. Mullberg has been isolated in its problems; Snow White didn’t even find the invitation to the Summit until recently.”

      “And in their ignorance, they might make a mistake,” Severin said.

      “In their ignorance, they might trust in the Veneno Conclave—who act ineffective at best and unhelpful at worst, given how they lost Carabosso.” Angelique clenched her jaw. She was still angry about that blatant misstep and example of just how ill-prepared the Conclave would be for the magical war that was swiftly bearing down on them.

      Severin shifted, slightly changing the view of his hand mirror so Angelique could see stone pillars behind him—for once he wasn’t in a tent. “I wouldn’t say their ignorance is surprising. Although the Veneno Conclave officially states there is no favoritism among countries, it would be impossible for any organization to be entirely neutral when that country’s government provides supplies and grants them land rights. The Conclave’s presence in Mullberg has perks. Many of which I imagine the average Mullberg citizen assumes is the same for all people of the continent.”

      “You don’t think it’s wrong to keep it from them?”

      Severin rested his chin on his fist. “It’s a tricky position. Strategically I’d say you’re correct, but you seem fond of Princess Snow White. I can’t imagine it delights you to keep such information from her.”

      “No.” Angelique sighed. “But in this case, I think I need to remain hidden. There is too much riding on this. Evariste is…” She trailed off…half afraid to voice her hopes.

      “If the princess is half as intelligent as she is rumored to be, she will understand and respect your decision,” Severin said.

      Angelique grimaced. “Yes, it’s actually her kind disposition—not her intelligence—that makes me feel horrible about it. She’s too dratted sweet, despite her terrible circumstances.”

      “How horrible of her.”

      “Exactly!”

      Severin slightly shook his head. “If it will ease your guilt, I can send an envoy north to make contact with Snow White—to try and explain to her just how dire the situation is.”

      Angelique relaxed. “That would help, actually. I think we’re going to march on Juwel in a week or two. Snow White is pretty emphatic that we must move now, or her grandfather will make a move and attack Queen Faina. I doubt your envoy could arrive before then, but I’d appreciate having another source besides me try to explain.”

      “It may very well be that after Snow White witnesses the darkness of this black mage herself, she won’t at all question your actions,” Severin pointed out.

      Angelique drew her knees closer to her chest. “Probably,” she slowly agreed.

      From what I’ve seen of Snow White—her kindness, keen observations, and sharp intelligence, it’s improbable she’d react any other way. But in the past, there have been so many angry with me…

      Angelique frowned and sat up straighter. But those were all mages—magic users. Snow White is my friend.

      “Regardless, it’d probably be wise to specifically reach out to Snow White. After all of this, I imagine she’ll be very keen to join the alliance,” Angelique said.

      “What are you doing, Angel?”

      Angelique choked on air when she saw Aldelbert peering through one of the wretchedly open windows (how could the warriors care about the smell of garlic and onions when their loft reeked)?

      The blonde-haired lord craned his neck so he could fit more of his skull inside. “Oh—you’re talking to a mirror. I do that, too. It’s another way to practice affirmations of my greatness outside my Glory-Intensifying-Stretches!”

      Angelique stared at Aldelbert, speechless at his stupidity.

      “As important as mirrors are, I have been sent to summon you. Fritz is about to leave.” Aldelbert yanked his head out of the window. “Oi, Fritz! Are you heading in to say your temporary farewells to Angel?”

      Angelique scrambled to her feet. “Thanks for the advice, Severin—and for the envoy. I’ll contact you later.”

      “Understood.”

      Angelique cut the spell off and shoved the hand mirror in her satchel before Severin’s reflection faded away.

      She was halfway to the door when it swung open, and Fritz stepped inside.

      “Fritz—Aldelbert just told me you are about to leave. Have you rethought my offer to give you a bulb of garlic to use in case you find yourself in need of healing on your journey?” Angelique winked.

      Fritz shut the door behind himself and leaned against it. “Please watch Snow White.”

      Angelique paused—a part of her knew his request boded poorly for her disguise, but that quiet Fritz was concerned enough to specifically ask her was worrisome.

      “Do you expect there will be an attack while you are gone?” Angelique asked.

      Fritz shook his head. “I don’t have any suspicions, just…a feeling.” He rested the back of his head against the door. “Whoever is controlling Queen Faina is after Snow White—whether it’s because they want complete control of Mullberg or for some other reason. They’ve increased the power put into each new attack on her. The next one…may be more than we warriors can handle.”

      What he didn’t say was that he thought Angel—the supposed herb wizard’s apprentice—was plenty powerful to help, but the implication was there.

      On a less grim occasion, Angelique would have had some witty remark about never hearing Fritz string so many sentences together before to serve as a distraction. But Fritz had stayed silent on whatever he thought about her abilities and hadn’t revealed her to the other warriors.

      “I’ll stay with her,” Angelique said. “And when you come back, we’ll go free Queen Faina.”

      Fritz bowed his head. “Thank you.” He turned to go.

      “Fritz?”

      The forester peered back at her, his hand resting on the door.

      “The Veneno Conclave…” Angelique hesitated.

      How do I warn him without sounding jaded?

      She played with her satchel’s shoulder strap. “They’ve been reluctant to involve themselves with any of the countries. It may be that they will be slow to help Mullberg as well.”

      “I will return before waiting for an official answer from them,” Fritz said. “It seems it would be better not to count on a swift response.”

      “That’d be for the best, yes.” Angelique smiled and tried to wink, but it fell flat.

      Fritz nodded, then pulled the door open and ducked outside. Angelique followed after him and nearly ran Snow White down in doing so.

      The princess smiled at Angelique. “Did you find a vegetable to eat like you said you were going to? I asked Marzell if I could send Oswald or Rupert to the market in Hurra to buy more provisions; he said we could tomorrow morning.”

      Angelique scratched her head. “It’s not a bad idea…” She hesitated, then glanced at Fritz’s straight back before swinging her gaze back to the princess. “Snow White?”

      “Yes?”

      “Things may change when I finally find my master.”

      Snow White tilted her head. “In what way?”

      Angelique shrugged. “I haven’t told you much about him. Or me.”

      Snow White set her hand on Angelique’s arm. “Knowing your past isn’t the same as knowing you. You’ve shown who you are again and again in your willingness to help and your sacrifice for others. Words don’t make a person, actions do. And you are a truly beautiful person.”

      Angelique puffed her cheeks up and exhaled. “Sometimes I don’t think I deserve to have you as a friend.”

      “Nonsense.” Snow White guided her away from the cottage. “But I do appreciate your affection.”

      “When we find the mage that did all of this to Queen Faina, I promise I’ll strangle them with poison ivy,” Angelique said.

      A shy smile played on Snow White’s lips. “That sounds like a marvelous idea.”

      “Snow White—you are just as spirited as I am! I knew it! When are you going to stop smiling shyly at Fritz and actually kiss the man?”

      “Angel!”
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        * * *

      

      “You are certain you can manage?” Marzell resembled an anxious nursemaid as he leaned on his longbow and flicked his eyes back and forth between Angelique and Snow White.

      Angelique pointed at him with an unknown herb. “Didn’t you say you’ll be within shouting distance? We’ll be fine!”

      “One of us could stay behind,” Marzell offered.

      Behind him, Oswald and Rupert started a shoving match—Angelique was starting to think their constant arguing was a compulsion at this point—and Gregori yawned widely.

      Aldelbert launched himself into the treeline. “Onward! To seek the defenses of our castle!”

      “My Lord, you’ve forgotten your spear,” Wendal called as he trotted after him.

      Marzell squinted at his friends and fellow warriors. “Or maybe I should stay behind.”

      “It’s fine,” Snow White said. “You went through the trouble of setting the traps in case another magic attack was sent. You ought to check them and see if any were set off. As long as you remain within shouting distance—as you promised—we really will be fine.”

      Marzell pressed his lips together.

      “Angel will be with me,” Snow White added.

      Oswald—jamming his shoulder into Rupert’s—snorted. “That’s hardly reassuring! What will she do if something attacks? Throw a clove of garlic at it?”

      Angelique studied her nails. “No, my best garlic attack involves forcing a peeled clove up my target’s nose. Want to give it a try?”

      “It’ll be fine, Marzell,” Gregori rumbled.

      “You are needlessly worrying,” Rupert added. “We will have the cottage yard surrounded. Any attack would have to get through us before they could reach Snow White.”

      “Fine, fine.” A sigh leaked out of Marzell, partially deflating him before he smiled. “Do not hesitate to call for us.”

      “We won’t,” Snow White promised.

      Marzell nodded and joined his comrades, slipping into the forest where the mellow browns of their cloaks almost immediately camouflaged them with the trees.

      “Good luck.” Angelique waited only until she was sure Marzell wouldn’t let any of them circle back around. “Quick, Snow White, now is our chance!”

      Snow White followed her inside. “Our chance for what?”

      “I don’t know,” Angelique admitted. “It’s simply that we’re not left alone often, so this seems like the ideal time to poke around the cottage or to burn some of those ruddy portraits Aldelbert keeps giving us.”

      Snow White smiled like the good person she was. “I’m cleaning the mushrooms Wendal found this morning.”

      Angelique sighed and leaned against the table to display her disappointment. “Such a diligent and good future ruler.”

      Snow White silently retrieved the overflowing basket—which was a generous name for it since it was lopsided and some of the weave was coming undone—of mushrooms.

      Angelique watched her for a moment, then added, “You’ll make a good queen—though with your king, you two might go down in history as the quietest royals ever.”

      Snow White fumbled with her basket and dropped a few mushrooms on the floor. “What?” she squeaked.

      Angelique wiggled her eyebrows. “You can’t say you thought you and Fritz were keeping your mutual admiration a secret?”

      “I don’t know—mutual admiration? What makes you think—there’s been no indication,” Snow White babbled.

      Angelique patted Snow White’s hand and impishly smirked. “Don’t you worry. Fritz is a patient lad. When you finally get the courage to say that you love him six years from now, he will undoubtedly accept.”

      Snow White gaped at Angelique, who pushed off the table with a hop in her step. “Though now that I reflect on the matter longer, I think you’ll muster the starch to tell him much sooner. You have moved rather fast.”

      “Fast?” Snow White asked.

      Angelique paused and tapped her chin, pretending to think. “After all, you fell in love with him in about two weeks! For a shy girl, you do not poke around.”

      Snow White set the basket down and slapped her hands over her cheeks to hide her blush. “I don’t know that I would call my deep admiration love, and at the very least I cannot presume to say that Fritz feels as I do.”

      Angelique scooped up the mushrooms Snow White had dropped—penance for embarrassing her. “It’s odd. Folk stir up such a fuss about falling in love and are always so terrified of what the object of their affection thinks.”

      “It’s scary,” Snow White said, “to know someone has enough power over you to crush your heart or give you boundless joy.”

      Angelique picked up a mushroom and held it over her head, staring at it. “Maybe so, but falling in love is easy. It’s the years that come after love that are the real challenge.”

      “What do you mean?” Snow White asked.

      “Falling in love is frightening because it means your heart is no longer under your control, yes, but when the other person returns your affection—that is not the end of your trial but merely the beginning. It’s the heartache and pain that come with life that test you. It’s the times you feel like you have been beaten to within an inch of your life, like the whole world is against you. It’s the years that pass and gradually change how you look—how you spend your time. That is the real challenge in love, and that is where it most often fails. People fall in love with an ideal—not a person.”

      I’ve seen it with Elle and Severin, my own parents, Stil and Gemma…

      Angelique swiveled on her heels and dropped the mushrooms into Snow White’s basket, then stared into the princess’s bright blue eyes. “You are right about yourself and Fritz. Despite my teasing, I’m not certain you fully love him yet. But you don’t need to fear it. The way you strive to save Faina, the tears you’ve shed and the fears you’ve conquered? That is love. Fritz knows that, and he values it. So, don’t worry yourself over whether he returns your feelings or not.”

      Snow White pressed her hands into the worn counter. “Instead, I should look ahead to the trials I might face and conquer them early.”

      Angelique snorted. “That wasn’t quite what I had in mind, but given your strategic mind, I guess it’s not a surprise that was your conclusion.”

      “If I had thought this way sooner—if I had attacked my shyness with everything I had—this fight we’re in might not be quite so difficult.” Snow White curled her hands into fists. “Maybe we wouldn’t even be in it.”

      Angelique stiffened. “Snow White. You have to stop blaming yourself and agonizing over the past. If you made mistakes—which I’m not even saying you did—they are already done. What is important is your actions now.”

      She sighed, and all the fight in her abruptly sagged out. It’s like I’m talking to a slightly younger version of myself—when I blamed myself for Evariste’s capture. I think a part of me still does.

      She stared up at the ceiling. “Though I must confess, I’m not entirely certain how you are supposed to let go.”

      Snow White fidgeted. “Is there something I can do to help?”

      Once again, she reaches out without hesitation. Snow White is a treasure.

      Angelique sharply shook her head, rattling her regrets loose, then smiled at the princess. “Not at this time. But I’m grateful you asked.” Angelique playfully ruffled Snow White’s black curls and winked.

      Snow White blinked in obvious confusion before her expression shifted to a warm smile, and she shuffled closer to Angelique, shyly patting her on the back. “Thank you—for being here and helping me.”

      “Of course,” Angelique said. “It’s my duty—and my pleasure.”

      The words were out of Angelique’s mouth before she thought them over. She was so used to saying it was her duty as an enchantress-in-training.

      Judging by the way Snow White narrowed her eyes and the wrinkles that spread across her forehead, the princess hadn’t missed the wording.

      She’s going to figure it out soon if I don’t distract her.

      “I’m going to clean the horse paddock next,” Angelique declared. She paused for a moment, then nodded, assured the half-cooked idea was a good one.

      I’ve been missing Pegasus. The warriors’ horses will be a poor substitute, but there’s always been something comforting about horses.

      “What happened to poking around the cottage?” Snow White asked.

      “Abandoned in favor of horses.”

      “I did not know you loved horses so much.”

      “I’m on fine terms with them, but I’m missing my pet,” Angelique said. “You’ll come so I can keep an eye on you?”

      Snow White sighed and gloomily peered at her basket of mushrooms. “I wish it did not sound like I am a child who needs minding.”

      Thinking of her conversation with Fritz, Angelique smiled. “It’s not that way at all. You are more like a precious jewel that needs a guard—so Fritz would say.”

      Snow White shook her head at Angelique. “Let me finish with the mushrooms, and I’ll join you.”

      “Lovely! Don’t take too long!” Angel skipped out the door, her oversized tunic flapping like an ill-fitting dress.

      She trundled her way around the side of the cottage to the wooden paddock and the lean-to that were almost on the back end of the building. She swiped up a pitchfork and launched herself over the fence, garnering the attention of the horses as they nibbled on the little patches of grass that were starting to grow as spring rippled through Mullberg.

      Angelique whistled as she got to work, using the pitchfork to toss horse droppings out of the paddock into a pile the warriors would turn into fertilizer for the garden they would plant.

      I’d assumed Fritz was the one with the green thumb among them, but Marzell said it’s actually Wendal who plants much of their garden. Though I guess that isn’t so surprising—he’s probably overly concerned that Lord Aldelbert requires nutritious meals.

      Angelique paused long enough to pat a horse’s neck.

      The warriors are a bit strange, but they’ve got good hearts. They’d be very amusing to be with if the situation wasn’t so dire.

      Something that felt suspiciously like magic tingled at the edge of Angelique’s conscious.

      Frowning, Angelique let her powers unfurl.

      Her core magic twined around her as her magical senses rolled across the cottage and the yard.

      She felt nothing.

      Angelique cocked her head as her magic drifted around, but besides that one tiny moment, there was nothing. Even after she pushed her senses farther and farther, she still felt nothing.

      But I barely felt that second attack of constructs, so that doesn’t mean anything.

      Angelique leaned on her pitchfork and listened. She could faintly hear the warriors talk to one another—their voices distant murmurs—and the cheerful chirps of all the songbirds that had returned to Luster with the exit of winter. But there was nothing else.

      I could have sworn, though, that moment of magic almost felt like Evariste’s…

      She rubbed her forehead as a horse came to investigate her hands for treats. Angelique patted the animal, then climbed the fence, standing on it to give her a better view of the yard—though she couldn’t see the front of the cottage. There was no sparkle of magic, no telltale shine or thrum of power.

      I’m just being delusional because I miss him.

      Shaking her head, Angelique hopped off the fence and got back to work.

      Still feeling jumpy from the sensation, Angelique barely cleared a corner of the paddock before she stopped and peered at the cottage with a frown. “Why hasn’t Snow White come out here yet? Cleaning mushrooms shouldn’t take that long.”

      She climbed over the fence, pausing when she heard murmured voices.

      That’s Snow White. But who is she talking to?

      The exchange was so hushed, Angelique couldn’t make out what was being said, but she thought she heard someone answer Snow White.

      The air smelled…rotten. Not like horse droppings, but like something unpleasant decomposing.

      Angelique looked around but saw nothing that could be responsible for the scent. She rubbed her nose, then jogged around the wall of the cottage.

      Her blood turned to ice when she saw Snow White collapsed on the ground.

      Standing over her was an old croon of a woman with leathery skin, bone-white hair, and a stooped back.
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      As horror swept through Angelique, the old woman stood up straight, the appearance draining from her like an illusion as she became a tall, stately woman, beautiful, but with a cruel smile.

      Something seemed to hold Angelique in place, but when she saw the woman’s smirk, she threw open the gates of her magic, letting it gush out with a roar.

      “Snow White!” she screamed.

      Whatever held her in place shattered, popping the bubble of magic that had secretly encompassed the cottage, revealing the dark and cold magic that seeped into the very ground.

      Angelique sprinted across the yard, her magic scrabbling for anything sharp she could throw at the woman.

      The woman looked back at Angelique, her lovely face twisted in a snarl. She growled, and a white gate made of magic sliced through the air.

      Evariste’s magic.

      Angelique could feel the familiar thrum of it beneath the raw magic that bubbled around the cottage—it struck her at the heart and almost yanked all the air out of her lungs with a sense of longing.

      No—if she’s using Evariste’s magic, she’s going to escape!

      The gateway glowed a blazing white and spat sparks and hissed in an angry way Angelique had never seen any of Evariste’s gateways previously behave.

      The woman—no, it was Queen Faina (even with the cruel twist to her face, Angelique recognized her from the portraits)—didn’t seem very pleased with the unstable gateway, either. She scowled at it and reluctantly stepped through, disappearing from sight.

      Instead of disassembling like one of Evariste’s usual gateways, this one folded in on itself, shrinking each time it folded.

      Angelique lunged, trying to even graze the magic with her fingertips, but it snuffed out just before she reached it.

      Hissing, Angelique swung around just in time to see Snow White’s blue eyes flutter shut.

      “Snow White!” Angelique crouched at the princess’s side, the knot of fear that churned in her stomach decreasing a tiny bit when she saw the princess’ chest still rose and fell as she breathed.

      Angelique used the white rapids of her freed magic to form a brute-ish healing spell that packed enough power to light the princess up and pushed it into her.

      The spell surged through Snow White, searching for something to fix. It mended a few budding bruises she had from falling to the ground, but apart from that, there was nothing.

      That’s impossible. Why, then, isn’t she awake?

      A spell made of steely gray symbols Angelique didn’t recognize twirled around Snow White’s throat. It was likely a spell cast by the black mage working through Faina. The symbols weren’t anything like the language of magic—they were sharp and foreign. But the spell didn’t seem to be doing anything.

      Behind Angelique, something thrashed in the woods. She tensed—had Queen Faina come back with the black mage responsible for this? But then her magic pinpointed the quiver with the arrows that was drawing closer in tandem with the thrashing.

      Marzell.

      Angelique ignored the incoming warrior and anxiously peered at Snow White, doing her best to find whatever was wrong with the princess.

      She didn’t see any wounds, and her magic couldn’t sense anything—but she hadn’t sensed Queen Faina’s arrival, either, which was terrifying for a number of reasons.

      She tried tugging at the spell, trying to get a better sense for it, but whenever she touched it, the cold, dark powers that had attacked her with the constructs shot through her body.

      Why is nothing working? This has to be dark magic, but what can I do to counter it? Why doesn’t it look like anything I’ve seen before?

      The skid of feet on grass confirmed Marzell had arrived.

      “Snow White!” Angelique slapped the princess’ cheeks, trying to get any reaction out of her.

      Snow White didn’t stir.

      Aldelbert popped out of the trees and sprinted to Angelique, his normally dopey expression tight with alarm and concern. “What happened?”

      “Faina.” Angelique released her magic, feeling lost.

      I don’t know what to do! I can’t find anything wrong with her!

      She shook her head, then made herself glance up at Aldelbert. “I don’t know entirely what happened, but she put some sort of spell on her.”

      Wendal popped out of the trees, shoving branches out of his way. “Is she still breathing?”

      “Yes.”

      Marzell—who’d been frozen like a statue—finally lurched into motion when Oswald and Rupert joined the group.

      Gregori emerged from the woods behind them. “You said it was Faina?”

      “She must have approached Snow White disguised as an old woman. I saw her drop her illusion as I came around the cottage.” Angelique impatiently pushed her jagged hair out of her face with a dirty hand.

      “You say she put a spell on her?” Marzell asked.

      Angelique helplessly stared at the deathly-still princess. “I can’t tell what—if we’re lucky, it might be a curse. Those are easier to alter.”

      “But how could the Queen do such a thing?” Rupert crouched on Snow White’s other side and scanned the princess. “She hasn’t any magic.”

      Wendal grimly pinched his daggers between his fingers. “The rogue mage controlling her?”

      Gregori shook his head. “If that were the case, would the mage have not come here on their own rather than risk sending Faina?”

      His words stirred an alarm in Angelique. There was a pearl of truth to them.

      But the mage must have cast the spell through Faina. Snow White didn’t get this spell on her as a souvenir!

      Marzell rubbed his eyes. “There must be a way to save her. There has to be. Was there anything else you noticed?”

      Angelique sat back on her heels and stared at the spell. “Nothing that will help us wake Snow White up,” she said bitterly. “Only further proof that our own inaction with the Chosen may be the end of us yet.”

      Marzell cocked his head. “What?”

      “We should get Snow White inside,” Gregori said.

      Marzell ran his hands through his hair. “Yes. If we can assess the situation, we might be able to figure out whom to send for.”

      “I should be able to pin down what sort of enchantment was placed upon her,” Angelique said.

      I don’t care if saying that is as good as admitting I am more than an herb wizard’s apprentice. Snow White is far more important than any disguise.

      Angelique pressed her lips together and stared at the gray spell. “But it will take me a little while.”

      “Please, do whatever you can. Aldelbert, Wendal, take Snow White inside,” Marzell said.

      Aldelbert eased his arms under Snow White and carefully lifted her up, almost stepping on an apple piece left on the lawn.

      The princess hung limply in his arms, resembling a lifeless doll.

      “Rupert, Oswald, search the area,” Marzell said.

      The normally ornery duo dashed into the forest, heading in opposition directions.

      “Faina is gone.” Angelique leaned against the cottage for support as she felt a weariness settle all the way to her soul. “She used magic to leave.”

      “Perhaps, but we’re taking no chances. Not after we’ve already—” Marzell abruptly cut off and took a deep breath before he pivoted, facing away from Angelique. “Gregori, can you stand guard outside the cottage—and prep a horse so we can send for help?”

      Gregori nodded, then jogged off to the stables.

      Angelique squared her shoulders and started to step into the dimly lit cottage, but paused in the door. “Fritz?”

      Marzell’s furrowed brow was craggy with worry. “He’s still at least a day or two away.”

      Angelique unsteadily sucked in a breath of air and stepped into the cottage. I’m going to rip this spell apart. I have to!
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        * * *

      

      Angelique scrunched her brow, her eyebrows sinking so low it became harder to see. No matter what angle she looked at it from, she couldn’t make sense of the spell cast on Snow White.

      She’d meticulously gone over the symbols used in the spell and the way the strands of it were arranged. With the exception of one or two symbols, the entire thing flummoxed her.

      It’s brutish. While it’s twisted with the tang of dark magic, it is also fundamentally cast and created in a different way than the spellwork I was taught.

      Shaping her core magic and twisting it into a usable spell was delicate work with lots of specifics to it. The spell cast on Snow White was almost primitive in comparison. It had fewer lines of spell work and used a much smaller variety of symbols, but Angelique didn’t recognize them at all!

      Two of the symbols looked familiar. Arranged in that particular pattern, they were used to put the target of the spell into a deep sleep. (Angelique was particularly familiar with them given all the meddling she had done in the curse that made the Princess of Sole fall into a deep sleep.)

      It wasn’t a perfect match to those symbols, but Angelique felt confident enough in it given Snow White’s condition.

      Sleeping didn’t sound so bad. But unfortunately, due to the shortness of the spell and the way the strands of it crisscrossed—or didn’t—Angelique was confident the spell didn’t include anything that would support Snow White’s body during the sleep. In fact, based on the dark symbols liberally swirled in among the gray, it seemed the spell was set to deteriorate Snow White’s health as time passed.

      This isn’t just black magic. It’s got some of that in there, but more than pure black magic, it just seems extremely powerful and ancient.

      Angelique tried pinching a few strands of the spell, desperately looking for a spot that wouldn’t be dangerous to cut through. But the deterioration part of the spell likely meant it would instantly kill Snow White if Angelique altered it at the wrong place.

      “Magic take it!” Angel snapped.

      Marzell paused his nervous pacing. “What is it?”

      Angelique planted her palms on the table—which was covered in a few blankets and had been converted into a makeshift bed for Snow White—and peered over the princess, trying in vain to scrutinize the spell once more. “This is the one time—the one time—I want it to be a curse so I can patch in a stupid ‘true love’s first kiss’ fix. But it’s not a ruddy curse!”

      “I don’t understand,” Marzell said. “Can’t you tell what is doing this to her?”

      “I can, of a sort. But it’s not good news. It’s a spell that has placed her in a deep sleep.” Angelique shoved her purposely-poorly-cut hair out of her face.

      “And that is worse than a curse?” Some of the tightness in Marzell’s shoulders eased a little—because he didn’t yet understand how dire the situation really was.

      Why did I leave her in the cottage? I should have helped her with those stupid mushrooms!

      “With the right opposing force—like love and sacrifice—curses can be broken,” Angelique dully explained. “It usually takes great force to undo it because they are stronger and deadlier.”

      “Isn’t that good news, then?” Wendal asked. He was crouched in front of the fire he’d been tending to, worriedly fidgeting with his daggers. “Doesn’t that imply whatever did this to her is less powerful?”

      “If we’re looking at sheer strength, yes,” Angelique said. “The problem is I don’t know how this spell was placed on her. Did Faina throw it on her? Did she do something to Snow White? I can’t tell.”

      “What does that matter?” Marzell asked. “Aren’t spells easier to break?”

      “They are, except this one is strange.” Angelique scrubbed her face with her hands.

      How can I make them understand how impossible this is—there shouldn’t be a mage alive that knows how to use something like this. Not even black magic is cast like this.

      “It’s like nothing I’ve seen,” Angelique started. “Not because it’s particularly terrible; it’s just weird. The spell strands aren’t like any kind of casting I’ve ever seen. It seems antiquated and outdated. But that’s where the problem lies—I can’t pick it apart since I don’t understand the casting. If I knew how it started, I would be able to unravel it, but since we don’t even know that, it looks like gibberish.”

      “Would a mage be able to work it out?” Wendal asked.

      Angelique miserably shook her head—she’d already thought of it.

      Lord Enchanter Clovicus might be able to, but based on what Severin said, he’s at Chanceux now, which is farther away than Snow White will survive, I think, even if I contact him with the mirror.

      “No. It will take a Lord Enchanter or Lady Enchantress—and they’ll have to be excessively well read or incredibly experienced,” Angelique miserably said. “In fact, only the Enchanters and Enchantresses on the Council might be able to do something about it.”

      Why, oh, why is it that when the life of my friend is on the line, it’s only the hateful Council that can help her? Even if they didn’t say no to helping Snow White out of sheer spite to me, they might refuse to help because she’s a princess, and they’ll insist they can’t meddle with politics!

      “If she is merely sleeping, we can take her to the Conclave,” Marzell began.

      Angelique held up her hand—she had to cut down that hope before it took root. “I’m afraid not. Though I can’t read the spellwork, I can guess at the effects of it. She’s going to get worse, and the more we move her, the faster she’ll dwindle. If you carry her to the Conclave, she’ll die en route.”

      Marzell cursed under his breath and resumed pacing.

      Aldelbert strolled up to the table, watching Snow White with a thoughtful expression. “You said the spell seemed antiquated, Angel. What does that mean?” he asked, his tone unusually quiet.

      Angelique rubbed her hands together, trying to warm them up—though it wasn’t the temperatures that had them ice cold. How could I explain this to the warriors so they’ll understand?

      “It’s rather like weapons,” Angelique finally tried. “The techniques and methods used now are far more advanced compared to what was available centuries ago, wouldn’t you agree?”

      Aldelbert nodded. “Of course.”

      “The same goes for magic. It has changed over the centuries as magic users have grown better at using and controlling it. Our spells are now far more precise and work with a great deal more finesse. Enchanters and Enchantresses are able to bend their magic to their will to cast spells that would normally be outside the range of their powers. It’s why all Lord Enchanters and Lady Enchantresses are skilled in things like illusions, rudimentary weather spells, curse breaking, and so on. Our spellwork is far more complex to account for those improvements.”

      Angelique hesitated.

      I’m giving away far more than any herb wizard should be able to tell, but this is for Snow White.

      “The spell that has cut down the princess is something rudimentary but extremely brutal. It bears none of the complexity of modern magic, but it has something darker at its roots.”

      “How could a rogue mage have that kind of knowledge?” Marzell asked. “Do the Chosen have those kinds of resources at their disposal?”

      “Are we perhaps dealing with someone more powerful?” Wendal didn’t look up from his daggers as he fanned them between his fingers. “A rogue enchanter or enchantress, perhaps?”

      Could whoever I’m facing off be a rogue enchanter? No—that’s impossible. It would be an enormous scandal if even an apprentice enchanter or enchantress went rogue. I’ve never heard of such a thing in the entire history of the Conclave! But it is possible a black mage could study the old ways. Rothbart was a sorcerer, and he was powerful enough to create a wyvern.

      “There is no such thing,” Angelique said. “As for Marzell’s question, I’m afraid you are right: they do have those kinds of resources. It seems they kept meticulous records—more so than the library of the Conclave. Compared to them, we are nearly ignorant in the old ways of magic.”

      Marzell stopped pacing again. “Is there nothing more you can do for her?”

      “I’ll keep looking, but the best course of action is to try and reach the Veneno Conclave and ask directly for the Council’s help.” Angelique glanced back at Snow White.

      I’m not giving up. But it’s hard to tell if I should be the one to contact the Veneno Conclave and risk the Council’s wrath for the slim chance they’ll move, or if I should remain here and keep trying to crack whatever this is.

      Angelique licked her lips. “I could go—I have a method of reaching the Conclave far faster than a regular horse and rider.”

      Marzell shook his head. “No—we need you on hand to support Snow White with magic if necessary. We have no one else that can fill that position.”

      A part of Angelique eased with Marzell’s decision. I don’t know that the Conclave will help anyway. Maybe at least this way, I can contact Clovicus over my mirror and ask for his advice.

      “I understand.” Angelique met Marzell’s gaze, nodded, then returned her attention to Snow White.

      I’m certain this spell was not built using Evariste’s powers. Angelique studied the terrible spell again. His magic couldn’t be folded in this way. But I’m not sure if that is a good thing or not.

      Angelique was vaguely aware that Marzell, Aldelbert, and Wendal crowded around the cottage fireplace, speaking with voices lowered.

      She didn’t pay much attention until she heard Marzell say, “We have to send word to Lord Vitkovci and the others and tell them what has occurred.”

      Lord Vitkovci…he was one of the four lords Marzell—representing Snow White—convinced to lend troops to march on Glitzern and save Faina. I don’t imagine he’s going to be quite so merciful to Faina given this new twist.

      “We will send a missive to Lord Trubsinn, as well,” Marzell added, naming Snow White’s maternal grandfather.

      “Objection.” Aldelbert held his hand up like a boy in a schoolroom. “Snow White specifically wished not to tell her grandfather so as to safeguard Faina’s life.”

      “I’m aware of this, but the situation has changed, Aldelbert,” Marzell said. “Snow White lies on a table—possibly dying—because of Faina. We cannot let the princess die because of her affection for her stepmother.”

      The trio argued further, but Angelique could see that Aldelbert and Wendal were weakening against their leader.

      It’s as I thought. Because Snow White was content to have Marzell give the orders, everything will collapse because no one has the passion to save Faina as Snow White does.

      Angelique rubbed her forehead. And Evariste is mixed up in there as well. What do I do if the Mullberg lords march on Faina—not for an undercover operation like Snow White planned, but for war?

      Angelique’s gaze strayed to Snow White. Besides the pallor of her skin, she looked almost peaceful.

      Snow White, you need to wake up. I need to rip this spell apart to wake you!
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        * * *

      

      The mirror was positively giddy. Or at least as giddy as an evil, twisted, magical artifact could be.

      Its magic pulsed through Evariste, and he could feel it stretching its powers through the castle, building constructs with abandon.

      Whatever it sent Faina to do, it wasn’t good.

      Evariste risked sitting up and peering out of the mirror’s surface.

      Faina stood just outside it—sallow faced, emotionless, and swaying slightly as she stood like a puppet held up by strings.

      Evariste briefly shut his eyes and tried to feel for the mirror.

      Though it stretched all around him, he could feel its attention on the army of constructs it was building in the palace.

      It must have done something to Snow White. It made Faina travel earlier today. She must have gone fairly far away, given that it used some of my core magic to make a gate for her, but I couldn’t see where she went since it constructed the gate out of my eyesight. I imagine it had to—or my magic wouldn’t have worked, given my limit.

      Evariste rolled to his feet. Although there was a perpetual ache in his chest (and when the mirror was being particularly brutal, it could still make him collapse and choke, unable to breathe), he could move much easier thanks to the snatches of moments he’d taken to stretch, walk, and even occasionally run since Angelique’s tracking spell.

      He quietly approached the mirror’s surface—or at least as close to it as the mirror’s magic would let him—putting him directly opposite Faina.

      Although he knew it wouldn’t help, Evariste reached for his magic, and ran into the accursed wall.

      Angelique’s magic flickered around the blockade, and he caressed it as he stared into Faina’s distant, unfocused eyes.

      If I can’t reach her with magic, maybe I could at least get her to hear me?

      “Queen Faina,” Evariste said.

      The Queen didn’t move, but thankfully the mirror didn’t seem to care, either, as it cooked up a batch of the larger constructs.

      I hope it doesn’t intend to attack the servants and guards.

      Evariste took a breath, then tried again. “Queen Faina of Mullberg. You’re in terrible danger. You need to wake up.”

      He waited for a moment…but there was nothing.

      The Queen didn’t even blink.

      Evariste folded his arms across his chest as he thought.

      She got worse after Snow White left—which was the only change in surroundings at the time. The mirror had already been feeding off me for…well…I’m not sure how long given the strange passage of time in here, but it was surely months. But if she gave into the mirror’s power after Snow White left, does that mean she resisted until she believed the princess was safe?

      “Queen Faina,” Evariste tried again. “Princess Snow White is fighting the mirror. It’s sent enemies after her, and she’s defeated them.”

      Again, she didn’t react.

      “She’s trying to free you,” Evariste said, pressing the matter. “Princess Snow White is doing battle—for you.”

      Evariste didn’t know that for certain, but he was willing to hedge his bets given the mirror’s vitriol to the princess and from what he’d seen of the Queen and Princess’s relationship.

      For a moment, Evariste thought he saw something flicker in Queen Faina’s eyes. They weren’t quite as blank, and there almost seemed to be a light in them again.

      And then the mirror’s attention slammed into Evariste with the subtly of a landslide.

      “Fool.”

      It was the only warning Evariste got before it ripped magic from him, using enough force to make him drop to his knees, jarring him so badly, his spine cracked.

      He couldn’t breathe—again. Unfortunately, no matter how often that happened, his body still seemed to panic, and it was difficult to stay calm as agony ran him through like a sword.

      “You can do nothing. You are weak, and your magic is thinning. Soon, you will be of no use to me, and then I’ll crush you entirely.”

      Pain rocked Evariste. Hold it in. He clenched his teeth, unwilling to let a shout out—he wasn’t going to give the mirror that kind of satisfaction anymore.

      Through the waves of pain, Evariste could see Faina turn around and march across the room, her limbs unnaturally stiff as the mirror sent her off.

      Yes. Snow White is surely the key to Queen Faina.

      Evariste gritted his teeth and shut his eyes before mentally retreating to the well of his magic. He couldn’t reach his own powers, but Angelique’s sharp, cold magic was a balm to the pain. And after several excruciating minutes, her magic sliced enough of the mirror’s hold off of him that he could breathe again.

      Once I’m freed, I’m going to see that this mirror is destroyed and not even a shard remains.
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        * * *

      

      As Marzell had declared, the warriors sent word to Lord Trubsinn.

      The man sent a rather scathing letter back that browbeat the warriors for putting Snow White in danger and not immediately sending her to him as soon as she arrived, but Angelique took that as the heartbroken words of a man who’d already buried his daughter, son-in-law, and now very well may have to bury his granddaughter as well.

      Lord Trubsinn said he would send word to the Veneno Conclave, but given her experience with them, Angelique was unconvinced they would do much.

      Two days after Snow White was attacked, Fritz returned.

      Witnessing the forester’s broken gaze as he watched Snow White was enough to rip Angelique’s heart asunder.

      She could imagine a little of his pain. Evariste was her teacher—not the object of her affection—but the pain of losing him had nearly undone her.

      That was why when night came, Angelique pretended to sleep, fully expecting Fritz to make a move.

      It wasn’t until the late-night hours that he finally did, creeping down the stairs as Angelique lay in front of the fire and faked snoring and sleep talking.

      Fritz checked his black leather gloves and then flipped up the hood of his coal-gray cloak, properly outfitted for night infiltration work. Elle would have been proud.

      Angelique propped herself up on her elbows. “And where do you think you’re going?”

      Fritz glanced at her, then flicked his eyes to Snow White—who was laid out in a padded cot. “To find out how the spell was cast, hopefully.”

      Angelique boosted herself to her feet. “I am guessing you intend to pounce on Faina in her room and hope to smack the secret out of her? As much as I applaud the show of devotion, I have to say you don’t stand a chance. Faina is using magic—strong magic. Magic you have no way to defend yourself against. Not even I could hold out against it. Going there by yourself is folly.”

      Fritz rested his thumbs on his sword belt. “I can’t watch her slip away and do nothing about it.”

      Angelique grimaced at the realistic observation. “Lord Trubsinn has sent word to the Veneno Conclave,” Angelique said, trying not to let her aggravation show. “A Council Member will come to help.”

      Perhaps in a month.

      “Do you really think they’ll arrive in time?” Fritz asked with a bitterness Angelique felt in her own soul.

      “I don’t know. But I do know you won’t return if you follow your plan and walk out that door.”

      “Then tell me what I can do to fix this!” Fritz’s hand stole to his sword, as if the spell were a foe he could cut down. “I will not stand by and let her slip away from me—from us!”

      Angel sighed and crouched down next to Snow White—whose soft inhales and exhales were growing weaker every day. “She’s growing worse. Or rather, she’s slowly fading away.”

      Fritz shifted minutely. “Did you hear Faina cast the spell?”

      Angelique shook her head. “Whatever spell it was, it was already on Snow White by the time I left the stable. In truth, I came looking for her because she was taking so long, but also because I thought I could detect a faint stench of something rotten.”

      “Faina?”

      “The feeling left as soon as she magicked herself away.”

      I assume the scent had to be involved with whoever was controlling Queen Faina—but why did the black mage send Faina instead of coming themselves? It seems too risky—particularly if the mage’s goal is to get control of Mullberg.

      Are we really dealing with a mage? But besides mages, only artifacts have powerful magic like this…

      Fritz tugged his hood off. “How could Faina use magic to escape so swiftly? I did not know it was possible.”

      Angelique rested her chin on her knees. “It requires powerful and rare magic.” Her pain leaked through her voice.

      Fritz wandered over to a cottage window and nudged a shutter open, revealing the dark night sky.

      Angelique watched him for a moment before her eyes skated back to Snow White—and the ugly gray spell gathered around her throat. “This spell is cursed simple. However Faina cast it, it was quick to cast on Snow White and quick to settle in. By all rights, that should mean it should be easy to remove.”

      Angelique sighed and let her head hang. “I should have listened to my master and learned how to use my core magic instead of running from it all the time. I’ve spent the past few months trying to play catch up for years of inactivity, and I can’t help but think if I’d practiced since he took me in, I could have stopped this.”

      I’ve gotten much faster and more competent—even since the beginning of winter. But I lost years. How can I face a black mage who can do something like this when I’ve only recently begun to truly use my war magic?

      Fritz didn’t hear or didn’t choose to comment. He stared out the window, breaking his silence abruptly.

      “And the apple?”

      Angelique rubbed the back of her neck as she peered at him. “Eh?”

      “The apple from our food storage?”

      What is he talking about?

      “What apple?” Angelique asked. She rubbed her forehead, her thoughts sluggish from the late night and the sorrow of the past few days.

      Fritz spun around. “Marzell said she had an apple piece in her fingers when he arrived. He assumed she had taken it from our food storage, as you said she had cleaned mushrooms.”

      Angelique shook her head, shifting from a crouch to a kneeling position. “There was no apple when I left her inside. It’s possible she grabbed one on her way out, but Snow White isn’t one for snacking. That is something I’m far more likely to do.”

      But there was an apple? I didn’t see it. But…could that have been the delivery method for the spell? Angelique glanced speculatively at the spell. The throat is a rather odd place for a sleeping spell to sit. I just assumed it was part of the primitive spellwork.

      Fritz stalked across the cottage and knelt next to Snow White’s cot. “Could Faina have given it to her?”

      Angelique was still half thinking about what use an apple would be in casting a spell as Fritz gently pulled Snow White’s mouth open.

      Fritz peered into Snow White’s mouth, but Angelique could hear the raspy inhale and exhale of the princess’s breath.

      It almost sounds as if she had something in her mouth.

      “I need light,” Fritz said.

      Angelique dove for her satchel and briefly fished around in it before her hand touched the familiar cold, hard crystalline surface of a starfire. She yanked it out, then murmured to it, “Shine,” before scrambling back to Snow White and holding the now-glowing crystal aloft.

      If the spell was delivered through food, I might have a better idea of where to snip it—but I don’t want to impulsively cut it, or I could collapse the spell and kill Snow White by accident.

      Fritz yanked his gloves off and carefully pulled Snow White into a slumped, upright position. “Support her back.”

      Angelique sat directly behind Snow White, supporting the princess and still holding up the starfire. “Do you see something?”

      “A half-chewed apple piece,” Fritz said.

      Angelique felt afraid to breathe. That’s it. It must be the apple—sticking anything spelled in her mouth would account for the fast delivery and just how well the spell stuck to her!

      Fritz shifted slightly. “Could it—”

      “Possibly,” Angelique answered—her voice tight—before he could ask his full question.

      Fritz gently tugged Snow White so she was slumped forward, her face pointed down at her lap. Then, the forester carefully stuck a finger in her mouth.

      Time stretched on uncomfortably, and it seemed like a year passed before Fritz was able to pull out a half-chewed piece of apple.

      Angelique stretched, her eyes narrowing in on the apple chunk…and the gray magic that surrounded it.

      Before she could whoop with excitement, Fritz lovingly wiped Snow White’s lips off with the inner lining of his cloak. “Should we try to rinse her mouth—”

      Snow White coughed—a wet, wheezing sound that rocked her body.

      Fritz slid an arm around Snow White’s back, taking her weight.

      Freed, Angelique scrambled around to crouch in front of Snow White.

      Snow White coughed again, spitting out a little piece of apple.

      Angelique grinned widely as not a flicker of magic remained on the princess.

      Moments passed, and Snow White didn’t move any more.

      But…the spell is gone? Did it just have to touch her and then the effect would be permanent? Does that mean there’s no way to remove the spell?
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      Feeling utterly lost, Angelique thumped her forehead on the cot’s wooden frame and tried not to cry.

      Why didn’t it work? The spell is gone!

      Angelique miserably lifted her head ever so slightly, and Snow White bolted upright.

      Surprised, Angelique fell back on her rear, gaping at the blue-eyed princess…whose delicate face was twisted in undeniable anger.

      “It’s that mirror,” Snow White snarled, her normally pleasant voice shaking with fury. “That cursed mirror! I’m going to shatter it myself when we march on Glitzern.”

      Angelique stared up at Snow White, hardly able to believe she was up, alive, and angry?

      She mentioned a mirror?

      Snow White furrowed her brow and looked around the cottage with tangible confusion. “Did I die?”

      Angelique tried to laugh, but it got caught on the emotion welling in her throat. She threw her arms around Snow White and squeezed her in a hug. “You little idiot. Didn’t Faina ever teach you not to take food from strangers?” Angelique was caught half between laughter and crying.

      She’s awake! Snow White is awake! She’s going to be okay.

      Snow White sheepishly cringed. “The apple was laced with something, wasn’t it?”

      Angelique snorted and let her eyes briefly shut as Snow White patted her back.

      Fritz saved her. She’s well.

      She had to keep repeating it in her head like a mantra because she could barely believe it. After a few moments, Angelique made herself release Snow White. She glanced at Fritz, who was staring at Snow White as if she’d saved his entire world.

      As much as I find romance in times like this ridiculous, I really ought to give them a moment.

      Angelique winked at him, then scrambled to her feet. “Oi, warriors!” She bellowed as she made her way to the foot of the stairs. “Wake up—Snow White is alive!”

      “What?”

      “Her Highness?”

      Thuds shook the loft. There was a scuffle, and then a roar—someone must have woken Gregori.

      Angelique couldn’t stop grinning as she listened to them thrash over her head.

      But as the warriors stumbled downstairs, and Fritz and Snow White murmured sweet nothings to one another (at least that’s what Angelique assumed they were doing, based on the sappiness of their embrace), Angelique’s thoughts returned to what Snow White had said when she’d first woken up.

      “It’s that mirror…” I assume it must have something to do with Evariste’s mirror. It would seem to confirm that he’s being used to power whatever nefarious plans the Chosen have. But…is it the same mirror the Snow Queen tried to bury in the mountains?

      Severin intercepted that old message that confirmed it was sent north to Mullberg… And it is remarkably odd that Faina was sent to deal with Snow White—which was riskier if the Chosen’s end goal is to use her to control Mullberg. That mirror is an artifact; it has a magical nature.

      “Snow White!” the other warriors shouted as they piled onto the main floor of the cottage like excited puppies. Marzell, Aldelbert, Rupert, and Gregori—his hair mussed from sleeping—stormed the stairs while Oswald hopped over the loft raining, and Wendal jumped to a crossbeam and lowered himself down into a crouch.

      Fritz helped Snow White out of the cot, supporting her as she stood upright.

      Aldelbert, shockingly, was the first to approach her, elbowing Marzell so he could clasp Snow White’s hand. He looked so serious and concerned—his normally smiling face was wrinkled, his eyebrows pulled together.

      And then he ruined the effect by opening his big mouth. “You still look rather unhealthy, Snow White. Do you want to use some of my face lotions? They’ll make your skin shine with health!”

      Marzell squeezed his eyes shut. “Aldelbert!”

      “We are glad to see you up and awake, Your Highness.” Wendal bowed slightly and smiled at Snow White.

      Rupert nodded his agreement, and Oswald awkwardly scuffed his bare foot on the ground.

      Marzell grinned, looking more relaxed in his wrinkled shirt and untidy hair. “How did you break the spell?”

      “The apple you mentioned,” Fritz said.

      “Yes?”

      Snow White tottered a little, until Fritz supported her with a hand on her lower back.

      Angelique studied the warring emotions that flickered across Snow White’s face. Her face briefly shown with happiness and a touch of embarrassment when she glanced at Fritz but turned stormy once she scowled at her cot.

      “The apple came from Faina, did it not, Snow White?” Angelique asked.

      “Faina disguised herself as an old peasant woman,” Snow White said, disgust dripping from her voice. “I thought you all must have known her, for I didn’t think it was possible for anyone to slip past you—obviously it didn’t occur to me she was more than she appeared to be. I refused to buy anything, but she offered me an apple. When she cut it in half and took a bite out of her section, I assumed it was safe. She must have spelled it somehow.”

      “You’re safe now.” Fritz gazed at Snow White, looking very much like a heroic forester from a villager’s tale. “That’s all that matters.”

      Ew. Yes—this danger certainly pushed them over the edge into true-blue love. Though I suppose I can’t blame them for it, nor would I want to deprive them. Fritz would fight to the death for her.

      Marzell sighed and lowered his head. “Though we failed you in our promise to keep you safe.”

      Snow White stood straighter and smiled widely—though it was almost a feral expression. “It doesn’t matter—I believe I know how Faina is being controlled!”

      “You know what spell the rogue mage is using on her?” Gregori asked.

      “No, because there is no rogue mage,” Snow White said triumphantly. “We assumed there was because it was the easiest plan to enact, but obviously we underestimated our enemy.”

      Rupert cocked his head. “What else could it be?”

      Snow White turned her giddy gaze to Angelique and stretched out her hand to her. “Angel said it previously, when we first discussed Faina’s affliction.”

      Angelique thoughtfully studied her. “I’m touched you bothered to remember every squawk that comes out of my mouth, because frankly I do not.”

      “She said there are some powerful magic artifacts that could hold people under their sway. They are incredibly rare, though, so we rejected the idea.” Snow White pressed her hands to her eyes. “I should have seen the inconsistency in our rogue mage theory when I first created my timeline, for that is where we can see the proof!”

      She thinks it’s an artifact. Not a black mage. What are the chances it’s not merely Evariste’s mirror, but the Snow Queen’s mirror?

      “What you’re saying sounds very important, Snow White,” Marzell said. “But could you describe it in greater detail?”

      Oswald, displaying his great tact (or rather lack thereof), interpreted. “You’re railing like you’re off your nutter.”

      “I apologize. Right.” Snow White rung her hands. It appeared to take all of her control to stand still. “Approximately six years ago, Faina was given a mirror as a birthday gift,” Snow White said.

      Angelique scratched the back of her neck. What were the Chosen up to back then? Quite a bit if I think about it.

      “Six years…that would have been around the time Queen Ingrid of Arcainia died, Prince Severin of Loire was cursed, and the elves were cursed,” Angelique said.

      That was also when Snow White’s father died, and Evariste was taken.

      “I am unaware of any of those events. What’s important is that the mirror was a gift. I don’t recall who gave it—I’m not sure if we ever knew. That year was Faina’s first birthday since Father had died, so many nobles and foreign dignitaries sent more gifts than usual. Regardless, it was soon after that Faina’s health started to falter. She didn’t have headaches yet, but she was much more fragile. Everyone assumed it had to do with Father’s death—that her broken heart made her more delicate.” Snow White primly folded her hands together, but Angelique got the feeling it was more to keep herself from clenching them into fists and shaking them. Particularly because of the anger that skewed the grim line she’d set her mouth into.

      Given the long-term plans the Chosen have set in motion, it wouldn’t be at all surprising that they planted an artifact six years ago. But that almost certainly means it’s not Evariste’s mirror, because he was moved recently. However…when Severin sent Odette to tell us about the Snow Queen’s mirror and that it had been shipped north to Mullberg, didn’t she say the entry that recorded its movement was several years old?

      “I think the deterioration of her health,” Snow White continued, “which, while slight, was noted by our staff—is an indication that the mirror—an artifact—started to inflict its magic on her.”

      Marzell rubbed his chin as he listened to Snow White, then shifted his gaze to Angelique—likely looking for confirmation.

      “The timeline works better,” Angelique said. “Six years is an impossible timeline for a rogue mage to hold, but an artifact would keep at it. If it really is an artifact, that also explains the ancient spell placed on Snow White, as all artifacts were forged long ago—most of them well before the time of Verglas’ Snow Queen. Usually an artifact would affect people much faster, but it seems plausible Faina held out longer than most.”

      But if that’s so, how does Evariste work into all of this? Obviously he’s being used—there’s no way even an artifact as old as that mirror could create teleportation magic without Evariste, even if it did twist it slightly.

      And obviously Evariste was in a different mirror—or he wouldn’t have been moved north recently. So how did the mirror use his magic? Unless…?

      When Angelique had used the tracking spell, the magic she’d encountered was so terrible and draining.

      Maybe that was the mirror?

      Angelique’s joy in Snow White’s revival faltered, and her smile slipped.

      Was he transferred to the Snow Queen’s mirror, and that’s what he’s living in now? How is he surviving?

      “She did!” Snow White said, interrupting Angelique’s rapidly darkening thoughts.

      Angelique guiltily looked from Snow White to the warriors, trying to remember the thread of the conversation.

      Thankfully, Snow White explained herself. “After I bit the apple, Faina—or the mirror speaking through Faina—complained about the years she had resisted. I think it meant to ruin us sooner, but Faina fought it off.”

      Wendal adjusted his spectacles. “I agree this seems like a possibility. But only if you know for certain the mirror is an ancient artifact.”

      “I don’t know how many artifacts exist, so I cannot say for sure,” Snow White nibbled on her lip. “But the more I think it over, the more I am certain the mirror is somehow involved. Before I left Glitzern, when she nearly hurt me, I saw her talk to the mirror—not to her reflection in the mirror, but to the mirror itself.” Snow White pinched her eyes shut. “I think she even asked it a question.”

      The Seven Warriors looked thoughtful, and Angelique knew she could let it go—they believed enough in Snow White to act upon it.

      But Snow White deserves to know she’s right. I may not be entirely correct that Evariste was moved into the Snow Queen’s mirror, and that it is that particular mirror behind all of this, but she’s right. This is not the work of a black mage.

      Angelique took a deep breath. “It’s the mirror.”

      Snow White blinked. “How do you know?”

      Angelique tossed the starfire she’d been holding since she and Fritz first inspected Snow White on top of her satchel to buy her time while she thought.

      I wish she had not asked that. How much do I tell her? How much time do we have—particularly if we want to attack Faina and capture the mirror before the Chosen get wind of our plans and swoop off with it? Especially now that Marzell informed Lord Trubsinn?

      “I can’t say if your mirror is a rare artifact or not, but after seeing the magic Faina used yesterday, I can promise with nearly absolute certainty: it is the mirror,” Angelique finally said.

      “Can you further explain that?” Gregori asked. “You didn’t know it was a mirror before Snow White brought this up.”

      Curse it—why must this group be the first band that doesn’t instantly believe what I say and ask me to fix everything?

      Angel pinched the bridge of her nose. “Yes, it’s my failing. I didn’t notice the signs and connect them until Snow White brought it up. I can’t really explain it more than that, but knowing what I know, having followed a trail for years…If we can get that mirror out of Glitzern and Juwel, I am certain we can free Faina.”

      Snow White left Fritz’s protective hovering and peered outside at the sky—which was still dark with night but had the faintest blush of dawn already lightening the sky. “We should send a message to Lord Vitkovci and the others. It’s early enough we could still meet today, couldn’t we?” Snow White asked, a wide smile on her face.

      Angelique flicked her eyes at Marzell. And now all the political trouble comes home to roost.

      Marzell sheepishly scratched the back of his head. “About the other lords…we need to talk.”
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        * * *

      

      For Angelique, time passed both unbelievably slowly and so rapidly she could barely breathe.

      She wanted to march on Glitzern immediately and rip Evariste away from the Snow Queen’s mirror—if that indeed was the artifact the Chosen had planted.

      But an invasion of one wasn’t likely to work. And Angelique was determined to finally free Evariste, so she made herself remain with Snow White, who—hours after she woke up, when the world was barely pink with dawn—rode out to meet with the lords who had originally agreed to help invade Glitzern.

      Unfortunately, the lords balked and told Snow White that her grandfather, Lord Trubsinn, was scheduled to arrive that day.

      Which meant if they wanted to save Faina, they needed to march immediately, and the lords refused to do so.

      …Until Snow White’s love for her stepmother combined with her deep knowledge of her country, and she verbally ripped the lords to pieces, shyness and all. With a brilliant bit of politicking, Snow White had the lords following her commands—not Marzell’s—and doing as she ordered, which was why that afternoon, mere hours before Lord Trubsinn was estimated to arrive with his troops according to scouts, Angelique, the Seven Warriors, and the four lords/Snow White’s new henchmen discreetly infiltrated Juwel, making their way to Glitzern Palace.

      They came in waves, each making their way to specific meet-up points.

      Angelique was charged with meeting Snow White and the Seven Warriors at a side entrance of Glitzern, where Snow White would notify the palace guards and tell them to secretly give access to the four Mullberg lords and their troops.

      But before Snow White could do that, they had to escape notice on their way to the palace.

      Angelique, far more certain of her infiltration skills than she had been a few months ago, volunteered to travel by herself.

      But halfway to the palace, as she made her way up the streets of Juwel (pausing occasionally to barter for herbs and buy a bite of food), Angelique ducked up a darkened alleyway. She climbed a stone wall made of loose stones that made the climb far more exciting than she wanted and shimmied her way onto the roof of a stable attached to an inn.

      She hadn’t volunteered to go alone out of the goodness of her heart, after all.

      She’d spent the hours she didn’t listen to Snow White plotting out their invasion—the princess sounded like a compatriot of Severin’s with her ability to strategize—pondering how she was going to save Evariste.

      I don’t have the knowledge of how to break a mirror spell. And I never learned the technical side of spells used to bind enchanters or enchantresses. The last thing I want to do is reach Evariste only to find out I can’t help him.

      Which was why Angelique climbed on to the roof of the inn, squashing herself against the chimney so she wouldn’t be visible from the street.

      A quick twist of her magic cast the warding spell Puss had taught her, and then she pulled her mirror free from her satchel and activated it.

      Several long moments passed, and her chest constricted with worry.

      Is she not going to answer?

      She held her breath, and then the mirror’s surface swirled, and Sybilla’s warm, round face filled it. “Angelique? Is that you?”

      There was something about seeing Sybilla’s kind face and silver hair that made Angelique’s throat ache. “Hello, Sybilla,” she whispered.

      “Dearie, has something gone wrong?” Sybilla brought her face up close to the mirror so Angelique mostly just saw the older woman’s eyes and round nose. “Why do you look like you’re sitting in a chamber pot?”

      Angelique cracked a grin. “I’m hiding behind a chimney on an inn roof.”

      “Whatever for?” Sybilla asked bewilderedly. “I thought you were hiding in Luster Forest with the little Mullberg princess? Unless—did you find a new clue to Evariste’s whereabouts? Clovicus told me you’d confirmed he was in Juwel, and Prince Severin relayed that you meant to join Snow White in marching on Juwel to save Queen Faina, but I thought that wasn’t going to be for a little while?”

      Angelique related an abbreviated version of the previous day’s events and of the spell being placed on Snow White, as well as her suspicion that Evariste had been placed within a new mirror: the Snow Queen’s.

      “Which is why I’m wondering if you know what kind of magic or spell I’d need to use to pull Evariste out,” Angelique said. “I tried contacting Clovicus earlier today, but he didn’t pick up.”

      Sybilla made a disgusted noise as she pulled the mirror back far enough for Angelique to see a glimpse of her surroundings—not that it was particularly illuminating. There was just a yellow leather texture behind her.

      “Trust Clovicus to be off gadding around when you need him,” Sybilla said. “Though I believe he arrived in Chanceux and immediately turned around to come back to Mullberg with the hope of helping you. However, in this case, I’m not sure his smug expertise is required.”

      Angelique blinked in surprise. “It won’t be?”

      “No. You’ve got two options: either hold on to the mirror so an expert of some sort—either someone who specializes in knowledge of black magic or a master craftmage—can come fish Evariste out for you—”

      “I don’t want to count on that,” Angelique said, interrupting Sybilla. “If he’s in the Snow Queen’s mirror, given how Faina is acting, it could negatively affect others. We need to destroy it as soon as possible, before the Chosen could attempt a recovery.”

      “A valid argument,” Sybilla said. “Which is why the second option is likely the better choice.”

      “What is that?” Angelique asked when the Fairy Godmother fell silent.

      Sybilla beamed. “You have to disrupt the mirror’s magic to pull Evariste out.”

      “How?” Angelique asked.

      Sybilla put a plump hand on her cheek. “That, unfortunately, I don’t know. But I imagine you’ll think of something when you see the mirror and can judge how its magic functions for yourself.”

      Angelique chewed on her lower lip. “But would that be safe for Evariste?”

      “You could attempt to reverse the spell that stuck him in there—that’s what an expert would do—but when it comes to ancient magical artifacts, the fastest way to combat them is to disrupt the flow of their magic. Mind you, it’s not possible for everyone.”

      “But you think I’ll be able to?”

      Sybilla released a honk of laughter that sounded like the cackle of a delighted but evil goose. “Oh, dearie. Your magic was made for disrupting the likes of the mirror. Wouldn’t you agree, Poppet?”

      Sybilla turned the mirror so fast it made Angelique’s eyes swirl, stopping when she held the mirror in front of a young lady with ink-black hair. “Yes, Sybilla,” she said.

      “Hello, Odile,” Angelique said.

      Odile smiled, looking happier than she ever had when Angelique first met her after her father, Rothbart, had died. “Greetings, Lady Enchantress!”

      “Yes, proper greetings are important on an average day, but we’ve got limited time,” Sybilla intoned—not visible on the mirror. “So share your thoughts, Poppet. Wouldn’t Angelique’s magic be useful in disrupting long-surviving and possibly evil ancient artifacts?”

      Odile thoughtfully furrowed her eyebrows. “I know when my father was performing his magical experiments, it was the disruption of magic—any outside cause that made the spell unsteady—that was the most dangerous part and the most likely to make something fail.”

      “But what is a disruption?” Angelique asked. “Striking it with lightning?”

      Odile thoughtfully tapped her chin. “I imagine that might work. But I’m not sure that would give you a large enough window of opportunity to rescue Lord Enchanter Evariste.”

      “I have such a smart student,” Sybilla declared.

      Odile blushed pink and shifted her gaze to the ground. “Not at all.”

      Angelique shifted a little so one of the rocks that made up the chimney didn’t jab her lower back quite so badly. “I see. Very well—hopefully I can think of a way to disrupt the mirror when we find it.”

      Sybilla smashed her head against Odile’s so the pair appeared together in the mirror’s reflection. “Don’t underestimate the potency of your own magic,” Sybilla suggested.

      “Yes—” Words escaped Angelique when the yellow background behind the pair shifted, and a giant red eye appeared.

      It took Angelique a moment to recognize the hulking shape of Odile’s tamed wyvern in the tiny image of the mirror. Shaking her head a little, Angelique smiled. “Thank you for your help. I should go.”

      “Oh—and just so you know, we’re in the process of journeying to Mullberg as well,” Sybilla said. “Poppet here is testing her pet’s passenger-carrying skills and stamina. I don’t think he’ll be as speedy as Pegasus, but he may surprise me. Regardless, Poppet and her pet are going to drop me off at the Veneno Conclave for a bit,” Sybilla said. “Though I don’t expect to see you there.”

      “I won’t be staying at the Conclave with Sybilla,” Odile piped in. “So perhaps, once you free Lord Enchanter Evariste, I could fly out to meet you?” Her eyes were bright and hopeful with the possibility.

      Odile would likely be gossiped about in the Conclave due to her parentage, even if they have officially recognized her apprenticeship with Sybilla. I can fully understand why she wouldn’t want to stay there.

      “In that case, I would enjoy seeing you again, Odile,” Angelique said.

      Odile beamed.

      “Yes, yes, I’m sure you’ll have a chummy time. Good luck, Angelique. Be safe.” Sybilla called before the spell sputtered out, transforming the mirror’s surface into a reflection of Angelique’s face.

      Angelique stuffed the mirror in her satchel, disassembled the tiny dampener spell, then started picking her way down the roof, trying to be as discreet as possible.

      I feel as prepared for this battle as a newly found mage student. But I’m going to free Evariste. No matter what, I’m not going to let the Chosen whisk him off. We’ll save the Queen and rescue Evariste. Or else.
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        * * *

      

      Less than an hour later, Snow White led Angelique and the Seven Warriors down the hallway.

      I’m impressed so far we haven’t run into too many problems.

      Angelique thoughtfully studied Snow White’s back—covered by her red cloak and bright red hood.

      Upon arriving at the palace, Snow White had instructed the palace guards—who had bowed instantly to her position and leadership—to send word to the rest of their compatriots so they would be aware of the secret invasion. She’d also taken Angelique and the warriors to the royal study and spoken to the castle housekeeper. Snow White asked her to move the servants out of the palace so they wouldn’t get caught up in the fighting.

      Unfortunately, a messenger from the four lords following Snow White delivered the bad news that there were constructs roaming the castle, but Snow White had been prepared for such an occasion and had given the lords and their soldiers detailed instructions on how to fight the monsters. And, as an added bonus, the palace guards joined forces with the lords and were actively fighting the constructs while Snow White, Angelique, and the Seven Warriors tore through the palace, heading to Queen Faina’s quarters where—according to the housekeeper—Faina had last been seen.

      They’d met up with one of the Lords who’d sworn to aid Snow White with about twenty of his troops before entering the royal wing.

      Now all we have to do is corner Faina in her quarters.

      Angelique glanced back at the soldiers following behind them—in a formation Snow White had ordered. (The princess had selected four warriors to secure Faina and instructed the rest to fight with the constructs that would undoubtedly be guarding the queen.)

      Angelique waved a finger at a soldier that had a well-balanced sword her magic seemed to particularly like. “How bad is it out there?” she gestured back to the main wing of the palace where they’d come from. He smelled faintly of the weird smoke the constructs left behind; he’d obviously seen the battle.

      The soldier, who wore chainmail that was scuffed and was sweating slightly from the fights he’d been in, glanced at the lord he served, who was occupied chatting with Rupert and Oswald. “I’ve never fought a creature of magic. It’s unnerving and curdles your blood.”

      Angelique grimaced. That doesn’t bode well.

      “However,” the soldier continued. “Her Highness’s instructions were right on, and we’ve been able to fight back right well. It’s a hair-raising fight, but it’s more even than I ever would have imagined—didn’t think regular folk like us could ever face down magic!”

      Angelique blinked in surprise.

      He has a point. It never occurred to me that anyone besides a mage could easily take down a spell. Goblins? Certainly. But spellwork…not so much. Have I been viewing this conflict with the Chosen all wrong?

      Angelique glanced at Snow White. She’s facing down magic—and she’s going to win, or die trying.

      Snow White’s shoulders were slightly hunched, and the hood of her red cloak was pulled up over her black hair, but her gaze was resolute as they stopped short of the door. She was a grim leader compared to the frightened princess Angelique had met in the forest what felt like months ago…

      “We’re ready to enter,” Marzell whispered.

      Snow White frowned at the door. “Yes, about that…”

      Oswald puffed up his chest. “You want me to kick it down?”

      “You can’t—not unless you want to break your heel,” Snow White said. “The doors are reinforced against entry.”

      Fritz ran his fingers down the doorframe. “The hinges are on the inside of the room, so we cannot remove the door from the frame.”

      “We could break through it—use a pickaxe to bust a hole through it,” Oswald suggested at a whisper.

      “That would work, but it would give away our position.” Snow White.

      Angelique watched as Lord Vitkovci and his men lined up in a battle formation behind them, preparing to swarm the room when the door was taken down—trusting that Snow White would get them inside.

      “Then what did you have in mind?” Marzell asked.

      Surprisingly, Snow White shuffled around and faced Angelique.

      “Hmmm?” When Angelique noticed Snow White staring at her, she straightened. “Wait, me? Sorry, princess, but that’s not possible.”

      Snow White’s gaze was level. “I know you can do it.”

      “I’m so pleased you believe in me.” Angelique was careful to keep her voice at a whisper, “but I have to correct you: I haven’t the kick of a donkey or horse.” She pointed to Oswald and wrinkled her nose. “Scruffy, here, has a better chance of kicking the door down.”

      Oswald sputtered hilariously, but Snow White didn’t rise to the bait.

      “You can break the door down if you use your magic,” Snow White said.

      “With my magic?” Angelique’s whisper turned into a quiet scoff. She plucked a sprig of herbs off her ever-present satchel and shook it for emphasis. “What am I supposed to do, wave some dill at it and hope the door falls in?”

      “That’s lavender,” Snow White said.

      Angelique hastily hid the plucked herb. “My magic is not going to help us here.”

      “Angel,” Snow White said.

      “I could make it work with healing, but herbs are not meant for moving physical objects,” Angelique said.

      At least, I’m pretty sure. There’s no possible way they could!

      Snow White frowned slightly. “Angel.”

      “I expected you would know this given your propensity to read, but then again I imagine your library doesn’t have many books about magic. Regardless, you’d be better off having Oswald trot off to find a pickaxe,” Angelique advised.

      “Angel!” Snow White growled like a wolf before she reached up and yanked on the collar of Angelique’s tunic, dragging her down to Snow White’s level. “Stop talking and listen to me!”

      Tamed by the unexpected and never-before-seen heat of Snow White’s frustration, Angelique replied meekly. “Uh, okay.”

      “I don’t know what you are, but I do know you are not an apprentice to an herb wizard! I don’t care what you want to pretend to be; I’ll play along with it. Unless it causes unnecessary problems like it is here.” Snow White leaned closer and closer to Angelique until their foreheads were almost touching. “The queen has been—for all practical purposes—taken over. We have soldiers lined up to take her down and end this. So break down this door. NOW!”

      I…well. She’s not wrong. Who cares if I blow my cover? I’m about to be reunited with Evariste!

      Angelique flicked her eyes to the door and swallowed loudly. “Sure thing.” It was hard to keep the smirk off her lips—she was going to free Evariste!—as she glanced at Snow White again.

      There goes the forlorn hope that I had her fooled in thinking I was an herb wizard’s apprentice. Elle, I’m going to hold you responsible for this one!

      Snow White released her now-stretched tunic collar, and Angelique stood up straight and brushed herself off, snorting when Snow White demurely folded her hands in front of her—once again looking like a polite royal.

      A sliver of Angelique’s excitement snuck through when she grinned.  “You’ve got guts by the boatload when you need them, Snow White.”

      “I also have eyes in my head,” Snow White said, her voice colored with a trace of sarcasm.

      “Very good eyes.” Angelique winked. “Here we go!”

      Angelique threw the herb on the ground and eyed the door, double checking for any sign that it was bespelled.

      Nothing. Not even a trace of magic. Very well, then. Let’s end this!

      Angelique picked out a spell—one of many she’d gotten good at using thanks to her breaking-and-entering ventures with Quinn. She pictured the chains of the spell and the symbols, then used a quick burst of her powers to create it and toss it at the door, cutting it off so swiftly that hopefully any Chosen mage skulking around Juwel or watching the queen wouldn’t feel it.

      The door ripped off its hinges and flew into the room as if hit with an invisible battering ram. Even after it crashed to the ground, it skidded a few steps, its hinges scraping the stone floor.

      Whoops! Might have put a little too much power in that one.
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      Snow White stared at the mangled doorframe, but the Seven Warriors silently slipped into Queen Faina’s quarters. The lord and his men marched in after the warriors, but Snow White and Angelique remained outside.

      The only thing that kept Angelique anchored to the wall instead of rushing inside first was that she didn’t feel any magic at all coming from the chamber. Nor did she feel the strange muffled sensation that muddied up her senses when the mirror had cast protection spells on the larger constructs.

      I’m not certain they’re here…

      “Top floor clear,” Fritz’s voice echoed from the loft of the two-floor room.

      “Bottom floor clear,” Gregori said.

      Snow White lingered at the doorway for a moment before stepping inside. “You mean she isn’t here?”

      “Correct,” Gregori said.

      Snow White scurried into the room and scuttled up the spiral staircase that led to the upper balcony.

      Angelique followed, pausing a moment when she first stepped into the room to glance at the soldiers who were poking at padded chairs and tasseled cushions that filled the lower floor—which was arranged in the style of a sitting room.

      I still don’t feel any magic.

      She hurried up the stairs after Snow White—who was frantically patting down a blank spot on the wall.

      “No—blast it!” Snow White hissed. “The mirror, it’s supposed to be right here.”

      Wait…does that mean the Chosen knew we were coming and already removed the mirror as it had served its purpose? No!

      Angelique threw herself to her knees next to the perfectly made bed and peered under the frame. “Maybe she hid it?” she desperately suggested.

      Snow White stared at the wall, as if she could will the mirror into appearing. “If it really is what is influencing her, I doubt that.”

      Marzell strode across the balcony bedroom. “Perhaps she took it and ran?”

      “Why would she do that?” Snow White asked. “Unless there is a leak among our forces, she shouldn’t know I’m alive—or she couldn’t have until we stormed the castle. Thank you, Fritz.” Snow White was so concerned, she didn’t even smile at her beau when he pulled the large wardrobe back so she could peer into the shadows behind it.

      “It seems unlikely she would leave now.” Rupert strode up to a vase of dried up, dead flowers. “Particularly since we can assume that whoever planted the mirror used Faina because he or she wants to take over Mullberg.” He poked the vase and a few petals fell at the disturbance, eliciting a sneeze from him.

      “Then should we seek out the servants again?” Marzell asked. “Perhaps someone besides the housekeeper might better know where she is.”

      Snow White convened at the balcony railing and rested her forearms against the barrier, her eyes far away as her eyebrows knit together in thought.

      Angelique’s heart rattled uncomfortably in her chest as she watched Snow White, hoping the brilliant princess would be able to produce a winning strategy.

      Please…they can’t have taken him. Please, he has to still be here!

      Angelique squeezed her eyes shut, warding off the stinging sensation in her eyes that forewarned of tears.

      “The throne room,” Snow White said.

      Angelique opened her eyes in time to see Snow White nod, her blue eyes glowing with certainty.

      “Faina is in the throne room,” Snow White said.

      “Is this a guess or conjecture?” Wendal asked.

      “A bit of both,” Snow White said. “If the mirror is making Faina as power-hungry as it seems, it is the most likely place for her to go. And it felt off as we passed it on our way here.”

      “I’ll back Her Highness up on that.” Angelique almost tottered with relief at the reasonable—and hopeful—explanation.

      If I wasn’t so cursed emotional, I could have come to that conclusion!

      Angelique cleared her throat and tried to reign in her dizzying feelings and recall what she’d sensed when they’d stormed through the palace earlier. “There is evil lurking near the throne room. I assumed it was another band of constructs, but given that the mirror is missing, it probably was Faina herself.”

      “The main part of the palace was unnaturally quiet,” Fritz said. “It reminded me of the way the forest grows silent before a terrible storm.”

      “Very well.” Satisfied by Fritz’s explanation, Gregori plodded down the staircase. “Let us be on our way.”

      Snow White followed the large man, calling out to her noble minion when she reached the bottom step. “Lord Vitkovci, it seems my stepmother is not here. We believe she must have moved on to the throne room.”

      The lord replied, but Angelique only half listened as she looked around the empty loft one last time.

      He was here not long ago. Snow White saw the mirror here when she last saw Faina. I’ve almost found him.

      Angelique’s war magic stirred within her soul, aching to break out.

      Not yet. Not until I see him.

      Instead of forcibly shoving her magic down as she would have a year ago, Angelique caressed it before she trotted down the stairs, joining Snow White and the warriors as they left the queen’s quarters and marched down the hallway in a protective formation around Snow White.

      Angelique shifted uncomfortably as the muffled feeling came back.

      I can’t tell if it’s because the mirror is this way or because it’s spelled more of the constructs. She held in a growl. Why is it that despite my deep supply of magic, I have so many weaknesses?

      “Fritz.” Snow White licked her lips and kept her voice hushed. “Do you hear anything?”

      Fritz tilted his head. “Besides the sounds of fighting behind us?”

      “Yes.”

      He narrowed his eyes as he listened, then shook his head.

      They marched up another hallway—Angelique couldn’t tell if they’d been in the area before or not. The whole place looked the same to her, empty of people and glittering with jewels and gems that the people of Mullberg seemed to regard as mere rocks.

      They were about to slink through an intersection when Fritz stopped Snow White with a hand to her shoulder.

      The other warriors stopped as well, giving him curious looks as they warily adjusted their grasps on their weapons.

      Marzell started to open his mouth but shut it with an audible snap when Fritz held a finger up to his lips in a sign of silence.

      Alone, Fritz prowled up to the intersection, sticking to the wall and cautiously peering around the corner.

      He didn’t appear alarmed, but he was careful to stay silent as he snuck back to the group. “Constructs,” he whispered. “Can we take a different hallway to the throne room?”

      Snow White nodded. She took a few steps backwards as she stared at the intersection, then circled back down the hallway and led them to a small, plain staircase hidden in a corner by a plaster wall.

      The stairs were made of stone worn smooth and shiny with use, and the stairway was much smaller than others they’d used—likely a servant’s stair, though Angelique hadn’t seen enough of the palace to be certain.

      “There’s a grand staircase that leads up to the throne room. We can access it from a lower floor,” Snow White explained.

      When they left the narrow stairway, they moved through a few plain hallways that were far tighter and lacked any kind of ornamentation.

      They didn’t see so much as a housemaid as they moved through the palace, and it seemed the guards had left their posts to help with the constructs. Occasionally, Angelique heard a shout and felt the trickle of magic that marked a construct’s disappearance, but it seemed like the closer they drew to the throne room, the less often she heard a scuffle.

      Eventually, Snow White opened a door that led them into a grand ballroom.

      As they shuffled across the beautiful room, Angelique’s eye kept twitching. The room had gemstones imbedded in some kind of resin decorating the floor, giving it a glittering effect that glinted at the fringe of her vision like a sword blade.

      I’ll be so glad when Evariste is freed, and together we can stop the Chosen and return to Wistful Thicket. I miss its simplicity.

      Snow White halted at a set of massive double doors and set her hand on one of the glossy panes. “This opens up into the Grand Hall—which has the staircase that leads you to the foot of the throne room.”

      Wendal flicked his wrist, and daggers appeared in his hands. “So, the likelihood of constructs out there is reasonably high.”

      Snow White nodded.

      Marzell unsheathed his sword. “Lord Vitkovci?”

      The Mullberg lord that had accompanied them shut the visor of his helm. “My men are ready.”

      Fritz gently maneuvered Snow White so she stood behind the Seven Warriors.

      Gregori solemnly bowed his head to Snow White. “At your command, Your Highness.”

      Snow White licked her lips. “Then let us begin.”

      The doors opened with a creak that ruined any chance of surprise they had, and with it Angelique’s heart clenched.

      Constructs filled the hall so thickly, it was chokingly dark.

      One of the big, troll-like constructs appeared to be patrolling the length of the hallway, but the humanoid variety were so numerous, Angelique couldn’t distinguish one from another.

      As the door creaked, every construct shuffled around and faced them with their eerie, white eye holes.

      “Attack!” The Mullberg lord charged past the Seven Warriors, his men following him in precise formations as they raised their weapons and fell upon the constructs, slicing through them and cleaving into the thick of things.

      The Seven Warriors kept to the edge of the room, acting as a guard for Snow White and using the wall to guard their backs as they sidled along.

      Weapons whirled and constructs fell, but the room remained dark with the sheer number of foe within.

      Angelique tapped her magic and thought she felt something through the massive door at the end of the chamber.

      Evariste…

      Marzell—wielding a spear—stabbed a construct in the chest, making it turn into smoke and evaporate. “What are your orders, Your Highness?”

      Snow White leaned precariously on her tip toes as she tried to see over the horde of constructs. “We have to get up to the throne room!”

      “Are you mad?” Oswald spun in a circle, his sword cutting through four constructs in the one move. “We can’t rush it now! What if there are more constructs in there?”

      But if we don’t progress, the mirror will simply cast a spell for more constructs—as I suspect it is doing now.

      Angelique shoved her hand in her satchel and grabbed a fistful of starfires. “The only way we’re going to stop the constructs from regenerating is to stop Faina. Shine!” Angelique waited until the crystals ignited before she chucked them into the inky black sea of constructs.

      She cackled as the constructs snarled from the unusual onslaught. Every construct the crystals touched disappeared, while the constructs within visual line of the starfires stampeded over each other as they fled the glow.

      “Fine, but how are we supposed to get to the stairs?” Oswald asked.

      Fritz plunged into the writhing mass of constructs, his sword blade whirling as he dodged, spun, and thrust with the grace of a sword master. He never stopped moving as he cut a path through the swarm, slowly gaining ground.

      “I guess we’re going.” Wendal adjusted his daggers and stalked down the path Fritz had opened. He used his daggers like a set of claws, carving into any construct that tried to refill the empty space.

      Angelique fished another clutch of starfires out of her satchel. “This way, Snow White.” She tossed the crystals so they landed on the sides of the path, scaring off more constructs, then grabbed Snow White’s wrist and toted her along behind her.

      The rest of the Seven Warriors fell into step behind them, closing ranks so the princess would be guarded.

      This is extremely dangerous, but I think we can handle it since the Warriors are so competent.

      Angelique peered over Aldelbert’s muscled shoulder and tossed another starfire, grinning in delight when Rupert kicked one of her previously-tossed starfires ahead of them—further clearing the path.

      “Angel?” Snow White asked.

      “Hmm?”

      Snow White stared at the door to the throne room. “If we are overwhelmed, can you use your magic?”

      Angelique cringed.

      Now that is the question, isn’t it?

      “I don’t know,” Angelique admitted. “I’m hoping with everything in me that what I’ve been looking for is in that throne room with Faina, and if it is…” Angelique’s magic pulsed inside her, reflecting her barely contained impatience. “I might need all the magic I have to grab it,” she said finally.

      “I understand.”

      Angelique paused, clutching several starfires as she studied Snow White for any sign of anger. “I’m sorry. But, it’s just—”

      Snow White held a hand up and didn’t lose her look of understanding—even when Marzell almost squashed her when he backed up to avoid a construct’s attack. “I really do understand. I’m grateful you told me—it is merely all for strategy.”

      Before Angelique could say anything more, three constructs attacked Rupert at once.

      Angelique wedged herself between him and Gregori and stabbed a construct with a starfire, moving fast so Gregori didn’t trample her as they continued to carve their way through the seething horde.

      The Mullberg lord and his men were handling the big construct with remarkable composure—it seemed the soldier had been speaking the truth to Angelique. All of Snow White’s careful instruction meant the soldiers stood in a semi-circle around the construct, distracting it so their bowman could get a good shot.

      Constructs pressed around them. The mirror had to be replicating them given that the chamber wasn’t emptying at all, even though the warriors had cleared out at least a hundred of the creatures.

      We need to finish this, or we’re going to be overrun.

      Three sets of hall doors were slammed open, and armed men rushed in.

      “Clear the way! Clear the way! Clear the way!” the newly arrived warriors shouted as they cut through the constructs, linking up with the men trying to take down the troll-like construct.

      Angelique laughed when she saw the Mullberg symbol—a charging ram—on their uniforms.

      Snow White surely never knew how popular she was. These are royal soldiers!

      The soldiers flooded the room, fortifying the other warriors and cutting through the constructs faster than the mirror could replace them.

      Within seconds, the big construct was downed, and though the constructs continued to swarm, the fresh soldiers weren’t phased and fought on.

      A Mullberg lieutenant paused in the fight just long enough to point at the stairs that led to the throne room, then to salute Snow White.

      Angelique lobbed the handful of starfires she was holding. “I’d say that’s our cue to keep going.”

      “Your orders, Snow White?” Gregori asked.

      “We continue,” Snow White said. “We have to find Faina, or there will be no end to this.”

      Fritz was first to move. He started up the stairs, taking two at a time. Snow White and Angelique were right behind him.

      Fritz leaned against the wooden door, pressing his ear to its surface. “Nothing.”

      “It must be hoped, then, that she is alone.” Snow White said.

      Angelique shook her head as a shadowy, dark sort of sensation oozed under the door crack. There might not be any servants or guards in there with her, but she’s not alone.

      But if the mirror was there…Evariste would be as well.

      The thought made Angelique’s heart rattle in her chest. Soon!

      “Fritz.” Snow White set her shoulders and lifted her chin. “Open the doors.”

      Fritz leaned into the doors, pushing them open as Angelique prayed with all of her being.

      Please, please, be here!

      Fritz and Marzell were first into the room—though Snow White was so close behind them, she almost trod on their heels.

      Angelique hung back, letting the other warriors in—though it was difficult to say if she stayed back in hopes of catching the mirror off guard, or if it was because now, when she was about to face the truth of the matter, she almost couldn’t bear to find out if Evariste was really here or not.

      The room was shrouded in shadow. Although the far end of the throne room was filled with floor-to-ceiling windows, and there were a great many skylights, clouds filled the sky, and the scant braziers that were lit cast eerie shadows in the room.

      The air smelled stale and rotten—like death and decay left to fester. The scent was powerful enough, Angelique nearly choked on it, though it didn’t seem to bother the warriors or Snow White.

      The flooring was smoothed obsidian rock that seemed to gape like a hungry maw, waiting to devour Angelique, Snow White, and the warriors.

      But it was the twelve suits of black armor that made the back of Angelique’s neck prickle. She could feel the dark magic radiating off them.

      Silently, the knights turned in an unnatural unison to face them, their obsidian-rock armor shining and their blood-covered swords gleaming wet. They were constructs—but they were forged with a terrifying amount of power and were larger than even Gregori.

      Faina was there, impossible to miss in a giant crown that looked like the points had been sharpened with a file. She sat on the throne with a cruel smile.

      But Angelique’s gaze sped past all that to focus solely on the mirror.

      It was larger than she imagined and horribly beautiful, with a gold frame that curved with ornately embossed flowers. The colossal, blood-red ruby that glittered at the top of the frame—the focal point—seemed to glow with magic.

      It’s the Snow Queen’s mirror. Its most remarkable feature was the bloated red rock.

      When Angelique finally stepped into the room, she was almost forced to her knees by its sheer power. She felt its magic—numbing and unforgiving—surge around her with an iciness that promised to enfold her, slowly freezing her bit by bit as it consumed her power.

      A string of curses escaped Angelique as she endured the magic—resisting the urge to release her own powers. Her fingers twitched to summon her silvery powers, which were starting to stir like the ocean waters before a monsoon.

      Whatever spell it used to cloak its power doesn’t extend beyond the throne room. Does that mean…Evariste?

      Angelique dared to let her magical senses drift to the mirror, and she felt it: the faintest twinge of Evariste’s bright, dazzling powers.

      It was almost entirely eclipsed by the mirror’s dreadful magic, but she could feel it flickering like a candle about to be snuffed out.

      Angelique jolted forward a step, then caught herself.

      I can’t! I need to wait for the optimal time to attack, or I won’t be able to free him!

      Angelique was certain of this, all the way to the marrow in her bones.

      The power of the mirror, the unforgiving way it drowned the room…she didn’t have a hope of destroying it. She’d only succeed in freeing Evariste if she surprised it. Hopefully it would be weakened if Snow White got through to Faina.

      A dry sob caught in her throat, and she clenched her teeth as she forcibly held herself in place, even though every part of her soul screamed with impatience and pain from the mirror’s power.

      Bear it. Evariste has borne so much. I’m not going to fail him now!

      “Faina,” Snow White said.

      “Snow White.” The Queen spoke in a deep, fathomless voice that couldn’t have been hers. It had a blurred quality to it—as if time had slowly worn away the individual timber, leaving an echoey, almost watery quality to it. “Fairest of them all. How fortunate it is that you have come to me.”

      Snow White trembled—reacting to the power of the mirror even if she couldn’t feel it as strongly as a mage would—and took a tiny step back.

      Angelique’s magic howled within her as the pressure built.

      No, no. Angelique gritted her teeth and held her powers close. I can’t pick a fight I won’t win. You’re a part of me—you should know better.

      Snow White gulped, then pushed back her shoulders. “It appears you have misunderstood the situation.” Her voice grew louder the longer she talked, and she lifted her chin up. “I have not come to you, but Faina.”

      The queen—or the mirror talking through the queen—laughed. “You stupid child. You are too late. She is under my control, and through her, your insipid country is as well. Faina is mine now.”

      “She’s yours, is she?” Snow White—small among the warriors but outright tiny when compared to the black, armored constructs, stepped forward. “Then if that is the case, why are you so afraid of me?”

      Angelique desperately studied Faina, looking for any sign of a spell that controlled the queen. There was magic everywhere; it practically poured off the mirror. But while a spell held the constructs together, there was nothing on Faina.

      Maybe it didn’t cast a spell on her—does that mean it’s using its sheer influence? Can it overpower someone with its presence?

      Queen Faina slumped out of the throne, standing up as if she were a doll whose limbs were being manipulated. “I do not fear stupid little girls who are so inept and useless, they cannot speak to their own people.”

      Snow White winced—it had to hurt to hear her stepmother say that, even if it wasn’t really her—but she didn’t retreat. Instead, her blue eyes sparked with passion. “You’re right. It isn’t me you should fear.”

      The queen’s jaw opened unnaturally wide as she giggled. “You think I should hold your little band of warriors in terror? How laughable!” She pointed to the constructs, the mirror’s magic wrapping around her like a cloak. “Attack them!”

      With a grinding noise—like rock on rock—the obsidian knights lurched across the room. Their movements were slow initially, but their momentum built into a jog that made the stone floor shake, and eventually the leader of the pack leaped the last few steps, stabbing at Oswald with its heavy, onyx colored sword.

      Oswald blocked it, but he nearly fell to his knees in the process, his arms shaking from the force of the construct’s blade. “Dodge their attacks,” he shouted. “A few hits from them, and your arms are done for.”

      Rupert moved to aid Oswald, swinging his sword so he struck the construct on the side. “Look for weak points.” He tossed his sword from one had to the other and flexed his fingers. “Striking them is like hitting a boulder.”

      Good to know.

      Angelique kept an eye on the constructs as the Seven Warriors rose to meet them, then her gaze drifted to the mirror.

      Can it sense me? Does it suspect I’m here for Evariste?

      Its magic briefly threaded around her, and Angelique had to cling to her core magic with everything she had—holding it back as she made herself assess the situation.

      The queen’s eyes stayed on Snow White as she stood behind the line of the Seven Warriors, and the mirror’s magic seemed to be most concentrated on the queen.

      I assume that means it believes Snow White is the biggest threat. Does that mean that I need to wait until Snow White at least attempts to free Faina? The mirror would certainly be more distracted then.

      Angelique clenched her teeth as she watched the mirror ripple behind Queen Faina, then dragged her gaze to the Seven Warriors.

      Aldelbert and Wendal had teamed up, toppling a construct by pulling a rope between the two of them.

      Gregori was struggling—his crossbow bolts were unable to punch through the obsidian armor. One of the knights started to grapple with him as Oswald and Rupert fought back-to-back nearby, and Marzell yanked a construct’s helm straight off its shoulders with his whip, revealing shadowy black magic shaped vaguely like a head.

      With one last glance at the mirror—and one last shove at her screaming magic—Angelique leaped into the fray.

      She launched herself onto a construct’s back, latching an arm around its neck. The construct struggled—trying to reach back and grab her without falling over from the unbalanced weight of its own armor. Angelique flipped the visor of its helm back and dropped a glowing starfire inside.

      It didn’t react explosively like the first constructs, but the crystal bothered it. It stopped reaching for her as the crystal rattled its way down the armor, dropping all the way to its feet. Then the construct took a few shaky steps before planting its massive sword on the ground—ruining the expensive stone flooring—and shook its head.

      Angelique hopped off its back and scurried away, just as Aldelbert and Wendal swooped in with their rope. The duo wrapped it around the construct’s legs and yanked, toppling it to the ground with a crunch that reverberated in the chamber.

      With all the constructs occupied, Snow White charged across the throne room, meeting Queen Faina over the floor mural of a charging ram.

      “You really are an idiot.” The queen still spoke in that strange, watery voice as Snow White drew closer.

      Angelique watched them for a moment, then jogged past Fritz, who dodged a construct—which rammed helm-first into a wall and fell onto its back.

      These constructs are more powerful and more difficult to fight, but they certainly aren’t smarter. At least we have that advantage.

      “Are you going to keep an eye on her, or should I?” Angelique yelled to Fritz as she pointed at Snow White.

      The princess was still talking with Queen Faina—or the mirror, really—determination making her chin rise as she stepped closer to her stepmother.

      Fritz took the time to stare at Angelique for several very long seconds.

      “Understood—you’re going to watch her with all of your undying but poorly-timed love.” Angelique winked at him, then skipped around a construct Marzell was fighting, trying to edge her way closer to the mirror without being noticed.

      Her magic snarled like a lion, its sharp edges prickling Angelique’s consciousness in its desire to be free.

      It’s been a long time since I’ve actively held my magic in. But Snow White needs time to reach Faina…and I need to secure any advantage I can.

      Rupert knocked a construct’s helm off its shoulders with such force, the helm flew across the room and smacked the wall.

      Angelique tossed a starfire crystal into the construct’s armor as she scurried past, only paying enough attention to make sure the magical creation didn’t strike her.

      Most of her attention was on the mirror. She tried to study it, squinting through the shadowy fog of magic that surrounded it.

      I don’t see any spells around it…

      She ran to the far side of the room, attempting to peer at the mirror’s side—if there was a spell inscribed in its back, she’d surely see flickers of magic even from that angle.

      She passed Gregori, who had a few cuts but didn’t seem too hindered as he ripped an arm off a construct and used it to beat the construct on the head.

      She took the time to slip a starfire crystal down the open arm hole while craning her neck.

      Blood-colored magic drifted off the mirror’s back, but there were no symbols of magic that she could see.

      I’m not sure if that’s encouraging or discouraging. I won’t have to worry about tripping any nasty spells, but how, then, is it holding onto Evariste?

      She could see the threads of Evariste’s bright blue magic that leaked from the mirror’s surface—a sure sign he was, indeed, inside.

      If there’s not a spell holding him in, how am I supposed to get him out?

      Off to the side, Snow White continued to argue with the mirror/her stepmother.

      “Empty entreaties, princess. I already told you—Faina is gone!” The mirror growled through Queen Faina

      “Except she’s not!” Snow White’s voice was hardened, revealing her inner fire. “I know my stepmother. She would never hurt me! She would never leave me!”

      Yes, keep going, Snow White!

      Angelique wanted to shout encouragement to her friend, but she was afraid to break Snow White’s concentration and to draw attention to herself.

      She licked her lips as she tested the mirror’s magic, cringing when it brushed past her.

      It was the dangerously numb magic she’d encountered with her tracking spell: ancient, foreign, and powerful.

      It was so different from any other kind of magic she’d encountered.

      A rudimentary but deadlier form of magic saturated it, and she could feel an intelligence in it—a supposedly non-sentient thing—that frightened her.

      It’s similar to the stones I encountered for my enchantress test, but more brutal and invasive. The stones pulled my magic from me…this feels as though it would infect every part of my being. How has Evariste survived this long?

      For a moment, Angelique’s heart stopped as she considered the matter. Was it even possible to survive something this evil for such a long time? It seemed impossible.

      No—Evariste had to still be alive. She could see his magic!

      Holding in a snarl, Angelique checked on the Seven Warriors—who were still valiantly holding back the constructs. Their cuts, bruises, and wounds, however, were starting to add up and make the fight lag.

      If this goes on much longer, I may have to intervene. But that might end any hope of freeing Evariste.

      Angelique glanced at Snow White just in time to see her embrace the still-possessed Queen Faina.

      “What’s happening?” the mirror said through Faina. “You have done something to me!”

      When Aldelbert limped past, Angelique patted his back, taking the risk to place a tiny healing spell on the lord, watching the mirror as she did so.

      The mirror didn’t respond—it was too focused on Snow White’s attempts to reach Faina, which seemed to be succeeding!

      Faina tried to grapple with Snow White, but just as her fingers brushed the princess’s throat, the queen staggered backwards.

      “Get away from Snow White!” the queen shouted in a feminine voice that was markedly different than the echoey one she’d uttered before.

      You cannot resist, a hushed voice whispered. Though it was quiet, it filled the room with a stifling thickness. You are but a simple human, unable to fight magic.

      Angelique jumped. The voice was coming from the mirror—the physical mirror. It wasn’t speaking through Faina, but with its own ability.

      Perfect. Just perfect. A talking, evil artifact. Never mind that I’ve never met any talking, magical artifact before—which means the mirror has a level of power I’ve never witnessed—it also has to be twisted. There’s not a chance I can match it power wise, even with my vast magic.

      Thick, tarry magic swirled around Queen Faina, who screamed in pain. She and Snow White cried to each other, but Angelique didn’t hear much of their conversation because her magic roared to life.

      If it was a snarling lion before, now it was an enraged dragon with a belly full of fire and the desire to destroy everything. It hit Angelique so hard, for a moment she couldn’t see.

      All she felt was her power—cold and angry.

      She slumped against the wall as she tried to recover.

      Settle down! she mentally howled at her powers. You’re trying to pick a fight we can’t win! We need to be able to get Evariste out!

      “Faina!” Snow White screamed. Tears poured down her cheeks as she tried to step closer to Faina—who was wrapped so deeply in black magic, she was no longer visible. “I’m not going to give up. I’ll fight this with everything I have. Mullberg will not rest until you are safe, and I will not stand quiet and let you go!”

      Unnatural wind pulled at Snow White’s black hair, pushing her back as she struggled to get closer to her stepmother.

      Angelique’s powers gathered around her fingertips, and Angelique pushed off the wall—intending to cut a path through the magic for her friend.

      A white hand plunged out of the darkness and grabbed Snow White’s, eliciting a startled scream from her.

      Deep within the cloud of black magic, Queen Faina moved. “I said…GET AWAY FROM MY DAUGHTER!”

      The ancient black magic that Angelique wasn’t certain she could beat…fled. It rushed away from Queen Faina and shot back to the mirror, sinking within its surface with such force, the reflection violently rippled.

      Queen Faina and Snow White clumped together as the armored constructs continued to attack the warriors.

      They did it. Using love, they beat it. Even though that was the worst sort of magic I’ve ever seen… Evariste did tell me that love—whether paternal, platonic, romantic, or otherwise—was one of the strongest forces on earth and is as old as the most ancient kinds of magic.

      Angelique’s magic stirred in her, trying to make her move—do anything. Evariste was right there! But she remained still, feeling as if she wanted to grasp something that was just out of her reach.

      I can’t overpower the mirror—I can see that with my own eyes. I can disrupt it, like Sybilla mentioned, or maybe I might be able to briefly overwhelm it as Odile did with her wyvern. But…what if…

      She couldn’t solidify the glimmers of her thoughts into words or an idea.

      Around her, the battle still raged.

      Aldelbert was protecting Wendal—who was slumped against a wall, entirely out of the fight. Marzell fought with Oswald and Rupert, but their strength was starting to fail. Gregori and Fritz worked together, but even Fritz was showing signs of weariness.

      Snow White scooped up a dagger and scrambled up to the throne. She ran past it, closing in on the mirror—though her steps became slow, and she started to shiver uncontrollably.

      Help them! Angelique’s magic raged in her, as her mind screamed, Do something!

      But she was so close!

      The mirror doesn’t have a spell on it, so it’s not a spell keeping Evariste in, but the mirror’s sheer power. I need to use my magic to fight it off, but what if—to get him out…

      Angelique wasn’t stupid.

      She didn’t romantically love Evariste.

      However, if she’d learned anything over the past few years, it was that missing Evariste—feeling his absence—was an ache that never went away and a wound that cut far deeper than she’d ever expected.

      As his student, she’d respected him, but she hadn’t valued their relationship.

      Evariste had, however. He’d always made it plain that he cared for her. Even when she thought he was a dream and—

      I love him. I don’t know how to define what kind of love, but I do love him. And that is all I need to get him out.

      Satisfied, Angelique released her hold on her magic, and it roared free.
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      She was here.

      Evariste could feel her unique, remarkable magic. Not just where the flicker of her powers still prodded at the wall blocking his magic in his soul, but outside the mirror.

      He thought he could see her, but although the surface wasn’t hazy like it usually was, outside it was smudged—almost like a painting.

      He was fairly certain, however, that the lively smudge wearing bright blue was Angelique.

      She’d come. After all this time, she never gave up.

      Angelique stopped and gaped at the mirror every few minutes—practically oblivious to the fighting around her.

      He stared at her, a weird, starving sensation twisting in his gut as he noticed her unevenly cut hair and unusual clothes.

      Can she tell I’m here? I think she knows I’m in a mirror, but I don’t know that she can sense it’s this one.

      Evariste paced back and forth, as close to the mirror’s surface as possible.

      She’s not using magic—why is she not using magic? Isn’t Clovicus or Sybilla with her? Why is she alone? What’s been happening that she appears to be alone? The mirror is too dangerous to face alone—I, of all people should know!

      Evariste’s cloak tangled around his legs as he impatiently paced—hope and fear blooming in his chest.

      He might be able to get out—he could almost taste freedom!

      But if the mirror can overpower Angelique…if it captures her and engulfs her the way it has engulfed me…

      Evariste pushed against the mirror’s surface and tried one last mad scramble for his magic.

      No! I can’t let her be taken!

      Neither yielded, but he didn’t give up. He wasn’t going to stop fighting until he was out.
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        * * *

      

      Angelique’s magic surged through her—cold and knifelike—as she finally let herself sprint across the throne room.

      She pounded past Snow White and barely noticed when frost clung to the tips of her messy hair and her magic cut through the swampy fog that had begun to gather. She skidded to a stop in front of the mirror and slammed her fists on its surface. “Evariste!”

      He appeared in the mirror, wearing the blue and black cloak he’d been in the day the Chosen kidnapped him—the cloak she’d seen in her dream.

      Evariste pressed his palms into the other side of the glass. “Angelique!”

      Angelique slapped her hands over his. Despite the freezing temperatures the mirror was radiating, she could have sworn she felt the heat of his hands through the glass.

      The wind howled as the mirror gathered more magic to it.

      Angelique grimly planted her legs as it tried to push her away.

      “Angel—you have to leave,” Evariste shouted.

      “Not when I’ve just found you!” Angelique shook her head, trying to dislodge some of the frost that covered her eyelashes so she could see better.

      “It’s too dangerous!” Evariste said. “Please—I just want you safe!”

      “I’ve looked for you for six years, Master Evariste,” Angel growled. “I’m not giving you up now.”

      Choices…the mirror whispered. The murky voice was gone, but a cold, ancient voice had taken its place.

      Rage…Power…

      Angel ignored it as she slammed her fists on the mirror. “I’m getting you out!”

      “But you can’t! Not with your current abilities—”

      Angelique shut her eyes and gathered her core magic to her. She’d loosened it before approaching the mirror, now she harnessed it—but not to twist it into a different kind of magic or spell. No, she needed her magic to be as deadly as possible.

      When she flicked her eyes open, her magic engulfed the room. It brushed against every sharp object in the room (which glittered in the back of Angelique’s mind) and was so potent, it broke the skylights and poured out of the open door. It covered the oblivious soldiers fighting outside the throne room, gushed down hallways, and spilled out of the castle, rapidly spreading across all of the Glitzern Palace grounds.

      Angelique’s mind was cluttered with the knowledge of broken pieces of glass, cracks in windows, stored arrows, jagged rocks, the guard armories and more. It filled her with an intoxicating sensation of power.

      But, as she suspected, even with all of that power, Angelique’s hand couldn’t push through the mirror’s surface.

      Perhaps all those curses weren’t so stupid after all. Maybe—hopefully—love is the strongest force in life after all.

      “Give him back.” Angelique’s magic put extra force behind her words as she felt her powers gush from the well of her magic.

      Her core magic surged around the mirror, trying to crush it. It beat back the mirror’s black magic, but when it touched the mirror’s frame, it brushed against the ancient, foreign magic that had nearly killed Angelique when she used the tracking spell and stole her breath from her so her lungs felt like they’d crumpled in her chest.

      That’s not the mirror’s magic, she dimly realized. That’s the mirror itself.

      “Never,” the mirror whispered. “Evariste is mine.”

      “That wasn’t a request!” Angelique grabbed the mirror on either side.

      How do I do this? It’s very grand to say I need to use love—but how?

      The mirror rattled in her grasp, but Angelique doggedly hung on, even when the mirror’s sheer presence overwhelmed her, its bottomless power so effortlessly wrapped around her, she couldn’t move. The pain was immense. It wracked her body, making it feel as if it was crushing her. If she didn’t soon let go, it would kill her!

      “Angel!”

      That’s right—I need to think of Evariste. I need to think of what he means to me.

      Angelique’s mouth opened in a scream that wouldn’t come, and it was only the power of her magic that kept her standing as she clung to the mirror despite the pain.

      Shaking, she forced herself to look at Evariste.

      He hammered on the other side of the mirror, his blue and green eyes gleaming with desperation as he shouted things she couldn’t hear. A thatch of his blonde hair hung over his forehead, and even though he’d been locked in an immeasurably evil thing, his concern was for her.

      That’s what I love about him. His generous spirit and kindness so deep it’s immeasurably strong. I missed it. And his laugh—the way he’d tease Roland, even his ridiculous insistence that we buy matching clothes and that Stil was our child.

      She gritted her teeth as pain clogged her throat, and pushed past it.

      Angelique had been in agony for six years, missing Evariste.

      What the mirror was inflicting upon her? It was middling in comparison.

      Angelique held Evariste’s gaze. His handsome face was lined with worry, and he shook his head.

      Angelique tried to smile, and then she peeled her right hand off the mirror’s frame and once again pushed it against the mirror’s surface.

      It resisted for a moment, and Angelique thought of the late, warm nights they spent drinking tea as they laughed about a nearly botched assignment, of the wintery afternoons they’d spent in the workshop tinkering with magic in companionable silence, of all the shared joys and sorrows and amusement—each precious moment that, in her silly suspicion, she hadn’t valued enough at the time.

      But now she knew better. Now, Angelique knew she loved Evariste.

      The mirror changed from a hardened surface to a jelly-like texture, and Angelique pressed her fingers through it.

      The mirror shook, and the numb sensation of its ancient presence grew that much stronger as she pushed her hand inside. The surface rippled, pooling at her wrist until she pushed her arm in all the way up to her forearm.
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        * * *

      

      Evariste watched—afraid to breathe—as Angelique’s hand passed through the mirror.

      She’s doing it.

      Angelique’s magic burned around her with the light of a shooting star. The silver of her eyes glowed, and her magic spiraled under her feet and filled up the room.

      She’s always been powerful, but when did she become this skilled? How long have I been captured?

      Evariste laughed as Angelique pushed her entire forearm into the mirror.

      No wonder the Chosen fear her! I cannot wait to see her beat them!

      “Take my hand!” she shouted.

      Evariste stared into her eyes—which raged silver with her power—and felt the enormous pressure of her magic even through the mirror’s surface.

      A part of him still couldn’t believe that she was here—alone!

      I’ve missed her for so long, and she’s helped me more than she likely knows with her magic, and she’s finally here.

      “I love you!” the words were out of his mouth before he could rethink them.

      Angelique squinted a little and tipped her head at that specific angle she used whenever she wasn’t sure what he had said.

      She didn’t hear me.

      He wasn’t sure if his relief or disappointment was stronger.

      Before she could ask what he said, he grabbed Angelique’s hand, his eyes briefly fluttering shut when—for the first time in what felt like a decade—he touched another human being.
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        * * *

      

      “Take my hand!” Angelique shouted, desperately hoping Evariste would hear her over the wind gusts.

      Evariste said something—she couldn’t quite tell what—but his hand folded shut around hers, and Angelique almost cried. She wasn’t sure if it was the pain or the familiar feel of his hand, this was the assurance she needed to know it was really Evariste.

      Angelique rolled her shoulders back, then flicked her eyes up to the giant red gem on the top of the mirror.

      Sybilla thinks I need to disrupt it to get him out? Fine. I can do that.

      “Go,” Angelique said.

      Her magic flowed through her, channeling down her arm and straight into the mirror’s interior, piercing it through with silver. Always enthusiastic in its deadliness, it splashed past Evariste, pouring into the mirror with the crispness of a sword thrust.

      The mirror’s overbearing presence lifted. It didn’t retreat entirely, but under the invasion of her powers—bolstered by her hold on nearly every weapon inside the palace—the mirror shifted its focus to her magic.

      “Enough!” the mirror hissed.

      It tried to block her powers, but her magic sliced straight through its resistance.

      I don’t have enough power to totally overwhelm it, but I have more than enough to push it back long enough to get Evariste out!

      Angelique set her shoulders, and then pulled on Evariste’s hand, holding her breath as her arm passed back through the jelly-like surface. Her wrist passed through, then her palm, and then Evariste’s fingers!

      She could hardly believe it as she pulled his arm out. Her heart beat faster and faster as Evariste tested it, pushing a booted foot against the surface, passing through it without resistance.

      “No!” the mirror snarled.

      It launched its magic at Evariste’s back while he was mostly still inside the mirror.

      But Angelique’s magic hadn’t stopped flowing. And while she’d lose in a long fight, her magic wasn’t even nearing the bottom of her resources.

      Rather, she felt more alive than she had in ages.

      It only took a tiny nudge to her magic, and it pierced the mirror’s attack, dismantling it as it relentlessly pounded the artifact. Rivers of her magic pooled around her feet, flowing out from her in a star-like shape.

      But no matter how much her magic saturated the room, she couldn’t quite seem to match the mirror’s power. She needed to finish this fast, or she’d lose him. Again.

      Every muscle in her body trembled as she dragged Evariste so he was halfway out. Even with her magic’s undisturbed attack, the mirror’s magic clung to him, actively trying to drag him back.

      No, you don’t. I’ve come too far, practiced too hard, and have searched too long to let a mirror keep him from me—artifact or not!

      Angelique sucked in air between her clenched teeth and cut off contact with her magic. The unnumbered weapons that littered her mind disappeared.

      Her magic was out only for a moment, but it was all the chance the mirror needed. Unfettered, it unleashed more of its magic—rapidly dropping the temperature of the room so the sweat that beaded on Angelique’s brow froze.

      Angelique sank deep into the spring of her magic. It stretched around her like an ocean—placid and calm despite the battle around her.

      And then—as she’d practiced countless times with Puss and later Quinn—she collected as much as she could possibly hold (so much that her skin tingled) and released it in one electrified bolt.

      She yelled as she unleashed it—her consciousness once again filling with the glittering knowledge of all the weapons in the palace.

      The concentration of her magic was so thick and so sudden, the air felt sharp as her powers gushed to the outskirts of Glitzern. It burned through the coin bespelled by Stil to slightly change her features, hitting the coin with such fierceness, it burned in her tunic and must have cracked in half. The attack was relentless, and it cut through the mirror’s horrible magic.

      With one final, desperate pull, Angelique jerked Evariste out of the mirror, managing to swing him behind her so she stood between him and the awful artifact.

      She clutched Evariste’s hand so tightly, she had to have been hurting him, but she didn’t dare let go. No—she’d never let go! At least not for days.

      The mirror’s surface swirled.

      “Evariste…”

      “No,” Angelique vowed in a voice tight with passion. “Never again!”

      She snapped her left leg up and kicked with everything she had, knocking the mirror backwards.

      It didn’t crack—it was too infused with magic for that—but it made a resounding crash that was quite satisfying.

      Angelique was fairly certain Evariste exhaled a single breath of laughter, but she swung around and looked past him, her consciousness prickling with the awareness of the armored constructs, and their less-potent companions in the halls and galleys around the palace.

      The mirror’s magic was still present—it was as cold as Verglas in the throne room, and the wind whipped hard enough to make Angelique’s eyes sting. But Angelique was used to the coldness of her own magic, so she barely registered it as her powers twined around her.

      I’m not sick from my price yet—that means I have to strike now!

      Angelique pulled her hand back as she mentally sorted through all the sharp-edged things her magic had claimed, picking out the armored constructs’ swords—which would probably be the only things strong enough to harm them—and all the arrows, swords, crossbow bolts, spears, and weapons the Mullberg soldiers and guards wielded, which she could feel but not see.

      She gently tugged the weapons from the soldiers’ hands, dragging them into the air with the obsidian constructs’ swords.

      Her mind buzzed with information as she held the weapons high above everyone, stretching her awareness so she could aim with the same precision she used to create her pin pictures.

      Then, at once, she released it.

      The weapons dropped, falling on their carefully chosen targets.

      The onyx swords pierced the constructs’ rocky armor, stabbing them straight through. The armored constructs swayed for a moment, until each one fell in on itself, destroyed by its own blade.

      Outside the throne room, it took Angelique a few more waves of attacks to make certain she’d gotten every last one of the mirror’s constructs.

      I can’t leave a single one—we’re going to lock this monstrosity in the deepest, darkest dungeon of the Veneno Conclave, and I’m going to escort it there myself!

      She narrowed her eyes in concentration as she cut through both the shadow-forged humanoid constructs and the giant, lumbering, troll-like constructs, as well.

      She stopped only when she felt the last fizzle of the spell that held them together disappear, leaving only the mirror’s terrible (and enraged) presence.

      Angelique held her magic tight, almost afraid to let go, afraid to let her guard down even when she couldn’t feel any other magic besides her own.

      Then Evariste stood and wrapped his arms around her.

      For a moment, she thought she might have dreamed the entire fight up—perhaps her mind had lost it in an effort to shield her from the disappointment of missing him.

      And then she felt Evariste slide his hands across her back and felt the soft fabric of his cloak press into her cheek.

      He’s here. He’s out. I found him.

      Her tears of relief and joy came fast—almost knocking her legs out from underneath her as she clung to Evariste.

      She unashamedly pressed her face into his shoulder and cried harder when he rested his chin on top of her head. “It’s you,” she sobbed. “It’s really you!”

      Her relief was so encompassing, she didn’t feel her price bubbling in her gut until the sour taste clawed at the back of her throat.

      I can’t throw up on Evariste or in Snow White’s throne room. I can’t!

      Angelique ripped herself from Evariste’s arms and lunged to a large decorative vase that she retched into, her body jerking with the strength of it.

      Miserably, she collapsed on the ground, feeling hot and sweaty as the unfeeling chill of her magic retreated.

      “But it doesn’t matter,” Angelique babbled. “I did it.”

      “You did,” Evariste agreed. His voice was a hundred times more musical than Angelique remembered. She’d be satisfied if he just talked from now until forever. She’d missed the sound so much!

      A dry sob caught in her throat as he knelt at her side and wrapped an arm around her shoulder, supporting her even as her stomach spasmed and she retched again.

      She clutched the vase with one hand, but her other reached out and latched onto the throat latch of Evariste’s cloak—as if he’d disappear if she couldn’t hold onto him.

      Even when she retched again, she didn’t let go. Evariste seemed to be of a similar mind; his warm hold on her tightened.

      “Why are you so ill?” he asked.

      Even when concerned, his voice sounds magical.

      Angelique sagged against the ground, letting her forehead rest on the cool stone floor. “What do you mean?”

      “Were you injured or cursed before the fight? Why are you sick?” He peeled her off the floor, maneuvering her so she leaned into him.

      Even in her addled state, Angelique didn’t miss the way he looked around the throne room like a blind man whose vision had been resorted, or the way he traced her hand and rubbed at the soft cloth of her oversized tunic.

      He’s stronger than I ever realized—to be this calm after everything he’s been through.

      “It’s my price,” Angelique croaked.

      “The price of your magic?”

      Angelique nodded, then had to dive to make it to her vase on time. Once she finished that round of retching, she could feel her empty stomach start to settle. The sour, rancid taste in her mouth was still so overpowering she could smell it when she breathed, and the back of her throat felt raw. But she was fairly certain the worst of it was over.

      “Using your core magic makes you this ill?” Evariste’s arms convulsively tightened around her for a moment.

      Angelique twisted in his grasp—it wasn’t enough to feel him, she needed to see him to know he was real. “This time wasn’t so bad,” she said. “When I first hit my price, it took me down for a while. Now I just get sick for a few hours.”

      “Is there anything that helps?” he asked.

      “Not really. Alastryn gave me some elf remedies that help a little. But this is fine.” She laughed a little. “I just can’t believe I finally found you!”

      “I must admit I’m also having a…difficult time believing this is real and not some new, twisted game created by the mirror.”

      “I’m real,” Angelique assured him. “We’re real.” She leaned into his shoulder again in a bizarre mixture of careless elation and leftover nausea. “And after we lock that mirror up, I’m going to pry off its backing and disassemble it piece by piece.”

      “I volunteer to help,” Evariste said, his voice remarkably free of malice.

      Angelique started to smile, until the reality of the situation started to dawn on her. “What about you? Do you need a healing spell—” She’d started to bolt upright, but the fast movement was too much for her stomach (which gurgled ominously).

      She grabbed her vase just in time, but she had nothing left in her, so it was mostly dry hackings.

      When she finished, Evariste tugged her back so she again leaned against him. “As I’m not at all physically injured, I’m much more concerned about you.”

      “Angel?” Snow White picked her way across the damaged room, concern filling her expressive eyes. “Are you terribly injured? Should I call for help?”

      “No,” Angelique nudged the vase. She’d have to pay Snow White back for it. “It will pass. Eventually.”

      Snow White chewed on her lip. “Is there anything I can do to help? Could magic heal you?”

      Angelique wiped her mouth off on her tunic’s sleeve—there were positives to not wearing fancy dresses all the time! “Nope. If it could, Evariste could do something.”

      “Ahhh, yes.” Evariste let go of Angelique’s hair—she hadn’t even noticed he’d been holding it back for her. “If I could spare Angel, I would; except I’m afraid in this case, I am doubly unable to help. My magic is sealed.”

      All of the happy thoughts that had been cluttering up the back of Angelique’s mind were silenced at this very, very bad revelation. “What?”

      For the first time since dragging him out, Angelique could see the shadows in Evariste’s smile. “I served as a power source for the mirror, but to keep me from escaping, I was sealed before I was placed inside it,” he said.

      Angelique choked on air. “But it will be easy to break off, right?” she wheezed. “We’ll just take you to the Conclave, and someone there will remove whatever it is that is keeping you sealed.”

      “I’m afraid that’s impossible,” Evariste said.

      Angelique’s nausea rapidly fled under the all-encompassing dread this realization—which not even her price could hold a candle to—brought.

      Evariste can’t use his magic. That means he can’t build gates. Or help Emerys with the elves. Or…anything magical at all.

      She hadn’t saved Evariste for his magic, but the idealist part of herself she usually tried to strangle into submission had built up the impression that everything would be solved if Evariste was freed.

      But the Chosen are still running their network they’ve had centuries to put into place; Evariste can’t use magic, and now that Evariste is back, the Council is probably going to try and charge me with all the accusations they couldn’t while he was gone.

      It was always going to be like that, though. Evariste is impossibly talented, but just as it would be unfair for the alliance to expect me to fix everything, I can’t expect Evariste to solve all our problems. And what I really wanted was to get him back.

      Still, realizing Evariste was blocked from his magic was strangely difficult for Angelique to process as he’d always been in the role of her teacher—her superior. What did that make him now?

      Here. He’s here. That’s all that matters. Even if he can’t use his magic, he’ll stand with me, and I don’t care what the Council or Conclave says.

      Snow White fidgeted and looked like she wanted to press the topic, but somewhere behind her, the Seven Warriors stirred.

      Marzell pointed to one of the broken windows. “Guards up!”

      Four gray-clothed figures scrambled in through the window.
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      Angelique immediately reached for her magic.

      Those aren’t Mullberg soldiers. They’re not wearing uniforms, and they sparkle with magic!

      The tallest black mage—they had to be from one of the two nearby Chosen hideouts—hurled a glob of bubbling fire magic at Snow White, Angelique, and Evariste.

      Angelique beckoned, and chunks of the obsidian armor from the destroyed constructs zoomed across the room, forming a wall and blocking the fire.

      “Snow White!” Fritz shouted.

      Angelique scowled as the molten fire spattered against the armor—the sick feeling in her gut twisting.

      I haven’t had enough time to recover, which means if I’m not careful, I could get sick in the middle of the fight, and then they’ll take Evariste again!

      Using as little of her magic as possible—she’d have to write a long thank you letter to Puss for all his training—Angelique lifted the onyx swords back into the air. “How did they get here so quickly? I just freed you!”

      Evariste swiped a sword that had been tossed aside in the chaos of the fight. “I don’t think they’re here for me.”

      What? Why else could they—wait.

      Angelique felt the blood drain from her face as she lowered the armor-wall just enough to look over it.

      The four mages were gathered around the mirror. Two of them were struggling to peel it off the ground until an older man who resembled a toothpick snatched it up with ease—though he held it as far away from himself as possible.

      Angelique rattled off ever curse word she’d learned. “They’re taking the mirror!”

      Evariste’s concern seemed to manifest in an overly calm façade. “Has Stil been hanging around you during my absence? He’s the only one I can think of who would know such creative language.” His expression and tone were mild as he adjusted his hold on the sword.

      Angelique spun her magic into the most basic warding spell she had—which turned brutal with the unnecessary amount of power she poured into it.

      She slapped her hand on the ground so the spell covered both Evariste and Snow White. “Stay down—both of you!” She launched herself over the armor wall—ignoring the unsettling roll in her stomach—and gestured at the onyx swords, snapping her magic.

      The swords redistributed, then stabbed at the black mages as the skinny man hauled the mirror toward the window.

      One of the mages tapped his own magic and ripped the layer of obsidian stone off the floor, creating a protective shell. The onyx swords slammed into the shell—making some of it crumple—but they were unable to reach the mages.

      The mage with the fire magic formed another bubbling ball. Just as he raised his hand to throw the fire at Angelique, a crossbow bolt struck his bicep.

      He collapsed to the ground, shouting in pain.

      “Now!” Marzell yelled.

      The Seven Warriors attacked, throwing daggers and shooting more bolts at them. The mage—who must have had a core magic for stone work or something similar—hurriedly peeled up more of the expensive flooring, reinforcing his shell.

      The fourth Chosen mage hopped through the broken window. The stick-like mage that carried the mirror tried to slide it through behind them, but the mirror’s frame caught on the sides of the window.

      It was too wide.

      If the situation wasn’t so dire, Angelique would have laughed out loud.

      Instead, she loosened another swirl of her core magic, adjusted the position of the onyx swords, and struck again. She swiped the swords in a wide arc—attempting to take out the stone shell so the Seven Warriors could get a shot at the Chosen mages again while giving her at least a chance at breaking the mirror. Or at least damaging it.

      But although the onyx weapons dragged across the face of the mirror with a screech that made everyone wince—except for the Chosen mage who was outside and screaming as the group uselessly tried to pull the mirror through the window—they didn’t leave so much as a scratch on its surface.

      One of the swords shattered on impact with the mirror. The reverb jarred Angelique straight to her core and made her ears ring.

      “Lord Vitkovci!” Snow White shouted with an admirable amount of volume, audible even above the racket of the fight.

      Angelique glanced back, but Snow White had thankfully remained inside the ward as she shouted for the Mullberg lord. Evariste was safely there, too, but he had a curious expression on his face as he stared at Angelique.

      Later.

      Angelique flicked at her magic, again ramming the swords into the stone shell (which buckled) and trying to drive them through the mirror (which did nothing).

      The mages must have realized Angelique would soon get them because the stone mage started throwing pumpkin-sized rocks at Angelique, providing cover for his compatriots. The spindly mage scrambled out from behind the shell to try rotating the mirror and shove it through, his movements frantic.

      Angelique ducked a thrown rock but trusted her ward to shield Evariste and Snow White.

      A painful clang sounded behind her. Angelique swung around just long enough to see that Fritz had intercepted one of the rocks with a metal shield and was beckoning for Snow White to get back behind the armor wall.

      Yes, they’ll be a good match. He’ll have enough preservation skills to help Snow White live longer.

      Angelique used the onyx swords again—attempting to directly hit the Chosen mage with the strength magic. He nimbly climbed under the mirror, avoiding the attack, and from his crouched position, he managed to finally flip the mirror at an angle that let its frame slide through the window.

      He jumped out after it, the stone mage and fire mage right behind him.

      “NO!” Angelique loosened her hold on her magic so it raged freely around her.

      Incensed, she darted around the stone shell and scrambled through the broken window—being careful not to scratch herself on the jagged glass.

      There was a bit of a drop outside, but she landed on the roof of an intersecting castle wing with a solid thud.

      “Angel, wait!” Evariste’s voice was slightly muffled inside the throne room.

      Angelique ignored him and sprinted across the palace rooftop.

      The fire mage happened to look back as she closed in on the party. He yelped, notifying the rest of the Chosen mages.

      One of them shrieked—Angelique wasn’t entirely certain why—and while they attempted to pick up their pace, they wobbled precariously on the roof.

      I should have taken Elle up on her offer to teach me how to run on roofs!

      The mages started to panic as Angelique—more physically fit than any of them—continued to gain on them. She released her hold on the black onyx swords, intending to grab a fresh crop of weapons and/or jagged items outside the palace, but immediately, her guts started churning.

      Her stomach rebelled, and Angelique crashed to her knees, retching once again. Her entire body rocked as she was sick, and she clung to the roof for support.

      Between bouts of sickness, she looked up to see the mages flee farther and farther away.

      I’ll never catch up with them, not when I’m this weak!

      Angelique did an encore performance of her swearing abilities and attempted to stifle a sob.

      She tried to stand, but her legs were shaky and refused to hold her.

      Despite the cool outdoor temperatures, she was hot, and the taste in her mouth only further upset her queasy stomach.

      Evariste hopped through the window and ran the few steps necessary to reach her, crouching next to her.

      “They got away,” Angelique said. “I couldn’t stop them.”

      “Angel, you just expelled a huge amount of magic in rescuing me. It’s not your fault.” He picked something out of her hair—glass, she thought.

      Angelique groaned. “It doesn’t matter. That was the mirror the Chosen wanted! That’s the mirror the Snow Queen buried.”

      Snow White poked her head out of the broken window, but at Angelique’s words, she ducked back inside. “Lord Vitkovci!” she shouted. “Send your soldiers after those men! I want Juwel closed and all guards to search for those intruders,” her voice trailed off as she walked away from the window.

      “They won’t catch them,” Angelique miserably predicted. “That stone mage can open up Juwel’s wall for them.”

      “They probably won’t get them,” Evariste agreed. “But Queen Faina is free of the mirror’s influence. You ruined their plans. And there’s a lot we need to talk about.”

      Angelique was too sick to protest as she leaned into Evariste, closing her eyes even though they were sitting on a rooftop.

      She was a muddling mixture of sickness from her price and emotions. She was elated—she’d freed Evariste! But the Chosen still had their mirror, and there was no telling just how much damage they could do with it.
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      “It is absolutely vital that you simultaneously send troops to both hideouts. If they haven’t been cleared out already, the first location you march on will notify the second.” Angelique juggled the rough, wooden bucket she’d been given as she scowled at the four guard captains she’d commandeered. “Do you understand?”

      “Indeed, mage.” The guard’s eyebrows went up as he squinted at her—likely trying to figure out her position in society. “We shall split our forces and investigate the two hideouts of these Chosen folk outside the city and be prepared for a fight with black mages.”

      Angelique convulsively tightened her grip on her bucket. “Maybe I should go with you after all.”

      “That’s not necessary…lady?” A second guard captain said—his voice going up at his guess of her station. “You did say you were almost certain both locations would be cleared out.”

      “Yes, but maybe they left traps behind,” Angelique said.

      The first captain flipped back through the notes he’d taken. “You already ordered us to apprehend any criminals and place a watch on the place, but you also specifically informed us we were not to touch anything.”

      “Yes, but any number of things could be waiting there for you.” Angelique scowled down at her bucket, then glanced at Evariste.

      I’d already be on my way to investigate the hideouts, but I’m loathe to leave Evariste, and taking him back to dens used by black mages—even if they’ve already fled as I imagine they have—is begging for trouble.

      Evariste smiled at her. “They’ll only be outside the city, Angel. If something happens, I imagine you’ll feel it.”

      “I guess,” Angelique said.

      “You were only just released from medical attention,” Evariste pointed out. “If it is discovered you go haring after the black mages, however unlikely it is that they remain there, Berhta will insist you receive her…gentle…ministrations again.”

      Angelique hunched her shoulders at the reminder of Berhta.

      Since she’d used a great deal of her magic in such quick succession, Angelique’s price had hit her harder than it had in recent memory. Snow White had insisted Berhta (one of Glitzern Palace’s formidable medical attendants) see to Angelique.

      Berhta was built similar to a bear, but with even more muscle to her. After wrestling Angelique into bed, she’d poured no less than five foul-smelling concoctions down her throat, even though Angelique had emphatically told her it would do no good.

      Berhta was also the giver of the bucket—which was the only reason why Angelique was carrying it around, even though an hour had passed since she last retched, and the last dreg of her price that still bothered her was nothing more than a slight queasiness.

      “You only experienced a little over an hour of Berhta’s tender care,” Evariste reminded her. “She’d likely insist you stay longer if you were to be sick again.”

      “A valid point.” Angelique swiveled back to the guards. “Very well, I shall remain here. But don’t try to play hero—use caution. And here, take some of these.” Angelique pinned her bucket to her side with one arm and dug into her satchel with the other. She didn’t have to root around long before she found and pulled out a few pre-lit starfires. “If the mirror left some constructs behind, these will help.”

      “Thank you…lady mage?” the note-taking captain tried.

      Angelique raised an eyebrow at him and smiled. “Thank you for investigating these locations.”

      “Of course. Princess Snow White told us to do whatever you ordered, mystical lady mage.”

      A grim smile briefly surfaced on Angelique’s lips. “Still, thank you all the same.”

      The guards bowed to her and glanced among themselves before adjusting their bows to be slightly lower, then turned on their heels and swept off to organize their men.

      Angelique relaxed as she watched them go, the pressing need to chase after the mirror dissolving almost entirely.

      I’d be shocked if they find anyone. Those mages clearly had a planned route. I’m sure the mirror will be out of Mullberg within days, and it’s likely already far from Juwel. But we should be thorough. There’s a chance they might have left something helpful behind, and I never got the chance to search these locations, we just observed the patrol schedule. But with this taken care of, I only have to worry about one thing: making sure the Chosen don’t come back for Evariste.

      Between her nearly subsided nausea and the assurance that they weren’t letting the Chosen run off on their merry way entirely unhindered, Angelique was finally starting to feel better.

      She shuffled around to face Evariste, whose eyes never stopped moving as he looked around the room, watching guards and soldiers come and go according to Snow White’s orders.

      Angelique was pretty certain the princess was hunkered down in the study with some of the Seven Warriors, Queen Faina, and the lords that had helped infiltrate the castle.

      Naturally, this means we will not be going to the study.

      Angelique ran a hand through her unevenly cut hair as she studied Evariste with a more critical eye.

      He looked fairly terrible, but not quite as bad as Angelique had expected given how long he’d been in the mirror.

      He’d filled in a few of the missing pieces for Angelique when she’d been meekly waiting for Berhta to let her leave—namely that he’d been stored in a mirror in some kind of cave system for the longest portion of his captivity, and he had been moved to the Snow Queen’s mirror last summer after the Chosen had shipped him north—creating the trail Angelique and Quinn had picked up on.

      But given that it was now spring, that meant Evariste had spent roughly two thirds of a year inside the twisted mirror—and Angelique couldn’t imagine that his previous captivity had been “easy.”

      He had dark circles under his eyes; his skin was pale compared to his usual healthy tan, but what worried Angelique the most was how tenuous his smile seemed. He didn’t seem physically wounded, but he’d been cut off from his companions, magic, and all friendly contact for years.

      I don’t know that Berhta’s “special care” could help him.

      It was understandable—expected, even—that he’d still carry that kind of pain even after being freed. But Angelique also wasn’t entirely certain how she could help him—or even if she should prioritize it above the need to make certain he was not captured again.

      I’m quite possibly the worst when it comes to the mechanics of relationships. It doesn’t bode well for Evariste that I’m the only one here.

      Evariste finally peeled his gaze off a brightly painted wall mural—which had so many gems encrusted into the surface, it would have made the Loire palace and its tacky obsession with gold positively envious. His eyes settled on Angelique, and his smile solidified a tiny bit—but it was enough to squeeze Angelique’s heart.

      “Is anything wrong?” Angelique asked.

      Evariste arched an eyebrow at her. “I’m not the one that was sickly green a short time ago.”

      Angelique awkwardly clasped her hands together. “Yes. Well. It seems we have a lot to talk about.”

      Evariste sighed, his expression looking a little haggard. “I imagine so. Have I really been gone six years?”

      “Yes,” Angelique said, the word heavy with feeling.

      There was a gap between them that she couldn’t quite put into words, and she knew it was the time span that was the cause.

      Not that during the years apart, Evariste had suddenly come to his senses about her core magic and suddenly no longer liked her. It was just that so much had happened.

      And though Angelique still felt strongly for Evariste—and would fight to her death to keep the Chosen from getting him again—it almost felt like there was too much that they needed to tell each other, that it made things…awkward.

      If that’s the case, then we should start talking. We need to!

      Angelique drew herself up and thumped her wooden bucket on the side of her thigh—a splinter poking her straight through her trousers. “Is there some place you’d like to go—or see?”

      Evariste tilted his head. “Outside,” he said.

      “Very well—then let’s find ‘outside.’” She awkwardly hovered at his elbow for a moment. Typically, Evariste had been the more physically demonstrative person in their friendship before, but now Angelique had to hold herself back from grabbing his arm just to assure herself he was really there.

      But do I really need to hold myself back? I don’t imagine he’d mind it if I grabbed his elbow like I used to.

      Evariste was staring at Angelique with a curiously mixed expression that was a cross between bemusement and pain.

      Angelique mashed her lips together hard enough to make her cheeks pucker, then she awkwardly held out her hand.

      To her relief, Evariste’s smile bloomed into something larger, and he took her hand in his, intertwining their fingers.

      Angelique breathed a sigh of relief—yes, he really was there—then casually swung her bucket by its rough rope handle with her free hand as she felt her magic drift off in interest. “Let’s try this direction,” Angelique said.

      “Are you familiar with the palace?”

      “Not really. Snow White dragged us back and forth through it today, but I have no hope of remembering anything about it,” Angelique said. “But there are more weapons this way, which likely means more guards, which also most likely means we’d be moving away from the center of the palace and to the outside.” She paused when they passed by a decorative arrangement of war axes and finely wrought daggers and briefly pulled her hand from Evariste’s so she could remove one of the daggers off the wall and toss it conveniently into her bucket.

      Snow White won’t mind.

      Once she finished, Evariste took her hand again. “You’ve grown quite skilled with your magic in my absence.”

      Angelique cringed. “I didn’t have much of a choice. So much has happened—there have been so many near losses…”

      Evariste squeezed her hand as they left the hall they’d been standing in and stepped into a corridor of some sort that was decorated in dark, emerald green tones. “I’m glad—not that you experienced such difficulties, but that you’ve gotten so skilled. Are you an enchantress, yet?”

      “No—the Council wouldn’t even consider it since you were missing.” Angelique swung her bucket so it smacked her in the thigh again. “I had a lot of trouble with them. But my troubles are pretty minute compared to what you went through.”

      “There’s no judging pain, Angel,” Evariste said. He’d been scanning every decoration they passed, but at Angelique’s words, he narrowed his gaze in on her. “Because there is no comparing it. Pain is pain—no matter how it occurs.”

      Angelique’s smile turned dangerously misty, and she nudged her shoulder into Evariste’s. “Now I really can believe you are here.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yes. Because you’re sharing deep truths.” Angelique’s gaze strayed to an arrangement of jeweled flowers displayed on an end table.

      It was only the tickle of her magic and her experience with Elle that made her recognize the decorative roses—and their sharpened metal stems complete with sharpened thorns—were a possible weapon. She snagged one for her bucket.

      “It’s not so much that I am deep as much as Clovicus drove such principles through my skull. But in this case, it is a personal observation,” Evariste said.

      Angelique paused when they walked past a tiny, closet-like room that she recognized as a guard outpost, chortling to herself when she found a handful of broken arrows. She dropped these into her bucket to add to her growing arsenal—she would be prepared if the Chosen so much as breathed in Juwel this day!

      “What do you mean?” Angelique asked once she rejoined Evariste in the hallway and took his hand again—growing more comfortable with the gesture every time she did it.

      “You might think I’ve physically suffered the most…and perhaps it is true. Having your magic forcibly pulled from you is a very painful experience, one I hope you never have to experience,” Evariste said. “But I can see how pain has left its own mark on you.”

      The statement surprised her.

      How has pain left a mark on me? I’m far more exhausted than I ever was, yes, but while it’s been difficult without Evariste, I don’t know that I experienced much physical pain.

      To avoid answering, Angelique tugged him into a sitting room, which had glass doors that opened up into an outdoor balcony.

      It seemed the sitting room had seen some of the action in the battle against the constructs. Goose feathers spilled from ripped, velvet cushions; one of the thick drapes that covered the doors had been yanked off its curtain rod, and a glass figurine of some sort had fallen off a display table, shattering on the rug-covered floor.

      Angelique held her bucket out and released her magic. It pounced on the glass, finding all the shards with a sharpened edge and pulling them into the air where they twinkled and glittered. She turned her magic so it dropped the glass shards in the bucket and then released it.

      “I’m not sure what you mean by pain leaving a mark on me,” Angelique said. “I don’t know that I’ve aged at all since you…”

      “I didn’t mean a physical mark per se.” Evariste opened the door and stepped outside.

      The sun was sinking on the horizon. It wasn’t sunset yet, but the crimson gold haze backlit the mountains that were turning blue with the fading light.

      They were on the second floor of the palace—which afforded them an excellent view of the courtyard that burrowed between the palace and its short protective wall. Beyond the wall stretched the city of Juwel, which glittered in the afternoon light.

      “If not a physical mark, then what?” Angelique prompted.

      Evariste set his free hand down on the palace’s stone wall and ran his fingers across the worn rock.

      He’s starved for sensations, Angelique realized. Sights, the way things feel…

      “It’s the way you move,” he said almost absently. “You’re expecting a fight. And while I’m glad you’ve mastered your magic more than I ever hoped for, the fact that it was necessary brings me great regret. I wish I could have spared you the fight.”

      Angelique listened thoughtfully, shivering when the wind swept through the courtyard. Although it was no longer winter, it was chilly, and the wind had a frigid bite to it. She glanced at Evariste, but he didn’t seem to notice. He stood, taken with the beauty of the sky.

      “Even if you’d been with me, it would have been a fight. The Chosen…they’re like a disease, silently spreading everywhere before any of us knew what happened.” She set her bucket down so she could paw through a pocket sewn to the interior of her cloak and find the flame-shaped jewel spelled with a heat charm that Stil had given her when she stocked up at Chanceux with Quinn.

      She whispered to it—waking its magic—then tucked it between hers and Evariste’s clasped palms.

      “Perhaps, but I think the most telling mark of your pain is that there is not a single mage here with you.” Evariste looked away from the sunset and settled his mismatched eyes—the left being a beautiful shade of forest green while the right was a breathtaking blue—on her face. “And that you haven’t suggested we notify another mage that I have been freed.”

      Angelique opened her mouth and tried to find a reply—one that wouldn’t sound as bitter as she felt towards the rest of the mages from the Conclave—but couldn’t say anything at all.

      Evariste tugged her so they stood face-to-face, then took her free hand in his and squeezed. “Whatever they did to you, I’ll make sure it’s over. Whether it was the Council, your old instructors—we’ll handle it.”

      Angelique slightly shook her head. “How do you have the strength to do this?”

      Evariste blinked. “Do what?”

      “This!” Angelique tried to gesture with her hands, but Evariste still held both so it was more of a flopping motion. “Offer to help me when you’ve been in what I imagine is immeasurable pain—for months!”

      Evariste’s expression was unreadable. “Because you’re important to me.”

      For one panicked moment, Angelique thought of dream-but-actually-real-Evariste before she successfully shoved the memory away. No, it’s the same for me. I kept searching for Evariste no matter how exhausted I was because I care about him. And I never had the chance to tell him…

      The thought brought back the memory of the first few wretched months after he’d been taken, when she’d been riddled with guilt at the thought that she could have done something to stop the attackers. She’d also deeply regretted the fight they’d had about her magic shortly before he was taken.

      She fidgeted in place.

      It’s awkward to acknowledge it now. So much has happened…and I’m so happy to see him, but so much has changed. And I don’t know where we stand or what any of this means.

      “I’m sorry,” Angelique blurted out. She wasn’t sure if the apology rushed out of her because it had been a weight she’d been carrying for years or because she was trying to distract herself.

      Evariste’s eyes had drifted off to the sliver of sun still visible over the mountains, but they abruptly flicked back to her. “Sorry for what?”

      “For our fight. The one we had about my magic—whether or not it was dangerous—before the Chosen took you,” Angelique said.

      Evariste wrinkled his forehead and somehow managed to look handsome in his regret. “Oh, Angel. Have you been thinking of that for all these years?” He let go of her hands and instead placed his on her shoulders—which was fine, except the wind was still cold, and now he didn’t even have a piece of the heat charm warming him!

      “Maybe, yes,” Angelique scanned him, trying to figure out if she could put the ruby in his pocket, but there were no visible pockets in his cloak. “Because you were right about my magic. I was afraid of it when I needed to master it.”

      “Then you finally believe your magic isn’t dangerous?” Evariste asked.

      Angelique snorted. “Oh, it’s dangerous. It’s not something I will handle carelessly, but all the practice I’ve had means I can maintain control of it.” Angelique tilted her head as she thought. “But there are many kinds of core magic that have the potential to be dangerous—elemental core magic and weather magic are obvious examples. Just as a fire mage is careful with his or her magic, I must be careful with mine. But careful does not mean I have to lock it up and never use it.”

      Angelique paused, surprised to discover her words were true. I don’t love my core magic—I’ve suffered too much for that. But I am willing to use it now that I can see how it’s necessary to protect, as I protected Evariste, Snow White, and the warriors from the constructs. Quinn was right in that my magic is like a soldier’s path. Instead of mindlessly killing, it’s my duty to protect and defend.

      As if stirred by her thoughts, her magic unwound. It layered the area so thickly, the air almost seemed to shimmer in the swiftly fading evening light.

      She had half-expected Evariste to jump in and tell her that she needed to completely accept her magic—he’d done that before.

      He surprised her greatly, though, by simply nodding. “You’ve come a long way.”

      Something deep in her relaxed.

      I will always appreciate how Evariste believed in me and supported me, but it would be idealistic to a foolish extent if he continued to insist there was no possible danger in my magic at all.

      “Thank you.” She smiled at him, but it was strangely difficult to meet his gaze, so she looked away.

      He kept his hands where they were on her shoulders, and Angelique squeezed the heat charm between her fingers as the silence stretched on.

      He’s going to get cold, even if he’s not acting like it.

      Angelique placed her hand on his wrist, sandwiching the charm between them. The gesture felt awkward, as did touching his hand when she tried to adjust to that position.

      Evariste raised an eyebrow at her, and the desire to talk and fill the moment burned in her.

      “Truthfully, the greatest danger of my magic is that there is so much of it,” she sourly said. “Whenever I use it, it always seems like it can continue to grow even though my mind is already cluttered with the dozens of weapons, and if I tried to use more, I’d likely fumble. It’s a gluttonous magic, really.” Angelique playfully scowled.

      “You feel everything your magic touches?” Evariste asked curiously.

      “Yes.” Angelique removed her hand from the awkward position and frowned a little as she tried to figure out where else she could touch him that wouldn’t feel…odd. “It’s easy to lose my concentration if it becomes too overwhelming.”

      “Ah,” Evariste said. “And that is why I must apologize.”

      Angelique peered up at him despite her good sense. “I beg your pardon?”

      “I was pushy and clumsy in the way I handled your difficulties with your magic. I never stopped to think that handling your magic would be so different from mine.” The slant of his smile was tinted with sadness. “There is no danger in my core magic. If it grows out of control, the portal will collapse in on itself. The greatest danger is that I act foolishly and impertinently fling myself into an unknown realm without taking precautions, but that’s a personal decision. As your master, I didn’t even attempt to research war magic and discover how it would be an entirely different experience for you. In some ways, I was perhaps too young to be a good teacher when I took you on as my apprentice—though I would never regret it. I’m merely afraid you suffered in a few ways as a result.”

      “No—never,” Angelique violently shook her head and grew more upset as Evariste’s gaze slid away from her. “The Council would have sealed me. You gave me the opportunity to use magic, something I assumed I’d have to give up forever.”

      Evariste still wasn’t looking at her. Impulsively, she grabbed a fistful of his cloak on his chest and felt when the warmth of the heat spell bloomed. “You offered me friendship when no one else would. It took losing you to make me aware of all you did. I need to be thanking you, Evariste. For reaching out—for caring. I didn’t recognize it before, but I promise you I know it now.”

      Evariste slid his hands off her shoulders. One rested on her hip, and the other skated down her arm, stopping to cover her hand folded in his cloak.

      She gulped as she stared into his almost magnetic eyes—unable to look away even though the only thing that filled her mind was panicked internal screaming.

      What is he doing?

      “Angel…” Evariste said.

      Angelique hunched her shoulders a little as her mouth mysteriously went dry. “Um…”
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      A percussive clang pierced the air, followed by the rhythmic chiming of bells and beats on a drum that followed a musical pattern.

      Angelique leaped backwards, almost dropping the heat charm in the process, then clumsily spun around to face the courtyard—the source of the noise.

      Aldelbert and Oswald stood in the courtyard with a horse whose mane and tail were elaborately braided.

      Oswald tied ribbons into the horse’s mane.

      Aldelbert appeared to be playing an instrument of sorts: a thick staff that was nearly as tall as he was that was topped with a miniature cymbal and little bells. Two strings ran from the top to the bottom of the instrument, where there was what appeared to be a tambourine of some sort.

      Aldelbert switched from beating on the tambourine portion of the instrument to jostling the stick to make the bells and miniature cymbal clang, creating a very loud and invasive beat.

      Oswald and the horse didn’t seem to mind the bedlam. Oswald yawned—used to his friend’s eccentricities. The horse swished its tail as a few soldiers in uniform hustled around it, loading barrels (which Angelique assumed to be filled with alcohol based on the care with which they handled them) into a small cart that was attached to the horse.

      Only a minute passed before Rupert stalked out of the palace. He marched up to Aldelbert, ripped the instrument out of his hands, whipped it over his head, and then slammed it down on the courtyard cobblestone.

      The instrument gave one last resounding clang as it snapped in half—the tambourine flopping off and hitting the ground with a clatter.

      “My Teufelsgeige!” Aldelbert placed a hand on his heart. “I was going to play that at tonight’s banquet to properly bolster everyone’s warrior spirit. Rupert! How could you?”

      “You were assaulting the ears of everyone in the palace and insulting all musicians in the world!” Rupert said.

      Oswald finished tying off another ribbon on the horse. “Why don’t you go roll in some hay and make yourself sneeze!”

      “You obviously are unaware Wendal was practicing a horn accompaniment piece inside. He has remarkedly less musical sense than Aldelbert.”

      “It’s one of his great flaws,” Aldelbert solemnly said.

      Angelique had been leaning so far over the side of the balcony that the stonework poked her in the stomach. When she straightened up, she snuck a glance at Evariste. The lines around his mouth were relaxed in what was nearly a smile as he also watched the action play out in the courtyard.

      His almost-smile wasn’t tinted with sadness; rather it was almost wistful as he watched the trio argue.

      There are so many things that need to be done: I need to get word to Clovicus and Severin about what has happened. The alliance must be notified about the mirror, and I should especially tell Emerys that Evariste has been freed. Moreover, the mage the Veneno Conclave sent to investigate will eventually arrive, and I’d like to be gone before then. However…

      The wind ruffled Evariste’s blonde hair, and despite the cold, he turned slightly so he was faced into it, his shoulders heaving as he inhaled.

      He’s been through so much. I can give him a day or two. Once we leave…the dire circumstances mean we’ll never stop traveling. He needs this—and I want it.

      Proving that he was exactly what he’d instilled into Angelique, Evariste sighed. “I imagine we need to begin sending messages. I didn’t learn much about the Chosen’s plans, but I learned a lot about their hierarchy and leaders.”

      “It can wait.” Angelique held her wild hair flat against her head with her free hand while the wind attempted to swat it in her face.

      “I don’t know that it can.” Evariste swiveled so he faced the mountains. “Their leader, Liliane, is Conclave trained.”

      “What?”

      “She apparently studied at Luxi-Domus well after she’d joined the Chosen. I have no idea how she wasn’t found out, but obviously there is a hole somewhere in the Conclave.”

      Angelique tried to massage the wrinkles of worry from her forehead. “I guess it’s not too shocking. Lady Enchantress Lovelana believes there is at least one Chosen mole in our ranks—perhaps more.”

      Evariste sighed. “You’ll have to send the message to Clovicus—since I, obviously, cannot.”

      Angelique shook her head. “I have a magic mirror that lets me contact him instantly. We can tell him, but I refuse to contact anyone until tomorrow at the earliest.”

      “You have a magic mirror?” Evariste whistled. “Those are expensive.”

      “Arcainia gave the funds to the alliance to purchase the mirrors, and they were rather less expensive than they would have been given that a veritable army of craftmages are living at Prince Severin of Loire’s chateau. It was an easy thing for them to work together to enchant the mirrors.”

      “There’s an alliance?” Evariste asked.

      “Yes.” Angelique mashed her lips together as she debated if she should dump six years’ worth of history on him or wait.

      Wait, I think. She glanced down in the courtyard where Oswald was rearranging the barrels of alcohol in the cart, loudly complaining whenever Rupert pointed to a dissatisfactory barrel.

      It’s the same as contacting Clovicus. Evariste just got out of captivity after six years of nothingness. It’s better to be slow—particularly since he’s been through so much.

      “I will tell you everything,” Angelique said. “But first, I think we should eat. I don’t imagine you were well fed in the mirror?”

      Evariste shrugged. “I wasn’t fed at all. The magic that held me captive in the mirror also sustained me. Or rather it kept my body in the same condition it had been when I arrived. I didn’t ever hunger.”

      Angelique shuffled her feet. “Earlier, you were talking about the pain that came from the mirror feeding off your magic…how bad was it?”

      Evariste stared at the blue-hued mountains and their snowcapped peaks. “I’ve never experienced something so horrible before. There were many times I thought I’d die.”

      Angelique reached out, then hesitated, her hand hovering over his arm.

      I don’t know what to say. What can I say in a situation so horrible? Mere words can’t possibly soothe the kind of pain he experienced!

      Slowly—almost scared—Angelique leaned against Evariste’s side. Feeling particularly daring, she slipped her hand in his again. “That sounds horrible.”

      “It was dark,” Evariste amiably admitted. “But I survived—because of you.”

      Angelique blinked. “Me?”

      “Yes. Once your tracking spell found me, a piece of your magic made it through the mirror and stayed with me.”

      …what?

      “I’m not entirely sure how it did it, but it seemed to slice through some of the mirror’s magic that fed on me, which greatly reduced the amount of pain I was in. It’s why I’m as healthy as I am, when previously there were several months, I couldn’t even stand.”

      Angelique stared at the sky for several moments as she tried to grasp just what Evariste was saying.

      The amount of pain he was in must have been excruciating. But…how could my magic help him? And how could it last without a connection to me?

      “You mean to say it is still with you?” she asked.

      “Indeed.” Evariste tapped his chest with his free hand. “I can feel it in the wellspring of my magic—where the spell that blocks my magic stands.”

      Angelique peered at Evariste’s chest and subtly tried to sense her disobedient, wayward magic. “Oh, really?”

      Evariste laughed. “It’s not a naughty child you need to scold, Angel.”

      “Yes, but…that is to say…how is this possible?” she finally asked. “It goes against everything we know about magic.”

      Evariste squeezed her hand. “I suspect it might have something to do with your powers.”

      Angelique shook her head. “I don’t think so. My magic is too…well…pointy. It’s not the assuring type.”

      “I found it assuring.” Evariste stared out at the courtyard. “On numerous occasions.”

      The dreams. He’s referring to the dreams. Now I’ll finally get my answers, and I’ll have a chance to set myself straight.

      “Yes, I’m ashamed to say it took me months to learn the time we connected in my dreams was real. What…” she paused, not knowing how to phrase everything she wanted to say.

      “What was the reason for our connection? I’m not sure,” Evariste said. “It certainly wasn’t my magic. I’d say it perhaps had something to do with my being in a mirror, but I was in two.”

      Angelique pressed her lips together. That felt…evasive.

      “Regardless, I have to apologize. You told me about Acri and Liliane, and until recently, I did nothing with that information.”

      There, that should give him the chance to clear the situation up!

      A muscle twitched in Evariste’s cheek. “There’s absolutely nothing to apologize for, Angel. How would you know it was real? But perhaps we should insult Clovicus about our various connections.”

      Yes, he’s purposely evading the topic. Or was it really nothing after all so his near closeness was just my own awkward interpretation of the situation and he’s avoiding it out of thoughtfulness? But…he drew SO close to me!

      Regardless, Angelique’s will to push the subject faltered in the face of Evariste’s obvious refusal. “Oh?” She weakly asked when she could think of nothing more to say.

      “Whether your lingering magic is something special about your powers or some other reason, it would be useful to know,” Evariste said.

      Angelique nodded, her innards a knot of emotions, and silence fell over the pair.

      They watched as the sky gradually faded to a deep red before it was invaded by the velvety blue of night. By the time Rupert, Aldelbert, Oswald and his cart-pulling mare left the courtyard, Angelique had calmed enough to appreciate the night.

      Even if Evariste wasn’t answering her, she recognized the moment as something quiet and beautiful.

      It was very different from the times she’d sat with Quinn, Elle, Gabrielle, and Puss, gathered around a fireplace or fire of some sort and laughing together. Those had been occasions that warmed Angelique and made her heart feel lighter.

      This time with Evariste was…restful. It was like finally coming home. Even if she’d changed, and his experience in the mirror had changed him, Evariste was still Evariste.

      Eventually we’ll talk about those dreams. I’m just glad to have him back.

      Angelique stifled a yawn and tried to discreetly fidget so she changed positions—her feet were starting to hurt from standing still in her oversized boots for so long, but she didn’t want Evariste thinking they needed to leave.

      Regardless, he must have noticed anyway. Evariste pulled his hand from hers so he could rest his arm on top of her shoulders. “We should go in.”

      “It’s fine,” Angelique said. “I imagine you crave the outdoors.”

      “I crave any different sensation at this point,” Evariste said. “Going indoors won’t be a trial.”

      “I see.” Angelique tried not to eyeball him.

      She hadn’t seen him in so long. She’d thought she hadn’t forgotten him, but there were things about him she hadn’t noticed before—the way he set his jaw, how even if he was standing still, he sometimes moved his fingers.

      There is danger here…

      “Regardless of how the mirror kept you, we should get you some food,” Angelique abruptly decided.

      “I do recall the princess saying there would be a celebration this evening.”

      Angelique squinted suspiciously at him. “Do you really want to go to a noisy celebration already?”

      “If we go, will you still feel the need to carry around a clutch of weapons?” Evariste asked.

      Angelique glanced at her wooden bucket of pointy things. “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “You deserve to rest.” He gently brushed his thumb across her cheekbone, his fingers soft and caressing. “I can see how the years have worn on you. If we are surrounded by soldiers and the princess’s guards, will you still feel the need to be so vigilant? Or will you relax?”

      Angelique tipped her head as she thought. I don’t know that I’ll be able to relax again until I know the Chosen are out of Mullberg. But I trust the warriors. If there was a fight, they’d do everything in their power to stop it. She snuck a glance at Evariste and flattened her lips. Still. A moment of partial rest is not worth subjecting him to so many sensations when he just saw his first sunset in years.

      Evariste seemed to be able to sense her refusal. “Am I acting in a way that makes you think I can’t handle it? I haven’t gone running or screaming at the sight of sunlight or the sound of your friends’ music, have I?”

      “No,” Angelique reluctantly said.

      “It will be fine,” Evariste said. “In fact, I look forward to seeing so many people.”

      Angelique wasn’t convinced, but she heard footfalls pick through the shredded sitting room.

      “Angel?” Snow White stuck her head through the ajar doors, a smile blooming on her face when she spotted them. “Here you are!” She stepped outside—leaving her many guards behind in the half-destroyed sitting room.

      Angelique smiled at her friend. “Hello, Snow White. Do you have everything in hand already?”

      “Not even a little.” Snow White sighed. “But Stepmother is safe—which is all I wanted. The celebration is going to begin soon, but I thought first you might wish to…” Snow White squirmed and trailed off as she glanced at Evariste.

      “Yes?” Angelique prodded.

      “That is…w-would you like to clean up?” Snow White asked. “I’ve had some of the servants draw you some hot water in two basins and set out fresh linens.”

      For a moment, Angelique thought longingly of a bath, but no. She wasn’t going to do anything that would take her away from Evariste for more than a couple moments.

      So she smiled, charmed by Snow White’s thoughtful gesture. “A quick freshening up sounds lovely. Thank you, Snow White.”

      Snow White’s smile grew stronger. “Of course! If you follow me, I can lead you back to my stepmother’s quarters—where the water is.”

      Angelique followed after Snow White, glancing back to make sure Evariste was coming.

      She was surprised to find he was directly behind her—so close her cloak almost brushed his chest. She offered him a tentative smile—which grew stronger when he returned it.

      We’ll be all right. We’ll figure out what caused my magic to stay with him and break off this spell that is sealing his magic. Then the Chosen had best fear the monster they’ve awoken!
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      Evariste smiled over his wine glass—which was filled with water as the thoughtful princess had swiftly noticed he hadn’t touched the original wine that had filled his cup beyond the first sip that made his stomach twist.

      Around him, soldiers toasted one another in a raucous wave of laughter and merriment. The seven men who had aided Snow White in her quest to free her stepmother—Angelique had introduced him to each one of them, but he couldn’t really tell them apart in the overwhelming swirl of new faces that filled the room—laughed, sang, and in a few cases, danced on the tables.

      Evariste wanted to be happy with them. He was happy. But it was deafening compared to the whispering silence of the mirror, and the torches scattered around the room were so bright, the light nearly made his eyes ache.

      He hadn’t done more than pick at the delectable smelling feast as even tasting food had made his stomach cramp from the nearly forgotten sensation.

      As uncomfortable as it was, he wouldn’t trade it for anything.

      I welcome the headaches, the sickness—all of it. It means I’m out and alive. I’m free.

      He briefly closed his eyes, a smile pulling on his lips.

      This isn’t a dream. Angelique yanked me out of the mirror, and it feels like I’ve come back to life. I’m out.

      The thought was a constant beat in the back of his mind while the steady thrum of Angelique’s powers skulked around the wellspring of his magic.

      He’d thought the magic would disappear once he got out of the mirror—or maybe leave when he saw Angelique again.

      Instead, it seemed to be offended by the spell that walled off his magic and constantly tested it.

      I’m being ridiculous. How can magic be offended?

      Regardless, it was undeniable that the presence of her magic was…unusual. As was the time she’d successfully pulled his mind out of the nightmare spell Liliane had cast on him and plopped him down in her personal dream.

      Angelique has obviously figured out I wasn’t a figment of her dreams. She readily enough let me leave the topic, but we’ll have to discuss it when we talk with Clovicus about whatever connection there is between us.

      The thought made his chest dully ache.

      She’d seemed confused about the dreams, and embarrassed.

      I suppose it’s better than anger. But there’s no possible way for me to explain that I nearly kissed her for a reason she would find permissible.

      Evariste rubbed his thumb on his goblet—the beveling done to the cup was a crisp sensation on his touch-starved finger tips. Regardless, it will have to wait. There are more important things to address first, and I don’t have the right to thrust my feelings upon Angelique after everything she’s done—even if doing so would break this spell.

      Instead, I should think of what to tell Clovicus.

      In addition to updating Clovicus, he was hoping his previous mentor might discover a work-around for the spell that blocked his magic, but it was a wane, feeble hope that he didn’t put much stock in.

      Any hope is worth pursuing when it comes to that spell. I want to exhaust all other possibilities before facing the one Liliane gave me—acting on my darkest desire to declare my love to Angelique. I’m finally back with her. I don’t want to do anything that would scare her off.

      Deep down, Evariste knew he had a duty. His magic would undoubtedly be useful in the coming fight against the Chosen.

      But he’d survived so much pain and torture. Evariste didn’t know if he had the strength to sacrifice his relationship with Angelique, even if it was for the good of the continent.

      A donkey’s bray eclipsed the swell of good cheer, and the sound inspired its companion donkey to bray as well.

      One of the warriors he and Angelique had seen in the courtyard had brought the decked-out horse and its keg-filled cart inside the feasting hall. It stood placidly enough—it was the two donkeys the frequently-sneezing warrior had smuggled inside that added to the noise of the celebration with their happy but screechy brays.

      Evariste leaned back in his chair and tried to discreetly massage his throbbing forehead.

      I’m out of the mirror. I’m really out.

      He felt a cold brush of magic and saw a line of silver curl around him. His heart sped up for a moment before he recognized the sharpness of Angelique’s magic as it encased him.

      To his surprise, the boisterous noises of the celebration grew muffled and faded into a muted level that didn’t make his head ache.

      He turned to Angelique—who was encased in the sound-reducing bubble with him.

      She was sitting in her chair—balancing on the back two legs with a graceful casualness she’d never displayed before. When she felt his gaze, she glanced at him. “Roland taught me a few useful spells this winter,” she said. “I reverse-engineered one of them to muffle the sound of everything outside the bubble—thought it might be helpful if you’re feeling overwhelmed.”

      Her thoughtfulness tugged at him like an insistent child.

      She’d do this for anyone, he tried to remind himself. But she said my absence made her realize how important I was to her…

      Evariste tried to shake the thought off. It wasn’t going to do him any good to build up hopes. Still, he was touched that she’d noticed and thought to do something.

      He cleared his throat. “Thank you. The celebration is lovely, and I’m very glad for the noise, but…”

      Angelique nodded. “I could tell it was getting to you. We can leave.”

      Evariste shook his head. “No. I’d like to stay. I want to see people.”

      “Very well. If you step out of the bubble, the noise level will return to normal.”

      “I understand. Thank you.”

      Angelique offered him a mischievous grin that made Evariste’s heart shudder in his chest before she set her chair down and stood up, leaving the bubble of quiet as she grabbed a lavender sprig from a decorative vase on the table. She leaned across the table and smacked one of the warriors on the face with it.

      Evariste could hear her—though her words were muffled—as she shouted at the warrior. “That reminds me, Marzell. I owe you at least one garlic bulb to your face for all the grief you gave me about festering herbs!”

      “My apologies, Lady Mage! Your disguise was too good—I never dreamed you were a powerful magic user!”

      “Cute apologies now don’t make up for you constantly questioning me for using cooking herbs to heal wounds when all I was trying to do was hide my magic!”

      Evariste chuckled—he’d heard a limited story of Angelique’s time with Princess Snow White and the warriors when she’d explained why she looked the way she did.

      She’s happier. She isn’t approaching anyone here like she’s expecting to be kicked—or rejected.

      Yes, coming out of the mirror and experiencing fresh air, true light, and noise again had been something of a shock to Evariste. But he was entirely unprepared for Angelique’s dramatic transformation.

      She’d gone from a clever but relatively timid apprentice that held rigid expectations for herself and treated everyone like an audience member she had to fool, to a confident—albeit slightly jaded—enchantress who suffered no one and held back nothing.

      She has friends, he thought as Princess Snow White called out to Angelique with a smile. Her countenance now makes me realize just how much growing she had to do when I made her take the practice examination to become an enchantress.

      He wasn’t jealous—rather, he was happy for Angelique’s sake that despite all the pain and trials she’d been through, she’d grown as a result.

      However, her confidence and her casual air (something she’d rarely shown him before) were intoxicating. He’d missed her laughter and smiles so much in the mirror, and now he came back to an Angelique that was surely his equal in terms of power and abilities.

      I’m not sure how to react to it. Rather, I’m not sure how I should appear to react to her transformation—because I’m certain mooning over her like a lovesick fool is not appropriate.

      Evariste sat up straighter and went back to picking at his food.

      Duty first: save the continent. Evariste glanced sideways at Angelique as she re-entered the spelled area and sat down in her chair. I’ll have to free my magic—I just hope I can find an alternative way.
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      The party went on into the late hours of the morning. Angelique had assumed Evariste would want to retire, but he seemed to be very much against sleeping, so they remained at the feast—though they retired to a space directly in front of the fireplace so they wouldn’t be in danger of getting fallen on once Lord Aldelbert began a table-dancing competition.

      As the hours wore on, Angelique gave Evariste a highly abridged version of what she’d experienced while he was gone—going over everything from Severin’s curse to the freeing of the elves from Alabaster Forest, to the Council’s constant summons before she’d finally fought back.

      Evariste told her pieces of what he’d observed about the Chosen, but Angelique suspected Severin would understand more of what his observations meant for the continent than she could.

      Once the party had finally ended, Snow White had very sweetly asked Angelique if she, Evariste, and the Warriors would sleep in Queen Faina’s chambers that night—a last ring of protection from the threat of the Chosen.

      Given that Angelique had been wracking her brain for a way to let Evariste sleep in a safe manner that would satisfy her, Angelique agreed.

      So as the Seven Warriors scuffled among themselves, fighting to gain the most desired pieces of furniture, Angelique set up the most powerful defense wards she could muster (along with several alarm spells) and completely unleashed her magic, then took up a guard position on the wall.

      She’d stood there ever since as the hours ticked by and, guessing by the bits of light that crept in under the heavy velvet drapes, morning had come, and the sun had risen.

      Angelique stifled a yawn. Her eyes burned with her need for sleep—she hadn’t slept much since Snow White had eaten that poisoned apple—but she stood straight, the coldness of her magic keeping her alert and sharp.

      I cannot sleep—not until others are awake to stand guard.

      The door opened, and Snow White tip-toed inside, bearing a tray with three steaming mugs.

      Snow White picked her way through the wasteland of unconscious-but-still-breathing warriors—Aldelbert and Wendal had taken over a dainty sofa that looked like it couldn’t possibly hold them both. Gregori had chosen a crumpled sleeping position that meant his head was hanging off the side of the sofa he’d claimed, and Marzell was actually sleeping on the floor with one leg propped up on a delicate tea table.

      Snow White appeared to be in high spirits—she’d stolen out of Faina’s room roughly an hour ago, likely to receive reports. But despite her lack of sleep, her eyes were bright, and the smile she’d worn since last night hadn’t faded.

      When she reached Angelique, she silently offered out her tray.

      The only real noise in the room was Oswald’s blast-like snores—the warrior had passed out in an arm chair with his head tilted back, amplifying the sound.

      Angelique picked up one of the three mugs and sniffed it, the rich scent of wine tickling her nose. Shaking her head, Angelique tried to set the mug back on the tray.

      Snow White whisked the tray out of reach before Angelique could return the drink. “It’s sweetened and spiced,” she spoke in a voice so soft, not even Fritz moved.

      “It might make me sleepy,” Angelique whispered.

      “The warriors will wake up soon. They’ll take over guard duty,” Snow White said, her voice a tiny bit louder.

      Ever faithful to his lady love, Fritz opened his eyes and straightened up in his chair.

      It was on the tip of Angelique’s tongue to insist she was fine, but she could feel exhaustion creeping over her, making every muscle in her body heavy.

      I won’t be any good to Evariste if I can’t function.

      She glanced at the Lord Enchanter, who was dosing in a chair that he’d shifted to face her.

      He also opened his eyes—which surprised Angelique; she’d thought he’d been sleeping. “Sleep, Angel,” he said in his soothing, musical voice.

      Angelique shifted her weight back and forth, then reluctantly took a sip of the hot wine. It was chokingly boozy, but the warmth eased some of the stiffness in her joints and decreased the tightness in her chest.

      “Any news on the mirror?” she asked.

      Snow White’s shoulders briefly drooped. “I spoke to the leaders of the royal guard: nothing. Juwel was searched as well, and though we have witnesses who saw the thieves leave the palace, they lost track of them outside these walls.”

      Angelique sighed. “That’s what I feared. They likely used magic in some way or another.” She tipped her head back to rest against the wall as she fought off a scowl.

      The guards she’d sent to search the Chosen hideouts had returned empty handed as well shortly before the celebration ended.

      The one bright spot was that they confirmed the dens were filled with documents and paperwork. They set up a large guard to make sure the Chosen didn’t try to come back to erase their tracks, and Angelique was hoping to ride out to inspect them later today…after a short rest and more food.

      Snow White touched Angelique’s hand, jarring her from her thoughts. “Thank you; and I’m sorry,” she said.

      “The mirror, Evariste, none of this was your fault.” Angelique glanced at Evariste—who had given up his farce of sleeping and was studying her from his chair.

      “Will you tell me everything…later? After you’ve slept?” Snow White adjusted her hold on her tray as she peered suspiciously up at Angelique.

      Angelique smiled fondly. Snow White is truly too good of a person. Even since determining I am obviously more than I ever claimed to be, she never once pushed for an explanation. I should tell her everything.

      “Yes—whenever that is,” she said.

      A frown slanted Snow White’s lips. “Fritz?”

      Fritz popped to his feet even before Snow White turned to look at him, gently nudging Marzell on the ground with his foot while setting a hand on Rupert’s shoulder.

      Marzell awoke with a groan and cracked his back while Rupert blinked awake. Once they weren’t quite so sleep addled, the duo looked up at Fritz.

      “Our turn,” he said.

      “That’s about right.” Marzell rolled to his feet and staggered a few steps. “Come on Oswald, Wendal, Aldelbert.”

      Aldelbert leaped off his sofa with a disgusting amount of vigor. “Let us greet the morning sun and embrace our glory for the day!”

      Wendal, the ever-faithful attendant, lunged to his feet, hopping over Gregori’s head to reach Aldelbert. “As My Lord orders!”

      Snow White and Fritz exchanged an appropriately disgusting/love-filled gaze before Snow White made her way to the staircase that led to Faina’s loft-bedroom.

      Aww, young love. I suppose you can’t fault them.

      Bemused, Angelique shook her head as Marzell took control of the situation.

      “Oswald, Rupert, I want the two of you outside the door. Gregori, take the base of the stairs.” Marzell pointed to the locations as Wendal helpfully patted down the enormous cowlick on the back of Marzell’s head that flapped with every movement he made.

      Rupert slyly glanced in Angelique’s direction. “Are you going to find some dill—or perhaps some basil or oregano to make spells of protection for us?”

      Angelique nonchalantly studied her nails. “I could spell you to smell like roses for the rest of your days. Would that suffice?”

      Oswald rested the flat of his sword on his shoulder. “I liked you better before we knew you were a legitimate magic user, when we didn’t have to respect you.”

      “Oh, dear Oswald,” Angelique chuckled. “You don’t have to respect me because I’m a mage. You have to respect me because I can terrorize you with a flock of chickens if you irritate me enough.”

      “You still use that spell, do you?” Evariste gave up all pretenses of sleeping and stood up, stretching his arms out.

      “From time to time,” Angelique said. “It is a surprisingly effective distraction.”

      As Marzell continued to boss the warriors into proper positions, Angelique dug in her satchel—she still hadn’t changed out of her disguise-tunic—and unearthed her bespelled mirror.

      “If you’ll excuse me, I need to contact someone before I take my rest rotation.”

      Rupert frowned at her. “You could contact help all this time, and you didn’t?”

      “I can contact help, but I cannot—in fact—instantly transport them to my side,” Angelique snarled. She froze, realizing what she’d said, and glanced at Evariste.

      He still wore that faint look of contentment he hadn’t lost since stepping through the mirror. “You mean to contact Clovicus?”

      “Yes.”

      “If you don’t mind, I’ll listen in. I’m very eager to see him again—finally,” he said.

      “Of course!”  Angelique slightly bowed her head, then picked her way through the askew furniture, stopping by a window.

      She didn’t care if the warriors heard what she had to tell the Lord Enchanter—they were allies, after all—but she needed a bit of light, or Clovicus wouldn’t be able to see her in the nearly dark room.

      She twitched back one of the velvet curtains (half blinding herself in the golden light of the morning sun), then plucked at the spell that powered the mirror, directing it to search for Clovicus.

      “Angelique? Did you free Queen Faina? What happened?” Clovicus started talking when the mirror’s surface was still swirling, before the spell completely settled into place and displayed his bright red hair and tired eyes.

      Angelique laughed, overjoyed that for the first time in a long time, she could share happy news with the enchanter. “Queen Faina is safe, and the Chosen who were bespelling her have been chased out. But that’s not all!”

      “What is it? Spit it out—I’ve been traveling nearly nonstop to get back to the Conclave to help you,” Clovicus said.

      She was barely aware of Evariste’s presence at her side, until he leaned in upon hearing Clovicus’ voice. “Hello, Master Clovicus,” he said with a hint of mischief and warmth in his voice.

      “Evariste?” There was a sense of wonder to Clovicus’s voice as he jammed his face against his mirror. “Is that really you?”

      Evariste moved a tiny bit closer to Angelique, so the side of his head leaned against Angelique’s. “It is. Angel fished me out of the mirror I was trapped in.”

      Clovicus’s strong, handsome face crumpled, and his shoulders shook with the force of his emotion as he spoke in a broken voice. “Evariste—you bratty rascal.” His eyes were glossy with tears, and a choked chuckle escaped from him. “I’m so glad you’re back.”

      Angelique had never doubted the Lord Enchanter was fond of Evariste, but his reaction made her realize just how deep the bond was.

      “Of course,” Evariste grinned. “I could never leave you to live out the rest of your old, dried up life in peace. That’d be too nice for you.”

      “You better not, you runty mouse,” Clovicus declared. “If you ever get yourself captured again, I will drag you across the continent by your ear!”

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” Evariste said.

      They have a very different relationship than Evariste and I—even though we are also technically master and apprentice. I’m sure, though, it’s the difference in personalities.

      Angelique couldn’t imagine Evariste using similar nicknames or threats on her. He was far more prone to coaxing and spoiling her. Perhaps it was that he had an entirely different teaching method?

      “How did you get him out, Angelique? What transpired at Glitzern? You must tell me everything!”

      After filling Clovicus in about the mirror, Queen Faina’s rescue, and the Chosen’s escape with said mirror (as well as the bad news that Snow White had delivered about the cold trail), the Lord Enchanter was in high spirits, and much of the weariness Angelique had seen in him when the spell first connected had been buffed away by his newfound joy.

      “Angelique is right,” Clovicus declared. “It’s of top priority that Prince Severin is informed of all of this. I can contact him—and Stil; I’m certain he’ll be glad to hear you’re out, Evariste. But as far as I’m concerned, we can keep news of your freedom quiet from the Veneno Conclave. Particularly since we have established that there is a Chosen member somewhere within its ranks.”

      “How far away are you from the Conclave?” Evariste asked.

      Clovicus scratched his chin. “I should arrive in two or three days—maybe a little later given that I’m sure it will take some time to inform Severin and Stil of all that has transpired.”

      “I can contact Severin,” Angelique offered.

      “Nonsense.” Clovicus batted across his mirror. “You look like death that got trampled by a carriage and a pair of horses. You need to sleep. You can talk to Severin after.”

      Angelique’s shoulders hunched in relief. “Thank you, Clovicus.”

      “Anything for my apprentice’s apprentice,” Clovicus drawled. “The two of you be careful. Since the Chosen know Evariste is still cut off from his magic, they may attempt to retrieve him.”

      Angelique smiled and felt her magic rear up around her. “They’re welcome to try,” she said between clenched teeth.

      Clovicus squinted at her through the mirror. “I approve of your intensity. Next time a snooty mage tries to boss you around, you should show them that look, and then maybe kick them for good measure.”

      Angelique cocked an eyebrow. “Rebel against social customs?” she quoted.

      “Yes—forever and ever. As long as it’s convenient for me!” Clovicus winked, then flicked his gaze to Evariste. “Rest up, Evar. You look even worse than Angelique.”

      Evariste’s laugh was rusty—as if he hadn’t used it in so long, he could barely remember how to. “Your concern warms me.”

      Rather than grinning in return, Clovicus hesitated. “Be safe, and destroy anyone who tries to harm you. Either of you.”

      “I know, the continent can’t afford it,” Angelique said.

      “Blast the continent,” Clovicus said. “I wouldn’t be able to handle losing you. Take care.” He plucked the spell apart before they could respond to the uncharacteristically warm statement.

      Angelique smiled fondly at her mirror as its surface swirled and then turned reflective.

      “You’ve gotten close to Lord Enchanter Clovicus.” Evariste acknowledged.

      “Yes.” Angelique slipped the mirror back in her satchel and studied Evariste’s thoughtful expression. “I did tell you he was the only mage willing to help me when the Council kept summoning me.”

      “You did. It’s just that Clovicus is very slow to bestow his affection on someone.”

      Angelique’s eyes drifted to the Seven Warriors protectively posted around the room. Gregori was checking his quiver of crossbow bolts while Wendal attempted to ruffle his hair so it wasn’t so flat due to the position he’d slept in.

      “You were gone six years,” she said.

      “Mmm.” There was something about the way he looked at her. His eyes were…not calculating, but they glittered with a sharpness or maybe a slyness Angelique hadn’t seen before. “Did he talk to you about me?”

      “He told me about the time you blasted your eyebrows off,” Angelique said.

      He’d folded his arms across his chest, but at Angelique’s words he relaxed, the lines of his shoulders softening. “Ahh—he only told you apprenticeship stories then, did he?”

      “Yes.” Angelique flicked her eyes from Evariste to a pile of fancy embroidered cushions the Seven Warriors had piled when making room for themselves on the furniture. It looked delectably inviting. “What else could he have told me about?”

      “Nothing.” Evariste’s voice was breezy once again. “Are you ready to rest?”

      “Yes!” Angelique staggered across the room and fell face-first into the cushions.

      She would have fallen asleep immediately if her constant concern for Evariste hadn’t so completely filled her mind. Instead, she shimmied around on her cushion pile and watched as Evariste lowered himself onto the settee next to her.

      “You’re going to sleep, too?”

      “I’ll rest,” Evariste said. “Sleep seems…evasive.”

      Angelique fluffed a pillow, then smacked her head into it. “Wake me up if you decide to leave to fetch breakfast or something.”

      “I promise,” Evariste agreed.

      Angelique nodded and shut her eyes. Almost immediately, her mind screamed at her to keep them open. She needed an assurance that Evariste really—really—was with her.

      She popped one heavy eyelid open in time to see Evariste flip so he was on his stomach with one arm cascading over the side of the sofa, his hand resting on a wayward cushion from her pile.

      She stared at the sleeve of his black and blue tunic.

      Don’t. She told herself. Don’t be silly and needy.

      Whether weakened by lack of sleep or by the necessity of assurance, Angelique ignored her own thoughts and crept her hand out, silently pinching the cuff of Evariste’s sleeve—a tactile reassurance that he was with her, even if her eyes were closed.

      He didn’t seem to notice the indirect contact; his eyes were already shut.

      Satisfied, Angelique closed her eyes. Between the steady woosh of his breath, the beautiful sound of the warriors adjusting their weapons, and the feel of Evariste’s tunic on her fingers, her worries receded, and Angelique fell asleep.
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        * * *

      

      The few snatched hours of sleep Angelique got hardly felt like more than a nap, but upon waking, she nagged a captain of the palace guard into taking her to the abandoned Chosen hideouts, which was far more productive than sleeping.

      It was, however, a study of anxiety, given that she and Evariste agreed it was better if he stayed behind in the well-guarded palace and in a bubble of Angelique’s magic in which she put every protective spell she could think of.

      The hideouts were unremarkable compared to what Quinn and Angelique had seen in the dens on Mullberg’s East coast.

      There were no goods stored within them, and while there were records, they were—unfortunately—mostly recordings of Queen Faina’s mental state.

      Disappointed by the lack of findings, Angelique returned to Glitzern and was somewhat discombobulated to find Evariste safely in the magic bubble, having tea with Snow White as Wendal and Aldelbert were in the middle of demonstrating the beauty that was Aldelbert’s “Glory-Intensifying Stretches.”

      Snow White stood upon Angelique’s entrance to the room—a sunny parlor that hadn’t seen any of the prior day’s action and possessed a pretty patio Angelique had spelled so well, it would survive an avalanche. “Lady Enchantress. Did you find anything of use?”

      “After everything we’ve been through, Snow White, I insist you call me Angelique.”

      Angelique paused to observe Aldelbert, dutifully instructing Queen Faina. “Now lean back on your heels and crouch as if you were sitting in a chair, even though there is not a chair, because the world is your throne, and you sit upon it with thighs of iron!”

      “Fine iron,” Wendal added.

      The corners of Faina’s eyes crinkled with amusement as she followed the pair’s instructions and crouched as they displayed.

      Angelique slightly shook her head, then turned to wanly smile at Snow White and Evariste. “I found proof of things we already know. Based on the records they kept, it appears the Chosen kept at least one mage on watch on a rotational basis—to watch the mirror and observe Faina. But I was unable to find records that they were sent to do anything else besides stand watch.”

      She plopped down next to Snow White on a burgundy-colored sofa. Her iridescent skirts puffed around her before conforming to her sitting position.

      She’d changed into the color-changing gown after waking up. It’d been more than a little awkward since Evariste hadn’t technically given it to her, yet; he’d been storing it in his room before he was taken.

      But there was no point in hiding who she was anymore, so she’d donned her more-station-appropriate clothing before telling Snow White the truth of who she was—and her knowledge of the alliance and Prince Severin and Princess Elle.

      “Unfortunately,” she continued. “There wasn’t much new information to glean for the alliance besides the obvious conclusion that the Chosen had been attempting to break Faina for years.”

      “That’s about what I’d expect,” Evariste said. “Occasionally, Chosen mages approached the mirror. They’d have to be watching it to know when it was safe to approach, especially given the time Queen Faina spent in her room before the mirror entirely controlled her.”

      Angelique closed her eyes and rested her fingertips on her eyelids. “It corresponds with what Quinn and I learned, too. We knew they were entering Juwel on a rotational basis. At least we now have proof—because the Veneno Conclave will demand boatloads of it before they finally get moving.”

      Snow White settled back into her spot and picked up her teacup—gold, and set with exquisitely cut gems that were arranged in the shape of a peacock. “It’s still disappointing that there was nothing helpful at all.”

      “There were some covert correspondences,” Angelique said. “They only contained references to the mirror—and one or two of them mentioned Evariste’s health. But the names included may be useful. I recorded them all to give to Severin when I contact him tonight.”

      “I’ll have aides make copies for Mullberg and will send the originals to Prince Severin,” Snow White promised. “Perhaps a mage will find something hidden in the paper?”

      “Maybe,” Angelique said with little hope. “Unfortunately, this careful planning is very common within the Chosen’s ranks. But it would be best to cover all possible situations, I imagine. Did you ever discover a reason why the mirror targeted you with such hatred?”

      “Yes. I spoke with Faina at length about the subject,” Snow White said. “It wanted to irradicate me because in her love for me, Faina was able to resist it. It’s why it took as long as it did for her to succumb to its effects.”

      “That’s very impressive,” Evariste said. “It speaks much of Queen Faina’s strength of character—and of her love for you.”

      Snow White smiled shyly and nodded.

      It’s also another display of the power of love—maternal or otherwise. It does my soul good to see that the Chosen has a consistent failing.

      Across the room, Aldelbert continued to instruct Faina. “No, reach high above your head—as if you are stretching towards your glorious future and blessing the sun with the beauty of your face!” Aldelbert reached high over his head and laughed.

      “Your arms are too angled, Your Majesty. You must attempt to stretch directly overhead,” Wendal helpfully added.

      Snow White and Evariste both calmly sipped their tea, as if Aldelbert teaching the Queen his admittedly strange stretches were an everyday occurrence.

      I suspect most countries are going to find their future monarchs are far more unflappable than their predecessors.

      Snow White cleared her throat. “Lady—no—Angelique?”

      Angelique shifted so she properly faced Snow White. “Yes?”

      Snow White set her teacup on a wooden table that was painted to resemble a mountain sunset. “I don’t believe I’ve officially thanked you for everything you’ve done, starting in the woods when I was desperately trying to find Fritz and the others.”

      Angelique blinked in surprise, then smiled. “It was my duty as an enchantress to help you, but it was also my pleasure. We might have had a rough time of it—with the constructs and all—but you’re a delight to be around, Snow White. You’ll make a fantastic queen someday soon.”

      A pink blush heated Snow White’s cheeks. “Thank you. Your good opinion means much to me. I enjoyed our time together, too.” She clasped her hands and set them on her lap with minimal awkwardness. “But I want to say that I am especially grateful now that I know what you put aside to help me. Mullberg won’t forget—I won’t forget.” Snow White meaningfully looked at Evariste, who smiled mysteriously over his cup of tea.

      I guess they had plenty of time to talk while I investigated the Chosen strongholds.

      “Yes, well, I apologize for keeping my true abilities hidden from you,” Angelique said.

      “You had valid reasons,” Snow White said. “If you had revealed who you were, I don’t know that it would have changed much regardless. We couldn’t have stormed the palace as one princess, Seven Warriors, and a single enchantress. That would have been the epitome of folly.”

      Angelique laughed—a gusty exhale that rattled her lungs with her mirth. “I can’t tell you how happy it makes me to hear you say some of my own reasoning.”

      Snow White was too graceful for a shrug, so she slightly pursed her lips instead. “It’s true.”

      “It is.” Angelique impulsively set her hand on top of Snow White’s clasped ones. “But most would still look upon my dishonesty with ill favor. Thank you, Snow White, for understanding.”

      She studied Snow White for a moment, trying to discern what she could from the princess’s clear blue eyes. She wanted to reach out and tell the princess just how much her friendship meant, but it felt dangerous.

      It was possible that Snow White would reject her.

      But Quinn, Gabrielle, Elle, and Puss taught me: it’s better to reach out and risk rejection than to miss out on true friendship.

      “Thank you for being my friend—despite all of this,” Angelique said.

      Snow White’s blue eyes practically shone, and her smile was so warm, it melted all of Angelique’s fears. “Of course.” She removed her hand from under Angelique’s, only to grasp Angelique’s palm between hers. “If you ever have need of me, call. I’ll answer—not for Mullberg, but because you’re my friend.”

      Angelique swallowed around the unexpected lump of emotion that clogged her throat. “Thank you.”

      Snow White must have sensed her awkwardness because she squeezed Angelique’s hand, then released her to reclaim her tea.

      Once Angelique was able to blink past the sting of happy tears, she sniffed, then glanced at Evariste.

      He wore an…odd look.

      It was affectionate, but not the same endearing look he’d give her when she’d bumbled through learning new kinds of magic or the difficult exercises he’d give her later in her apprenticeship. It was less proud or doting and more personal.

      Our balance has changed, Angelique realized. Although I’m an apprentice, I don’t act like one—and I certainly have more experience than a regular apprentice. How will our relationship work if we don’t have the teacher-student bond we used to?

      Part of that would be working out exactly why her magic connected with him—wouldn’t that be fun to explain to Clovicus when they finally met him face-to-face?

      “Would you like some tea, Angelique?” Snow White asked as she held the teapot—which glittered with a gem-encrusted menagerie of birds.

      Mentally shaking herself, Angelique pulled her eyes off Evariste. “Yes, please.”
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        * * *

      

      “If we leave for Loire within an hour, we’ll make good time,” Angelique said.

      Snow White pursed her lips and peered up at them. “You still do not plan to stop by the Veneno Conclave on your way to inform Prince Severin and Prince Lucien of what occurred here?”

      Angelique shook her head. “Severin needs to know first—he’ll actually do something about it,” she said. “I doubt the Conclave would do much more even if we did tell them, and they’ll fuss over Evariste’s return and waste time we don’t have.”

      Snow White nodded, which relieved Angelique greatly.

      She’d told Snow White of the Conclave’s inaction, but she hadn’t explained her entire sordid past with the organization.

      There’re only about a million reasons why we want to avoid the Conclave. If we hope to avoid their detection for a few more weeks, we need to leave before whatever mage the Conclave sends to “investigate” Faina finally arrives!

      When Snow White peered at Evariste, he smiled handsomely.

      “Whatever Angel thinks is best,” he said. “I’ve been locked in a mirror for years. I really haven’t the faintest clue what has transpired in my absence.”

      His ability to play innocent is shocking. Is this a newfound ability, or could he do this when I was his apprentice?

      “I see.” Snow White looked around the hall, which had become the unofficial receiving room since the finer parts of the castle were just now starting to be repaired. “I cannot say I blame you—for we freed Faina nearly two days ago, and we have not yet received word from the Veneno Conclave representative we sent Fritz to notify even before I ate the spelled apple.”

      “Yes.” Angelique evasively looked away and settled her expression into a frown. “It is disappointing.”

      Snow White cleared her throat. “I h-hope you two have a safe journey.”

      “It would be a fast one—if I had access to my magic,” Evariste said ruefully.

      “It will still be quick.” Angelique rubbed the back of her neck, trying to relieve some of the tension she felt building there. “Pegasus can bear us both.”

      “I must add my thanks for your willingness to carry my letters and reports to the princes of Loire,” Snow White said. “And please…if you could ask for mercy on our behalf when you explain why we failed to attend the Summit, I would appreciate it.”

      Snow White—who had just fought an ugly battle to save her stepmother from an ancient artifact that neither she nor Faina should have been able to resist as long as they had—wrung her hands at her ignorance and self-perceived failure in aiding the rest of the alliance.

      She still doesn’t know how brilliant she is—or just how much she’s done.

      “Don’t worry, Snow White,” Angelique said. “Severin will understand. Rather, he’s going to be grateful for everything you’ve accomplished this spring.”

      “I freed Faina, yes, but the mirror is gone,” Snow White said.

      “Perhaps,” Angelique said. “But you stopped what would have been a major blow to the continent when you saved your stepmother and held your country together.”

      If Mullberg had fallen…

      “If you say so, Lady Enchant…” Snow White trailed off when she noticed Angelique was glaring at her.

      “Snow White. I have already told you: I have lent you clothes, we have slept next to each other on the ground, and you have seen me at my scruffiest. There is no need for formalities between us. It’s just Angelique—or even Angel!” Angelique firmly said.

      Evariste gave Angelique another mysterious look she couldn’t quite interpret and chuckled. “Thank you for your hospitality—and for mounting the attack that resulted in my freedom, Your Highness.”

      “It was the least I could do, Lord Enchanter Evariste,” Snow White said. “I am sorry I did not move sooner or that I never saw you in the mirror. I might have done something earlier then.”

      “I could only appear when dragged forward by the mirror—or by magic, as Angel showed. As the mirror was choosing to shield its presence from you, there is no way you could have known,” Evariste gently reminded her.

      “Still, it’s rather disheartening.”

      “And aggravating,” Evariste gave her a sunny smile that didn’t match his words. “But I am free now—even if I don’t yet have my magic back.”

      “Yes, that is the one thing that would tempt me to stop by the Conclave first if it weren’t so important we update Severin.” Angelique grimaced. “Surely someone at the Veneno Conclave will be able to break the seal placed on you.”

      We need to ask Clovicus about the strange way my magic has connected with Evariste, too. But I still don’t want to let them know that he’s out.

      “We shall see,” Evariste said. “Your Highness, if you’ll excuse me, I’ll go summon our mount. Thank you again for all you have done.”

      Angelique blinked in surprise—she’d forgotten. Pegasus was Evariste’s friend first. He’d been riding him long before Angelique became his apprentice, much less before she dared to summon him herself.

      “Go with safety, Lord Enchanter. I hope your magic returns to you soon,” Snow White said.

      Evariste slightly inclined his head, then strode off, his cloak swirling around him. When he brushed past Angelique, he winked, and she knew he was giving her a moment alone with Snow White on purpose.

      She smiled. Although their relationship was still undefined, in some ways they had settled back into old habits as if they’d never been apart.

      “He really is your master?” Snow White asked, her forehead wrinkling.

      “Yes—though he’s been absent for six years. I never received my title, so I’m still an enchantress-in-training.”

      Snow White hesitated. “You two don’t seem to be a…typical combination.”

      “You mean because Master Evariste is barely older than I am?” Angelique asked.

      Snow White nodded. “I thought generally an apprenticeship was when older magic users took on the younger generation to teach them.”

      “You’re not wrong.” Angelique flipped her shorter hair over her shoulder. She hadn’t bothered to cast an illusion to change its dark color or shorter length—or even her silver eyes. She could no longer be bothered to care if her appearance made other mages nervous—though the vain part of her was strong enough to incite her to cast a spell that made her hair more silky. “It’s mostly due to Evariste. He was considered a prodigy and obtained the title of Enchanter when he was still a child. He only took me on out of pity.”

      Didn’t he end up with more than he ever bargained for?

      Angelique’s smile was a little wryer than she should have let it be, but there was something about Snow White that encouraged her raw emotions.

      Snow White studied Angelique for several moments and proved she was not only intellectually brilliant, but emotionally smart as well. “When all of this is over, Angelique, I hope you will return to Mullberg and stay with me.” Snow White squeezed her hands together, appearing a little awkward as she made the offer. She had no way of knowing how deeply it touched Angelique. “That is, I should like to get to know more about you as I consider you a…”

      “I would be delighted,” Angelique said. “After all, we are friends.”

      Snow White’s grin was infectious. “Yes.”

      Laughing, Angelique scooped Snow White into an embrace. “Stay safe, Snow White—though I am certain your dark guardian will allow no harm to come to you.” She stepped back and winked.

      Snow White stared at Angelique for a moment before turning bright red and peered behind her where lover-boy Fritz guarded her from the shadows.

      They’re love-sick enough to deserve a ballad written about them.

      “Um, yes. Of course,” Snow White muttered to her feet.

      I wonder if this is how older siblings feel about the children that come after them? Angelique chuckled and ruffled Snow White’s curls. “The pair of you are quite adorable. I wish you happiness there, as well.” Angelique twitched her skirts around her—which hadn’t settled on a color at the moment and were rainbow hued. “You can expect a courier from Severin as soon as I relay your words to him. Watch for one.”

      “Indeed,” Snow White said. “I wish you well during your time in Loire and at the Veneno Conclave.”

      “Thank you,” Angelique grimaced. “I am sure I shall need it.” One last playful wink at Snow White, and Angelique slipped from the hall.

      It’s sad, really. I would have liked to stay longer, but I want to avoid that Conclave mage. Also, it is imperative that Evariste talk to Severin, and once that is over, I will be eager to take him to the Conclave in hopes that someone might be able to unseal him. Clovicus should be farther along in his research by then.

      Angelique swept through the intimidating main entrance to the palace, which had a high vaulted ceiling and entire murals constructed out of gems.

      That was the intimidating part: Mullberg wasn’t even trying to show off its wealth in the design. It just had that many gemstone mines that it thought such a display was commonplace.

      Angelique smiled at the pair of guards that opened the doors for her, then stepped outside, squinting in the brilliant spring sunlight that half blinded her until she shaded her eyes with her hand.

      It does bother me that Evariste seems to believe we won’t be able to remove the seal on his magic. Is there something he’s not saying, or is it that he witnessed firsthand the brutality of black magic and thinks we cannot fight against it?

      She marched down the steps that were made of some polished white rock (that was also likely shockingly expensive in other parts of the world).

      Evariste’s sealed magic is a problem. Not just strategically for the continent, but politically in the Conclave. Will they give him the same kind of respect and pomp that they used to if he can’t use his magic? I’d like to think so, but the Council is fussy. I wouldn’t be surprised if Tristisim or Felicienne dug up some ancient law about sealed enchanters just out of spite.

      However, even without his magic, Angelique knew Evariste would make a difference. He could offer them information, yes, but he’d always been a beacon of hope among mages. Even if the Council complained, the other mages would listen.

      Which was more than Angelique had been able to accomplish.

      I’m so glad that he’s back. Angelique saw Evariste standing in the courtyard, gazing up at the sky. It’s like I can breathe again because he’s here.

      “Are you ready to call Pegasus?” Angelique asked.

      There was a slight furrow to his brow as he lowered his gaze to her. “Actually, I have already tried.”

      Angelique’s eyes flicked to the cloudless sky. “And he has not come?”

      “There’s no sign of him.” Evariste shook his head, the corners of his mouth turning down.

      Fear grabbed Angelique by the heart and squeezed.

      Have the Chosen somehow gotten Pegasus? But how? He thoroughly smote the black mage—Acri—that fought me.

      “No,” Angelique said aloud to stop the growing storm of worry. “Perhaps he didn’t hear you.” Angelique thrust her hand up to the sky. “Pegasus! It is I—Enchantress-in-Training Angelique—”

      A familiar boom rolled across the mountains, and Angelique’s spiking anxiety eased.

      Pegasus, a smudge of black on the bright blue sky, streaked across the heavens, his immense black wings stark and stretched to their full size.

      When he hit the ground with a crackle that rattled Glitzern Palace (and perhaps scorched the courtyard’s stone a little), his wings exploded into thousands of black feathers.

      Angelique got a face full of them. They were softer than silk, but one of them tickled her nostrils and incited a sneezing fit that didn’t pass until the feathers defied the laws of nature and floated up into the sky.

      Pegasus trumpeted at an ear-ringing volume that shook the ground.

      Relieved—and knocked off balance—Angelique toddled a few steps, then collapsed to her knees. “Thank goodness, you’re okay. Oof!” She was almost knocked face-first into the cobblestone when Pegasus smacked his head into her back and scratched his forehead on her shoulder blade.

      “Yes, I’m happy to finally see you again, too.” Angelique batted him away and then struggled to her feet. She had just enough time to fluff her skirts before Pegasus grabbed her by the neckline of her dress and tugged.

      Given that a tug from the constellation was approximately equal to the strength of a grown man pulling with all his strength, she was nearly hauled off her feet.

      “Pegasus, stop,” she said in exasperation.

      Pegasus snorted in her face, filling her nose with the ticklish scent of ash and fire.

      “He seems in good health,” Evariste said.

      Angelique froze and peered in Evariste’s direction.

      Pegasus and Evariste had an agreement—Angelique had never been privy to the terms—that allowed Evariste to summon the constellation when he needed a ride. The rides had been fairly infrequent, given Evariste’s core magic, and Evariste had always warned Angelique that Pegasus was to be respected and somewhat feared.

      Angelique had only summoned Pegasus out of desperation when Puss had gotten badly hurt, and she needed fast transportation. It had shocked her when Pegasus opted to stay with her and let her ride him as much as she wished.

      As they’d gotten closer—she slept and drooled on him before he’d gotten his penchant for being brushed—Angelique had just…forgotten that the starry steed wasn’t actually her companion.

      Evariste didn’t seem to mind. The worry was gone from his brow, replaced by a curious tilt to his head.

      Pegasus turned toward the enchanter, then moved in his direction—the blue flames that engulfed his hooves growing larger.

      Pegasus circled around Evariste, then thrust his muzzle close to Evariste’s head and inhaled deeply.

      Evariste bowed to Pegasus. “It is good to see you again.”

      Pegasus flicked his tail, then twitched his head down in an almost bow. He held his head in the lowered position for a moment, then struck his front right hoof on the ground, shedding sparks while he once more trumpeted—this time in a more musical tone.

      “I think he’s welcoming you back,” Angelique said.

      Pegasus snorted.

      Evariste smiled. “He appears to be in high spirits.”

      Pegasus nodded his head again, then grabbed for Angelique’s hair—his teeth making a clicking noise as he snapped them.

      “Perhaps he’s in too high of spirits.” Angelique yanked her hair from his teeth and fled across the courtyard, but he followed after her, wiping his muzzle and starry spit off on her skirts. “Pegasus, ew!”

      “It seems Pegasus has decided you are his…I’d say rider, but that doesn’t properly allude to the dynamic given that he is far more powerful than you or I. Pet, perhaps?”

      “Maid is closer to the truth.” Angelique scowled at Pegasus, who bumped her with his hindquarters and almost sent her sprawling.

      “You’ve been riding him a lot,” Evariste said. “It greatly infuriated Liliane—though I was surprised when I heard her complaining about it, given that Pegasus has an arrangement with me, but not you. Unless…did you make one with him?”

      Angelique shook her head as Pegasus finally stopped bumping and spitting on her. “No. I told him what happened to you, and he…stayed with me.” She patted his neck, admiring the glowing stars that defined his muscles. “He’s saved me on more than one occasion.”

      Pegasus sweetly pressed his muzzle to her left temple.

      “When Emerys took Quinn and left for Farset, I knew I had to send him back to the sky for the sake of secrecy. It’s been a few weeks since I last saw him.” Angelique grinned as Pegasus peered down at her, his unfathomable eyes swirling. “That might account for some of his good mood. I imagine he’s celebrating that he gets to be brushed again.”

      “I beg your pardon?” Evariste said.

      “I said he’s probably celebrating that he gets to be brushed again,” Angelique said.

      Evariste looked from her to Pegasus, then back to her. “What?”

      “He likes getting brushed,” Angelique said. “I don’t know that it really does anything for him since he doesn’t have a coat.” She prodded his side for emphasis and felt warmth and muscle, but it didn’t have the same silken sensation as a regular horse would.

      Evariste put a hand on his hip and stared at Pegasus. “It seems much has changed since my capture.”

      “It’s perhaps a little odd that a constellation likes to be brushed,” Angelique said. “But surely it can’t be that shocking.”

      “Angelique,” Evariste laughed. “Pegasus is far more—”

      He was cut off when Pegasus slammed into Evariste. He would have knocked the enchanter over, except he clamped his teeth down on Evariste’s cloak and snapped him upright so Evariste only wobbled, then pitched into Pegasus’ side and bounced off.

      “Pegasus!” Angelique strode across the courtyard, shaking a finger. “You’re acting rude!”

      “No, he’s merely expressing his wishes.” Evariste righted himself, the coins sewn to his cloak clinking with his movements. “In a multitude of ways.”

      “I don’t understand,” Angelique said.

      Evariste grinned at her. “Which is just how he wants it.” He playfully tapped the tip of her nose. “We’d best mount up and leave—that is, if Pegasus deigns to carry me as well as you.”

      “Of course, he will.” Angelique put her hands on her hips and frowned at the horse. “Won’t you, Pegasus?”

      Pegasus elegantly lowered himself to the ground, an image of innocence as he tucked his head and let out a pleased sounding, bell-toll-like nicker.

      Angelique hopped on first—dropping onto his back with a little more force than necessary since he’d been so rude to Evariste.

      Evariste was slower to climb on—and he did so only after bowing to Pegasus again.

      Angelique tried not to squirm when Evariste threaded his arms around her waist. “Will you be warm enough? Do you need a heat charm?”

      “You gave me one yesterday—it’s still active,” Evariste said.

      “Good. Very good.” Angelique braced herself as Pegasus rocked to a standing position with a graceful ease no normal horse could have had—particularly not with two grown adults on its back.

      “We’ll have to stop to get something to eat in a few hours—so no pushing through, Pegasus.” Angelique gently pressed her knees into Pegasus’ sides.

      Pegasus snorted.

      Angelique smiled as Evariste leaned closer so his chest brushed her back. “To Loire?” he asked.

      “To Loire!” Angelique agreed.
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        * * *

      

      Pegasus, surprisingly, covered ground at a slower-than-usual pace. Angelique suspected it was out of concern for Evariste, as she caught the constellation sniffing him several times when Evariste was preoccupied—typically with writing notes on everything he’d observed during his time with the Chosen.

      As a result, several days passed before they nearly reached the area where Mullberg’s border mingled with both Arcainia to the south and Verglas to the west.

      Angelique peered up at the clouds that glowed ominously in the rising sun’s orange light. The warm spring temperatures had cooled overnight, and a strong wind tugged on Angelique’s dress.

      “Smells like rain,” Angelique said.

      “It’s a beautiful scent,” Evariste said wistfully. He glanced at the cloudy sky, then finished securing Angelique’s enchanted satchel to Pegasus—they’d spent the night camping and had only just called Pegasus to begin the day’s journey.

      “Just wait until we get to Chanceux Chateau.” Angelique patted Pegasus’ muscled neck. “It has the most beautiful gardens. I swear to you Prince Severin must have a tiny bit of plant magic because flowers bloom there in seasons that they shouldn’t. It’s wonderous!”

      Evariste smiled. “I look forward to seeing it—and to meeting Severin and Elle, since you talk about them so much.”

      “Hopefully Severin is at Chanceux. He was in Erlauf with the Loire army for some time.” A flash of black and purple caught Angelique’s eye, distracting her.

      She shifted, her magic automatically flowing to her fingertips as she warily watched what appeared to be a butterfly. It had gorgeous purple wings with black swirls and an elaborate tail to its lower wings that trailed behind it as it flapped up to her, moving faster than a normal butterfly.

      The faint whisp of magic that accompanied it marked it as magic-made, and Angelique recalled a similar looking messenger butterfly she’d once received that contained a summons to present herself to the Council.

      But they haven’t tried to contact me in years—what could they possibly want? Unless Clovicus chose to send a message this way?

      Angelique held out her hand, and the purple butterfly landed in her palm. The purple color of its wings intensified to a darker hue as it turned into a papercraft, and then its wings unfolded, turning the butterfly inside out to reveal the thick sheet of paper.

      Angelique narrowed her eyes, carefully tracing over the message for any hidden spells, but she sensed nothing.

      Evariste circled around Pegasus so he could join her. “A letter?”

      “It appears to be so. Can you sense any magic coming off it?”

      Evariste shook his head. “You’d better open it.”

      Angelique chewed on her cheek as she unfolded the paper, her heart plummeting into her stomach when she read it.

      
        
        The Council of the Veneno Conclave wishes to express its joy in Lord Enchanter Evariste’s freedom from captivity, and requests that Lord Enchanter Evariste and Angelique present themselves to the Council immediately.
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      Several curse words dropped from Angelique’s mouth before she recalled she no longer traveled alone. She smashed the letter to her chest and, horrified, peered at Evariste.

      Rather than be scandalized or disappointed, he grinned. “That feels about right,” he said. “I believe we’ve been summoned.”

      “Yes, but!” Angelique flapped the letter in the air. “How did they find out? Did Clovicus squeal?”

      “Doubtful,” Evariste said. “He takes a certain amount of pride and amusement in denying the Council anything they want. Telling them I’m free would steal a great deal of joy from his life.”

      Angelique held the letter above her head and scowled at it as if she could get it to fly off. “I bet it was that assistant of his—Wallace! Clovicus said Wallace used to work for Crest; I bet he talked!”

      “That sounds more plausible,” Evariste agreed. “However, I find it unlikely Clovicus left such secret information out for anyone—much less his assistant—to uncover.”

      Angelique lowered the letter and slapped it into her side. “But how, then?”

      Evariste frowned. “I don’t know. It’s possible someone from Glitzern Palace said something. We didn’t try to keep my identity from anyone, after all.”

      “That’s true.” Angelique gnawed on her lip. “That means, then, that they probably don’t know you’ve been sealed. We only told Snow White, Queen Faina, and the Warriors about that.”

      “True,” Evariste said. “Won’t that be an upsetting reveal for them? But, in the meantime, it appears we need to change our plans.”

      Angelique whipped the paper up for inspection one last time, glaring at it as though she could change its contents. “Do we really have to?”

      Evariste laughed. “Yes.”

      Angelique groaned.

      “Think of it as reordering our priorities,” Evariste suggested. “When we go to the Conclave, we can tell Clovicus about the strange cases of your magic connecting us.”

      Slightly placated, Angelique folded the letter up and stuffed it in her satchel on Pegasus’ back. “And we can research the spell that blocks you from your magic.”

      “That, too,” Evariste agreed, though his tone said he didn’t think it was a fruitful pursuit. “Besides, we’ve sent Severin a great deal of information already. Delaying our meeting with him by a few days shouldn’t do much to our timeline.”

      “You’re right,” Angelique admitted. “Fine. Let’s get this over with. If we leave soon, we should arrive at the Conclave by late afternoon—with Pegasus carrying us, that is.”

      Angelique fondly petted the constellation, then dug into the satchel.

      Evariste rested his hand on Pegasus’ shoulder. “Besides, there is one major consolation to this change in plans.”

      “What’s that?”

      “They cannot possibly keep us for more than a day or two because I can’t do anything for them as long as I’m in this state!”

      Angelique laughed as she thrust her entire arm into the satchel. “There is that.”

      “What are you searching for?”

      Angelique grinned. “A wardrobe change. I intend to make Elle proud and use my clothing to make a statement at the Veneno Conclave.”
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        * * *

      

      Late in the afternoon, when the sky was a swirl of colors as day turned to dusk, Angelique and Evariste arrived.

      Pegasus carried them past the fortress walls and through the magic city. Although they were given a few curious looks, all the mages that passed them gave them a large berth upon glancing at the flames of Pegasus’ mane and tail.

      It was helpful. Evariste had pulled up his hood to shadow and hopefully hide his face, but with Pegasus working as a natural deterrent there was an even smaller chance they’d be stopped.

      They clattered up to the stable that was arranged snugly against the main Conclave building and dismounted.

      Angelique landed with a satisfied hop, then brushed off her trousers before impulsively hugging Pegasus’ neck. “Thank you for the ride.”

      Pegasus ignored the sign of affection and chewed on the hem of the blue, overly large tunic she’d changed back into out of sheer spite. (She wasn’t going to wear the dress Evariste had given her to face the Council—they didn’t deserve it.)

      Angelique plucked her tunic free, then removed her satchel from his back. “You may as well head out. I think we’ll be here several days, and I doubt you’d enjoy it here.”

      Pegasus tossed his head in agreement. He nudged Angelique’s neck, then trotted back the way they’d come—nearly running over a mage who had to throw himself clear.

      Evariste stood with Angelique. “I’d venture to say you’ve nearly started to domesticate him.”

      “If you brushed him, you too could have your clothes chewed on.”

      Evariste laughed. “I’m not certain I’d survive the brushing experience.”

      “Angelique?”

      Angelique and Evariste spun around to see Lady Enchantress Lovelana walking with two mages.

      It took Angelique a moment to recognize them as Sinèad and Alfonso of the Assignment and Appointments Department. Sinèad was the head of the department, but Alfonso was her second in command, as well as her husband.

      “Lady Enchantress Lovelana, hello!” Angelique smiled genuinely at the enchantress. “I have great news to share with you!” She glanced up at Evariste, her smile turning impish. “Lady Enchantress Lovelana will be very excited to see you again.”

      Evariste merely raised his eyebrows, but when Lovelana glided closer, he adjusted his hood so it didn’t fall quite so low over his face.

      “Angelique, I’m glad you are—” Lovelana froze when her eyes fell on Evariste. “Lord…Lord Enchanter Evariste?”

      Evariste smiled, but Angelique outright cackled. “Yes!”

      “L-lord Enchanter!” Lovelana repeated. She touched Evariste’s cloak, but her eyes slid sideways to gape at Angelique. “You did it.” She grabbed Angelique’s hands and squeezed. “You found him! You really found him!”

      “Yes!” Angelique squeezed the enchantress’s hands in return. “He was here, in Mullberg!”

      Lovelana pulled back, one of her hands resting on her throat at the scandal of the thought. “Mullberg?”

      “Indeed,” Evariste said. “I was held captive in Mullberg for several months. Angelique freed me days ago.”

      “Then please, allow us to welcome you home, Lord Enchanter Evariste!” Sinèad said.

      She and Alfonso strolled up behind Lovelana— Sinèad wearing a smile as bright as the sun while Alfonso adjusted his glasses and gave a small smile that was the equivalent of an enormous grin from him.

      Hah! The Conclave isn’t his home; Wistful Thicket is.

      Evariste glanced down at Angelique, and she could see the same thought in his eyes. But he smiled politely. “I am glad to be free again.”

      “Where were you being held?” Lovelana wrapped a lock of her hair around her finger and gazed at Evariste with adoration, then (shockingly) turned to Angelique. “How did you free him, Angelique?”

      Evariste had always been attractive to female mages—for both his looks and his magical genius.

      Despite having forged a tentative relationship with Lovelana, Angelique had assumed Evariste would be the sole receiver of Lovelana’s shining attention now that he had returned.

      “Um,” Angelique said, unprepared for this development. “It’s a long story?”

      “Angel and I will be staying here at the Conclave for several days,” Evariste said. “So we will be free to tell you every detail. Unfortunately, we were sent for by the Council. We should report in to them.”

      Angelique tried to scrutinize him out of the corners of her eyes.

      Since she’d pulled him out of the mirror, there had been an aura of exhaustion to him—happiness, too. But he didn’t sleep easily and just seemed so tired. As he smiled at Lovelana, Sinèad, and Alfonso, however, she couldn’t detect any hint of fatigue.

      Is he settling back into life outside the mirror? No—no matter how spectacular a person is, they can’t recover from that kind of trauma in mere days. Why, then, is he acting like he’s fine? Does he also trust the Conclave so little?

      “Oh, that’s a shame,” Sinèad said. “But understandable. However, we will look forward to hearing your story.” She linked her arm through her husband’s and leaned in. “Won’t we, Alfonso?”

      Alfonso blushed at her close contact—though the way he linked his fingers through hers gave him away. “Yes. We look forward to seeing your name again in the Assignment and Appointments Department, Evariste.”

      Angelique narrowed her eyes. He cannot be serious. Even if he doesn’t know that Evariste’s magic is sealed, he knows perfectly well that Evariste has been missing for years. He just expects him to jump back to work?

      “Lord Enchanter Evariste?”

      A mage wearing a purple robe with the seal of the Conclave emblazoned on it approached them, looking back and forth between them.

      “It seems you are right: you are needed. We look forward to seeing you soon—Sybilla will be happy to see you, Angelique!” Lovelana grinned at Angelique, then Evariste, and stepped back, leaving Sinèad and Alfonso no choice but to follow her lead.

      The mage peered at them for a moment before he slightly bowed to Evariste, then Angelique. “The Council is waiting for you.”

      Angelique and Evariste exchanged glances.

      “Then lead on, please,” Evariste said.

      The mage guided them through the maze of the Conclave, and it took Angelique several minutes before recognizing the route they were on would lead them to Hallowed Hall—the place where the Council meted out judgments and held meetings.

      How did they know we were here? I suppose it’s possible those guarding the fortress gates sent word by magical methods, but why would they have started to watch for us? They had no way of knowing we were in Mullberg. It seems especially strange, given that Lovelana—the leader of the committee charged with finding Evariste—had obviously not been informed he’d been found.

      There was something about the Council already knowing that Evariste was out that still didn’t sit right, but Angelique didn’t have much time to think about it as the mage delivered them into the large hallway that would take them straight into Hallowed Hall.

      The mage then scurried off, disappearing around a bend of an intersecting hallway.

      “Why do I feel like I’m about to be in trouble?” Angelique asked.

      “Nonsense,” Evariste said. “You freed me. What could they possibly criticize?”

      “A lot,” Angelique said. “Particularly because I didn’t tell you every sordid detail about my various…disagreements with the Council when I was trying to catch you up on what’s been happening.”

      “Then we’ll call for Clovicus, and he’ll throw every magical law he can after them, and enjoy it,” Evariste simply said.

      Angelique grinned, but she relaxed only when their shoulders brushed.

      It doesn’t matter what they complain about now. Evariste is free. He’s here with me.

      Though it had been days, she half-expected to wake up and find the whole thing had been a bittersweet dream.

      Even without his magic, the sheer relief Angelique felt at standing in his presence was simultaneously tempting and soothing.

      Evariste smiled when he happened to meet her gaze.

      He looked a little better than when Angelique had yanked him out of the mirror—even better than when they’d left Juwel. Some of the color had returned to his face, but now that he wasn’t talking to any other mages, the subtle lines of exhaustion were still there.

      I can’t imagine how terrible those years were.

      They reached the end of the passageway, coming to a stop at the doors that barred the way to Hallow Hall.

      A dozen war mages stood in front of the door in organized ranks.

      “Welcome back, Lord Enchanter Evariste,” the closest war mage said. His hair was lined with silver, and his smile was genuine as he looked from Evariste to Angelique. “We knew you’d find him, Lady Enchantress.”

      “Thank you,” Evariste said.

      The war mage motioned to two of the other mages, who got to work disarming the charms that locked the doors.

      The war mages pushed the doors open, which released deep-throated groans.

      Evariste smiled in thanks and stepped inside Hallowed Hall.

      Angelique was just behind him, but she paused in the doorway and glanced back at the war mages.

      Why do they have so many war mages posted here? Usually there aren’t more than two or three.

      The war mages smiled eagerly—always happy to see her, their greatest hope for an enchantress with war magic.

      Angelique uneasily returned their smiles but trotted after Evariste when she felt him linger farther ahead.

      He waited for her, and together they walked shoulder-to-shoulder through the dark room.

      As it had been the first time Angelique had set foot in Hallowed Hall years ago when she was a mere student, there were only two sections of the room that were lit: the raised, wooden platform where those meeting with the Council were invited to stand, and the high table where the six Council Members sat, haloed by beams of light.

      The air was as chilly as Angelique remembered, and it had the buzzing feeling of repressed magical power.

      The Council Members were partially cast in shadow. Their clothes glittered with expensive silks, gold and silvery thread, and even the occasional jewel.

      Everything felt exactly as it had when Angelique—a scared student—was presented to the Council by an instructor intent on sealing her magic.

      That is, everything was the same…except for Angelique.

      She wasn’t the frightened girl the Council had intimidated. Now she no longer cared about them. Her experience in crossing the continent more times than she could remember had taught her that while the Council—and the Veneno Conclave—threatened action, in reality it was too cowardly to do more than try to keep mages in its fortified walls.

      They had no power.

      If they had, they would have known Evariste was trapped in Mullberg.

      And the difference in her didn’t stop there. Now, years wiser, Angelique could recognize the Hall for the truth nailed into its structure—it was designed to intimidate and awe.

      Funny. It used to be so frightening. Now, it seems rather unimpressive compared to the palaces I’ve seen and unintimidating after all the monsters I have slain.

      She hopped up the stairs behind Evariste, hooked the wooden gate with her foot and casually pulled it shut.

      She ambled up to the front of the platform and yawned openly.

      “Apprentice Angelique, it has been too long,” Enchanter Crest greeted her warmly.

      “Yes. Thankfully.” Angelique snorted.

      “Wait, you’re still an Apprentice?” Evariste hissed.

      Angelique waved his disbelief off.

      “And Lord Enchanter Evariste, you have returned to the Veneno Conclave,” Enchanter Tristisim said.

      “Returned?” Angelique set her hands on the wooden railing so she could lean forward and squint at the Council Member, her irritation riding higher. “You make him sound like he was out on a holiday. He was taken by black mages, and you lot failed to get him back for six years!”

      Enchantress Felicienne sniffed down her nose at Angelique in disdain. “It seems these years have eroded at some of your knowledge of prudent conduct, Apprentice.” She pointedly stared at Angelique’s trousers.

      Of course, this meant Angelique had no recourse but to scratch them and stand with relaxed posture. “Not at all,” Angelique said. “I merely don’t care what you think of me.”

      Enchantress Felicienne blinked rapidly, and the mouse-like Enchantress Galendra gasped, placing a hand over her mouth.

      Angelique glanced at Evariste, who was grinning, his humor swirling in his mismatched eyes.

      Enchantress Primrose delicately cleared her throat. “Yes. Well. Thank you for answering our summons.”

      Angelique furrowed her brow. “I assume the point of the summons is to welcome Lord Enchanter Evariste back.” She barely managed to hold in a snide remark about their ineptitude at searching for him—only because she wanted access to the library and similar resources to research the dodgy spell that blocked Evariste from his magic.

      The Council Members exchanged glances—all except Lazare, anyway. He was sleeping, snores leaking from his open mouth.

      “Yes…it is certainly a momentous occasion…” Enchanter Crest slowly said.

      Enchanter Tristisim set his hands on his desk, his face hardened. “We’ve been given proof that Evariste is consorting with the black mages who’ve been running amok over the continent.”

      “What?” Angelique said.

      “I know it must be difficult to believe, Apprentice Angelique.” Enchantress Primrose’s lower lip quivered as she shuffled through some papers. “But our people submitted reports that Evariste’s magic was used by various black mages in creating some nefarious curses and spells—like the one that kept the elves confined to Alabaster Forest.”

      Neither she nor Tristisim bothered to look at Evariste—the supposedly nefarious black mage. They were both watching her.

      Angelique stared at them for a long moment. Just how long have they been this stupid? This is how the Chosen got their claws in our lands—because the people who are supposed to lead us are so blind, they can’t even tell friend from foe!

      “Black mages have used Evariste’s magic for the past six years because they harvested it from him while he was their captive.” Tendrils of her magic wrapped around her fingers and skated down her arms, giving her voice an extra edge to it.

      Enchantress Galendra shook her head. “If only that were so,” she meekly said.

      “We have long suspected there was a spy in our top ranks—an enchanter or enchantress who worked with the black mages. We’d been keeping an eye on Evariste for that reason,” Enchanter Crest added.

      Considering they were accusing Evariste, the prodigy of Enchanters and beloved goldenboy, they seemed remarkably unconcerned. Instead, they were sifting through papers, of all things!

      “Are you mad?” Angelique slammed her fists on top of the railing, impatiently waving off her magic when it twined around her. “Because this cannot be a serious charge.”

      “We have been very careful in watching Lord Enchanter Evariste—” Enchantress Felicienne began.

      “Careful? You gave me to him—a war mage with the power of an enchantress! If you suspected him, that was the most foolish thing you could have done!” Angelique shook her head, unable to believe what she was hearing. Had the Chosen gotten to the Council and brainwashed all of them with some variation of black magic? Because that was the only explanation for this astounding stupidity, unless…

      “We know this must be very hard for you to hear, Apprentice Angelique,” Enchanter Crest said in a soothing voice. He didn’t even have the decency to look at Evariste.

      “You’ve been the most loyal of pupils,” Enchantress Primrose added, shooting Enchanter Tristisim a glare when he snorted.

      Angelique ignored the Council and turned to Evariste, studying him.

      The shadows were back around his eyes, and he stared at the Council without any expression.

      Angelique narrowed her eyes.

      “We can show you all our records once Lord Enchanter Evariste has been processed,” Enchanter Tristisim said. He jostled his elbow into Lazare’s side, waking the ancient enchanter up.

      “What? Who?” The enchanter squinted in the bright light. “Oh, Evariste’s here, is he?”

      There are so many things that feel wrong right now.

      Angelique ignored the Council and kept her gaze on Evariste. “You may recall I told you Lady Enchantress Lovelana thinks there’s a mole in the Veneno Conclave,” she said to her teacher in a lowered tone.

      Evariste turned to face her, a sort of jaded smile crossing his lips. “Oh?”

      “Yes,” Angelique said. “I think I know who it is.”

      Evariste shut his eyes and tucked his chin.

      “Apprentice Angelique,” Enchantress Felicienne started. “We authorize you to take Lord Enchanter Evariste into custody.”

      “He’ll need to be taken into the secured rooms, lest anyone be tempted to break him out,” Enchanter Crest added.

      “Oh—we’re on to that, are we?” Enchanter Lazare stretched his arms out in front of him and groaned. “Make a move, girl.”

      Angelique smiled. “I am.”
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      Angelique let her war magic flood her. She felt it pool behind her eyeballs and tumble around her like the froth of a waterfall, lighting the area up in silver.

      Enchantress Primrose sighed. “I wish it hadn’t come to this, Lord Enchanter Evariste.”

      Angelique nudged her magic, which slithered from her. “Me, too.”

      Enchanter Lazare squinted at her. “Eh?”

      Angelique extended her hand, and six swords—yanked from the war mages posted outside Hallowed Hall by her bottomless magic—drilled through the wooden door, blowing it to smithereens.

      A snap of her magic, and she flung the blades at the Council.

      One of the Lady Enchantresses screamed, and Lord Enchanter Crest yelled as the weapons found their mark.

      Enchanter Tristisim and Enchantress Felicienne trembled with fear. Their faces were white, and they shook as they stared at the two swords that had impaled themselves hilt-deep through their chairs, about one finger’s thickness away from their necks.

      Enchanter Crest, Enchanter Lazare, Enchantress Primrose, and Enchantress Galendra stared at Angelique from behind the safety of iridescent green shields—a shield that Angelique was greatly familiar with, given her fight with Acri and her lengthy meetings with their creator, the Chosen mage Nefari.

      The light of the shield cast a sicky green hue over Crest, Lazare, Primrose, and Galendra, and their faces conveyed varying levels of horror as the swords—still coated in Angelique’s magic, pressed so sharply against the shields, they dimpled the shields’ surfaces.

      It’s them. They’re part of the Chosen.

      Angelique opened herself to her magic, blinking when her senses expanded as her magic scrabbled to ensnare everything from a sharp rock fragment dropped in a darkened corner to the spoke of her own belt buckle.

      Two of the war mages poked their heads through the dilapidated doors, which hung by one hinge each.

      “Don’t just stand there!” Primrose pointed at Angelique with a shaking finger. “She’s gone mad! Subdue her! She—” She broke off in a high-pitched scream when Angelique reached out with her magic.

      She combined the sharpened edge of her magic with a spell, and cut clean through the massive wooden table that the Council Members shared. A twist of her magic, and she yanked Enchanter Tristisim and Enchantress Felicienne through the openings in the table, dragging their chairs across Hallow Hall so they skidded to a stop by the doors.

      The pair shouted and held on to their chairs with grips so tight, their knuckles were white.

      “Protect Tristisim and Felicienne—and Evariste,” Angelique shouted to the war mages.

      The silver-haired war mage darted in front of the two Council Members, his own magic—amber in color—covering his hands as he loaded a bolt into his crossbow.

      Angelique held her breath. This was the moment she found out just how much the war mages trusted her and believed in her.

      The war mage lifted his crossbow, pointing it at Enchanter Crest. “The others?”

      Relief briefly caressed Angelique in the middle of the sizzle of magic—they believed her. They’d help her. “They’re with the Chosen. The black mages.”

      “Right. Mages—you heard her!” The silver-haired war mage shouted.

      The rest of the war mages moved into a protective formation behind him, standing around Felicienne and Tristisim with steely expressions and glittering magic.

      Angelique flexed her fingers as she let more of her magic flood her, and her skin started to tingle as it slid up and down her body, alluring in its potency. “Evariste, the war mages will protect you!”

      “How’d you know?”

      Angelique peeled her eyes from the traitorous Council Members long enough to gawk at Evariste. “What?”

      “How did you know they were lying, and that I wasn’t colluding?” Evariste—the stubborn idiot—had his legs planted as he stared her down.

      Angelique ripped her satchel off and tossed it at Evariste. “I spent fourteen years with you, and it took me six years to find you. Do you really think I’d be so stupid—and disloyal—to just believe them?”

      Evariste caught her satchel and smiled fully and brightly at her. For a moment, it felt like he brimmed with magic like he usually did.

      But while the feeling made her eyes ache, she knew it was only temporary. And she wasn’t going to let the Chosen get away this time. “Stop smiling and go!” Angelique pointed to the war mages, then vaulted over the wooden railing, landing in a crouch.

      Her magic swept around her like a wave, buzzing against her skin as her senses spread through the room, compliments of all the edged objects under her control.

      “How dare you raise your magic against us,” Enchanter Crest shouted. “You’ll be stripped of your title—”

      Angelique prowled across the room and poured more of her magic into the swords that were increasingly digging into the shields, creating tiny cracks and chips. “Your green shields reveal where your allegiance stands as I met the Chosen mage who made them. Unfortunately for you, I won’t let another member of the Chosen escape me.”

      Angelique’s smile was sharp, and with a snap of her fingers, splinters, sharpened rocks, even a few quills pummeled the iridescent green shields.

      Galendra squealed. “We have to run! She’s going to kill us!”

      “She hasn’t the control for it,” Lazare snarled.

      “Who needs control when you have power?” Angelique stopped just short of their battered and broken desk.

      Crest, Primrose, and Lazare seemed to relax, but Galendra—sharper, apparently, than the other three—screamed. Wordlessly, she pointed to the fragmented middle pieces of the table—where Angelique had smashed through to clear paths for dragging Tristisim and Felicienne to safety, creating jagged and splintered breaks in the wood—which glowed silver.

      Angelique laughed mirthlessly as she unleashed her magic. It engulfed the remaining chunks of the table and flung them against their magic shields, the force shattering the remnant pieces. The attack made cracks spread across the shields like spiderwebs. Angelique couldn’t help but smirk.

      To think the shields had given me such trouble when fighting Acri. Puss was right—a little bit of practice can go a far way.

      “How did you know?” Primrose howled.

      Happy to further distract them, Angelique answered as she reclaimed the splintered bits of table, readying for another assault. “Did you really think just a few lines from you—who’ve been nothing but judgmental and annoying—were going to make me betray him? Oh, and there was one major mistake you made.” She made a show of tapping her cheek.

      “Impossible—we never accounted for your foolish trust,” Crest snarled.

      “Yes.” Angelique leaned forward, grinning when she felt her magic swirl around her eyes, casting everything in a silvery light. “That, and the little fact that since the moment we stepped inside Hallowed Hall, you’ve been ignoring Evariste. You never acted as if you feared he would run or react. Almost…as if you knew his magic was sealed.”

      Angelique barraged them with her arsenal again, smirking when she felt the shields weaken further.

      Galendra shrieked and covered her head with her arms. “Run—we have to run!” she sobbed.

      “Quiet!” Primrose snarled. “We’re full-powered enchanters and enchantresses! She couldn’t possibly—”

      There was a clang as a halberd fell into Hallowed Hall, skidding past the war mages guarding Evariste, Felicienne, and Tristisim. It was followed by a short sword, a scimitar, and then a wave of glittering weapons that poured in from the hallways, answering the call of Angelique’s magic from the various guards and armories located around the fortress.

      Crest swore; Galendra whimpered; and Primrose bolted, running for the back of the room.

      “Don’t, you nitwit!” Lazare shouted a moment too late.

      The shattering of glass revealed the far back of Hallowed Hall was actually a massive glass mosaic window, which was blackened on the inside to block out light.

      The window crumbled, letting the dusty light of twilight pierce the darkened hall and revealing the snaking maze of various, interconnected rooftops of the fortress.

      Primrose picked her way through the shattered window and stepped onto the slanted roof. “Come!”

      Galendra and Crest ran after her, but surprisingly, it was Lazare who zipped his way outside and across the rooftop with a shocking amount of spryness Angelique had never before witnessed in him.

      Angelique ran after them, crushing glass under the heels of her boots as she jumped and nimbly cleared the jagged edges of the broken window.

      A yank of her magic added the broken pieces of the stained glass window to her arsenal and brought the weapons zipping after her.

      It only took a few daggers to make Crest’s shield crumble.

      He grabbed at a necklace that dangled from his throat and tried to restart the spell.

      Angelique launched a dozen arrows at them, but Galendra blew them off course with a gust of wind.

      Primrose tapped her magic, and ivy that grew up the sides of the buildings snaked its way toward Angelique, growing thorns the size of Angelique’s thumb as it slithered closer.

      Angelique effortlessly sliced through the tendrils with shards of glass from the broken window. Looking ahead, she saw the rooftop curved around in an s-shape.

      She jumped over the side of the building, dropping down one floor onto the roof of an interconnecting walkway. She rolled when she landed, taking off some of the strain of the fall, then sprinted across her shortcut, slicing off the long loop the traitorous Council Members had to run.

      Her stride was long and sure as she ran across the roof, her senses stretching farther and farther as she ran. When she glanced back, she could see her silvery magic coating the walls of the fortress, sliding up and down the buildings as it invaded, looking for more weapons, more blades, just more.

      It only took a nudge from her magic to smash several dozen daggers into the wall looming above her, creating convenient hand and footholds to scale the wall.

      Angelique scrambled up the wall and pulled herself onto the roof.

      Primrose careened to a stop, and Lazare almost ran her over, bringing them a step closer to Angelique.

      They turned around to look back at the way they’d come and were greeted with a glittering cloud of bladed weapons.

      Primrose swung back around to sneer at Angelique as Crest and Galendra caught up. “You can’t think—”

      Angelique reached for her magic, and the weapons barraged the four Council Members, battering their renewed shields with such strength, they fractured the magic within moments.

      “Why are you attacking?” Crest made a wide gesture and pelted Angelique with water droplets that stung even through her clothes.

      “You’re with the Chosen.” Angelique ignored the painful rain and instead picked out several polearms that were shorter and sturdier than a regular spear and perfect for impaling. “I’m not going to try to chat with you!”

      Galendra’s face was pale, and her lips seemed slack with fear. “You’re trying to kill us!”

      “Obviously. That’s the whole point!” Angelique put an extra burst of power on the polearms. She smiled in satisfaction when they punched through the cracked shields, making them disintegrate.

      Actually, I’m trying to capture them for Severin to question. But I like them scared and sloppy.

      “This is impossible!” Galendra hiccupped in her fear, and her voice was taut like a harp string.

      Angelique released a round of arrows, but Lazare yanked the enchantress out of the way so the arrows uselessly pelted the roof.

      Galendra didn’t seem to notice the narrowly-missed danger. Her eyes were hazed with fear as she gaped at Angelique. “You were raised so you wouldn’t do this! You were taught and punished so you’d never fight back!”

      In years prior, that statement might have been enough to make Angelique’s heart sputter.

      But she had lost countless fights to the Chosen and the black mages. Experience told her the only shot she had was to keep fighting.

      She could evaluate her life later. Now, all that mattered was capturing them. So Angelique didn’t even blink, didn’t falter a step. Rather, she gritted her teeth and pulled all her weapons in, aiming them at the Council Members.

      “We have to jump! Primrose!” Crest leaped off the side of the building, his fellow Chosen members jumping after him.

      Angelique wasn’t able to change the direction of her weapons quite fast enough, so they pounded into the roof, punching through the ceiling with the potency of her magic.

      She growled in frustration as Primrose caught Crest, Lazare, Galendra—who had to be yanked over the side by Lazare—and herself with strengthened ivy vines.

      Lazare cast a large shield, which bubbled around them as Angelique threw more of her magic after them.

      Angelique jumped over the side, falling so fast, her eyes teared up. At the last second, she threw a gust of wind below her, slowing her progress so she didn’t splat on the ground when she landed.

      Once her eyes cleared, Angelique took a quick inventory of her surroundings.

      They’d landed in an empty courtyard, which opened up into one of the main streets in the fortress—one that led towards Luxi-Domus, the Veneno Conclave’s academy of magic.

      “Help!” Primrose shouted, her mask of motherly-worry sliding over her face. “Apprentice Angelique has given into the darkness of her magic—she’s attacking us!” She ran out of the courtyard, her cohorts on her heels.

      Angelique cursed under her breath as she chased after them. She shouted in the language of magic, and giant spikes of earth ripped from the ground, blocking the pathway out of the courtyard.

      Crest shouted. His watery-blue magic rippled at his fingers as he twisted it and re-flattened the ground so they could run through.

      Angelique threw weapons at them again, but they’d reloaded their green shields, so the thrown daggers, swords, and arrows only cracked their shields’ surfaces.

      Primrose made it to the street. “Help—she’s given herself to the darkness!”

      “Help!” Galendra screamed, her voice ripe with panic as she twisted around to gape at Angelique with true horror.

      Lazare slowed to a trot. He seemed surprisingly tall now that he wasn’t bent over or slumped in a chair, as Angelique had always seen him previously. “Mark our words, she’s as mad as a dog!”

      Angelique sprinted into the street, her hair swinging around her in a heavy curtain. She considering shooting the four on the spot—their shields were just about finished. But the road was a busy one. Two mages carrying books, a teacher herding four young students, a merchant with a pushcart, and vendors from the few stalls set up at the edges of the road all craned their necks to watch.

      Angelique inhaled deeply as she thought through the possibilities. This was far more dangerous than facing the four Council Members. If they got everyone riled up, Angelique would be ripped to shreds by other mages due to sheer numbers.

      She cleared her throat and made herself shout, “Crest, Lazare, Primrose, and Galendra are with the Chosen. They’re black mages! Council Members Tristisim and Felicienne are back in Hallowed Hall, being protected by some war mages.”

      “She’s lying. She killed them herself!” Lazare declared. “They’re dead!”

      “Lazare!” Crest growled. The younger enchanter had obviously realized they needed to live up to their lies, or the truth would come out without Angelique’s “aid.”

      More mages joined the crowd, murmuring to each other as they ringed around Angelique and the Council Members.

      This is dangerous…I’ve only been tolerated in the past. They’ll turn on me in an instant.

      Several of the mages pointed to the glittering cloud of weapons that hung behind Angelique.

      For a moment, she considered flinging them at Crest, Lazare, Primrose, and Galendra. But if she attacked like that, to the observers it would seem unprovoked and done in cold blood.

      Reluctantly, Angelique tampered down her magic. It no longer rushed around her like a thick river, but a small stream, and she lowered the weapons so they didn’t hang ominously.

      “Lord Enchanter Tristisim and Lady Enchantress Felicienne are safe—they are with Lord Enchanter Evariste, who has been freed from captivity.” Angelique had calculated the comment to be a distraction, and she wasn’t disappointed at the audible wave of murmurs that passed through the crowing crowd.

      “Evariste is back?”

      “He’s been found?”

      “Did you see him…?”

      “E-Evariste is working with her,” Galendra squeaked. “They’re the ones working for the Chosen!”

      It was the wrong thing to say. Even though he’d been missing for years, Evariste had always been popular with mages.

      Mages eyed Galendra with skepticism.

      “Galendra, calm yourself.” Primrose appeared soothing as she patted Galendra on the shoulder and a fake smile pulled on her plump cheeks. “You’re confused.” She glanced at Crest and nodded almost imperceptibly.

      “This is how badly she has scared poor Lady Enchantress Galendra.” Crest strode to the front of their little group, the blue shine of his black hair was nearly purple from the red light of the setting sun. “She was so frightened, she couldn’t comprehend what happened. Arrest Apprentice Angelique.”

      The crowd, fickle and distrustful of Angelique, grew a sharper edge to it. Several mages took a few steps towards her, their gazes set.

      Angelique hurriedly lowered her weapons all the way to the ground and broke off contact with her magic. “They’re lying. All we have to do is call for Evariste—”

      Her stomach churned, and Angelique realized her mistake: she’d just used a large amount of her core magic. Her price demanded she pay for it.

      Nausea swept through her body with such ferocity, for a moment, Angelique couldn’t track where the earth began and the sky ended.

      Her legs gave out, and she crumpled to the ground, her stomach heaving. She retched and felt as if she was burning alive as heat ate at her skin, and she sweated. She tried to spit out the acidic taste left in her mouth before her body twitched and crumpled in another retch.

      This time, when she finished, she was splayed out over the ground, road grit pressing into her cheeks as she tried to breathe without whimpering.

      The familiar zing of magic rippled. Even through the murkiness of her nausea, Angelique could feel it. She peeled her eyes open and saw Primrose advancing on her with fists encased in magic.

      Get up—I have to get up! Angelique tried to push herself up, but her arms trembled with fatigue, and she couldn’t even lift her head off the ground.

      Primrose came closer. From this angle, Angelique could see the beadwork on the enchantress’s slippers.

      Stand! She’ll kill me!

      Angelique managed to pull her head off the ground, but it took so much effort to even rest on her elbows, her entire body shook. She licked her dry lips and tried to utter a spell—she needed to protect herself—but her tongue felt thick, and she couldn’t speak.

      Primrose took a breath and pointed at her, uttering a spell in the booming language of magic.
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      Angelique braced herself, but rather than the flare of pain she expected, there was a crackle and the angry explosion of ricocheting magic.

      She peeled her eyes open and stared, gobsmacked, at the petite woman who stood between her and Primrose, her arms raised to support the pink-hued shield she’d created.

      “Lady Enchantress Lovelana.” Primrose straightened in surprise and backed off. “What are you doing?”

      “I stand with Angelique.” The enchantress rolled her shoulders back and kept the shield up.

      “You’re making a mistake, dear,” Primrose said.

      “No.” Lovelana shook her head. “Angelique would never slip. And her magic isn’t evil.”

      The murmur of the crowd was so thick, it was almost tangible.

      “I must strongly suggest you step aside, Lovelana. You don’t know what you’re talking about.” Crest flicked back a lock of his black hair and smiled handsomely at Lovelana. “She’s dangerous. We never should have let Evariste make her his apprentice.”

      “You’re wrong!” Lovelana shouted. “Making her his apprentice is what saved him! What will save us all! She’s chased Evariste back and forth across the continent, stopped rogue magic users, broken curses, and aided nearly every country on our continent! She’s fought Chosen mages and faced down black magic. More than anyone, she’d know a Chosen mage on sight, and if she says you are…I believe her!”

      Angelique stared at Lovelana’s back, her shock blanketing even the churning sensation of her nausea.

      She’d never imagined the other enchantress would ever stand up for her in this way.

      “Lovelana, that’s enough,” Lazare grunted. “Run along like a good girl.”

      “No!” Lovelana flexed her fingers and sent more of her magic into her shield. “I’m not running anymore. I’m going to stop you!”

      “Fine,” Crest snapped. “You’ve made your decision.”

      Angelique twitched, and Lovelana shrieked when Galendra summoned a lightning bolt. It crackled at an ear-splitting volume as it hit Lovelana’s shield.

      Angelique’s ears rang, and she was half-blinded by the bolt, but she could feel the power thrumming in Galendra’s core magic as she wailed on Lovelana, hitting her pink shield again and again.

      Lovelana’s pretty skirts flapped in the gale-storm winds, and she planted her silk slippers on the ground as she held her shield against the onslaught.

      She needs help!

      Angelique tried to stand, but her left knee gave out, and she fell with a painful crack.

      The hiss of disintegrating magic drew her gaze up, where the flashing lightning was burning a hole through the shield.

      Angelique opened her mouth, intending to speak a spell that would supplement Lovelana’s, but her stomach rolled, and instead, she painfully bent over in a dry heave.

      The lightning flared again, but there was a crackle of magic, and a new power rippled through the streets, crawling up the side of Lovelana’s shields and shoring up the weak spots with an ice coating that was at least a foot thick.

      Ice…but who?

      “That’s enough out of the four of you.” Sybilla bustled past two gaping mages, pausing just long enough to settle her spectacles on the tip of her nose. “I think it’s obvious your game is up. Angelique has successfully revealed you for the traitors you are.”

      The fairy godmother held a ring which she waggled at them. “And no funny business!”

      Could a mere ring hold enough power in it that Sybilla could block an enchantress with it? I don’t think even Stil could make such a creation.

      Sybilla paused long enough to pat Angelique’s shoulder. “Just wait a moment, dear. Lovelana needs my help.”

      Angelique waved her off. Her stomach wasn’t settling, exactly, but she felt like she could at least crouch without the world swerving around her.

      The lightning subsided, and Galendra took a few shuffling steps backwards.

      “What are you stopping for?” Lazare demanded. “Now is our only chance!”

      “B-but—”

      Crest unleashed a wave of water on Lovelana and Sybilla. With his magic, the water seeped under the shield so swiftly filling the bubble that the water splashed Angelique’s shoulders as she sat on the ground.

      Angelique groaned as she stood, but with a twist of her magic, she summoned a dagger from the pile she had abandoned and flung it at Crest.

      The handsome enchanter yelped and staggered backwards. His concentration broken, the water collapsed and flowed out from under the shield.

      Her vision was a little hazy, but Angelique staggered forward and twisted her magic. It danced at her fingertips, silvery and cold, then wiggled through the ice shield Sybilla had created with her magic ring and Lovelana’s shield, sprouting her own opalescent shield on top.

      Her magic cleared the leftover fuzzy bits from her bout of nausea, and Angelique’s eyes abruptly focused as the prickle of her powers cooled her body.

      Why couldn’t my magic have done this when I was chasing the Chosen that swiped the mirror?

      Despite her irritation with her power’s timing, Angelique recklessly grinned and once again loosened her grip on her core magic.

      It spattered the sides of the buildings, crawling farther than it had before as Angelique brought new weapons to the road and reclaimed the ones she had abandoned. She raised them high above their heads, so they glittered in the dying sunlight like especially destructive stars.

      Galendra mewled in fear, but it was Primrose who spun around, her eyes searching through the crowd of mages. She narrowed in on one in particular—a male mage Angelique vaguely recognized as a shape shifter.

      “Don’t just stand there!” Primrose snarled. “Help us!”

      The mage nodded and scurried to their side.

      Angelique narrowed her eyes, and on a hunch, she flicked a sword at him.

      An increasingly-familiar, green-colored shield sprouted around him, protecting him from the blade.

      Another Chosen…But how? They couldn’t have arranged for him to just be loitering here on the off chance that I’d discover them and chase them. Does that mean…just how many of the Chosen have infiltrated our ranks?

      A female mage joined them—this one a fire mage. When she passed in front of Lazare, a green shield grew around her as well.

      “It seems to me, dearie, that perhaps there are more Chosen hanging around than we thought,” Sybilla casually observed. “What say you to the idea of flushing them out?”

      Angelique stretched her fingers. “What did you have in mind?”

      “Perhaps it is high time you show everyone here at the Conclave just what it is you can do.”

      Angelique gritted her teeth as she stared down at the smaller woman. “And give everyone physical proof that I should be feared?”

      “Do you really care what the rest of the Conclave thinks of you? Do you really need their favor?”

      Snow White’s shy smile, Elle’s mischievous laugh, Odette’s fierce defense of her, and Quinn’s loyal presence at her back drifted through Angelique’s mind. “No.”

      Sybilla nodded wisely. “And there you have it. So, what will you do?”

      Angelique took a deep breath. When she exhaled, she actively pushed her magic outward. It switched from a purposeful drift to streaks of silvery white as it raced across the ground, dusted the rooftops, and invaded the darkest corners of the Veneno Conclave, racing until it splashed across the protective walls that surrounded the city.

      Her mind felt…odd. Her senses were stretched in so many directions as she felt everything from the weapons at the war mage training ground to the needles the alteration and craft mages carried. Knives in kitchens and chipped glasses with sharpened edges brushed the back of her mind. But above it all, Angelique heard the screams.

      Something in her twisted.

      She might be willing to use her magic, and granted she didn’t really care what any mage thought of her anymore, but she never enjoyed being feared. She wouldn’t revel in the terror she produced with her abilities.

      Angelique shut her eyes, as if she could shut the faint screams out just as easily.

      “We’ve been found out!”

      “Run!”

      “Follow the escape protocol!”

      Her eyes snapped open, and Angelique’s mind cleared.

      She’d been trained for years at Luxi-Domus and had lived at the Conclave.

      There was no escape protocol.

      Angelique turned, away from the traitorous Council members, and studied the street around them.

      It was pandemonium.

      Most of the mages wore perplexed looks as they peered up at the weapons hovering in the air, then to Sybilla and Lovelana—who were still holding up a magic shield.

      But a fair number of magic users ran. Some of them sported iridescent green shields, which made their sweaty complexions look sickly in the dim, purple light of almost-night.

      It wasn’t until they started opening portal gates—all of them using a very familiar magic—that it really dawned on Angelique.

      Everyone who was running…those who were panicking…they were Chosen.

      No.

      With a roar, Angelique turned back to Lazare, Primrose, Galendra, and Crest. She gestured, and with pinpoint accuracy smashed a collection of polearms into their irritating shields. She didn’t know if it was her anger at the realization of just how deeply the Chosen had wormed into the Conclave, or if her near-constant barrage had weakened Nefari’s spelled charms, but the green shields disintegrated.

      “We’ve got to flee,” Crest shouted.

      “But we can’t abandon our stations,” Primrose shouted.

      “She’s going to kill us,” Lazare drawled, infuriatingly collected and sharp-minded, considering he usually acted senile. “Seems like a good reason to consider our covers blown. It’s over, Primrose.”

      “It’s not like we didn’t plan in case something like this happened,” Crest added.

      Angelique listened to their conversation as she shifted her powers, readying her next move. I can’t let them get away.

      Rather than stab them through—which wouldn’t work because she saw the flickers of that wretched green shield recharging; this explained the large project Nefari had alluded to, unfortunately—Angelique arranged the seemingly endless number of weapons into walls of metal and wood.

      As she wove them together, her forehead puckered. There aren’t a great deal of war mages. This seems like an excessive number of weapons for only a medium sized classification of mages.

      Angelique saw Crest reach into a small pouch on his belt, and she slammed her creations into place.

      The walls of interlocking blades snapped shut around the Council Members.

      Galendra screamed and didn’t stop as she uselessly tried to push on the metallic wall, then tried to blow it down with a gust of wind.

      The weapons stayed anchored in place, a glittering cage of sharp edges and inflexible weapons.

      “Galendra, shut your piehole, and use your escape charm!” Lazare shouted, his voice loud and exasperated in comparison to Galendra’s terrified screams.

      Escape charm? Concerned, Angelique rotated the blades making up the walls so their edges pointed inward.

      Peering through the gaps in the walls, she could see the four Council Members hurriedly pulling something out of their clothing.

      They threw it at the ground, and fire blazed up from the spot, hardening into a gateway.

      This close, Angelique could confirm what she already knew. They—and those who had already fled—were using charms forged with Evariste’s transportation magic.

      “No!” Angelique screamed as they slipped through the gates and were transported into what looked like a darkened, rocky place.

      Angelique broke daggers out of the walls of the cages she had built and flicked them through the gateways. She didn’t think the daggers would be able to pass through the gates, so it shocked her when she felt the familiar sensation of Evariste’s magic bloom in her mind.

      Her daggers passed through the gate, and she heard Crest and Primrose each utter muffled cries that were warped by the magic of the gate—she’d hit them!

      Angelique hastily collapsed her cages and maneuvered them to send her arsenal through the gates, but they snapped shut and collapsed in on themselves, disappearing without a trace.

      “Again! They escaped again!” Angelique gritted her teeth, her eyesight unfocused with the bitter sense of failure.

      Every time she thought she had Chosen mages cornered, they escaped!

      “Angelique.” Sybilla’s voice had never before been so serious and urgent.

      Angelique turned to face her but staggered when someone—another mage, a Chosen mage?—corrupted a protection spell placed on a nearby brick building, tweaking it, and the right side of the building exploded, flinging mortar, bricks, and splintered wood into the street.

      Flames erupted in the Luxi-Domus buildings, crawling across the roof and consuming walls that should have been spelled against such destruction.

      Water in a nearby fountain hissed and turned into steam as a black mage boiled it and then flung it over a courtyard. Mages screamed as the scalding water dropped over them like rain.

      A jagged ice wall erupted out of the ground, splitting a wooden cart in half, flinging chunks of debris like an explosion. Several large pieces of cart were flung against buildings, shattering windows and breaking doors.

      People screamed, the air smelled simultaneously burnt and thick with the metallic reek of blood.

      She couldn’t tell who was on what side anymore; there were too many Chosen. It was pure chaos.

      “Angelique.” Sybilla grabbed her by her wrists. “You need to drive them out!”

      “The Chosen? How?” Angelique helplessly watched the chaos unfold—feeling lost.

      We thought there were maybe a few Chosen here, but I see dozens…just how many are there?

      “I don’t know,” Sybilla said. “Primrose and the others left after you frightened them. Perhaps the same tactic will work on the others?”

      “By myself? Why would they fear one mage?” Angelique asked.

      Another blast rocked the city. Angelique had to brace herself to stay on her feet as the flames by the school grew taller.

      “Please, Angelique!” Tears traced paths down Lovelana’s face as she stumbled into Angelique, a sob catching in her throat. “Mages are dying!”

      Angelique winced.

      Nearby, a mage with a bloodied face screamed as she leaned against a small tree, using her magic to bend its branches to fight a mage that was wielding bursts of light and was protected by one of Nefari’s green shields.

      The statue in the now-boiling water fountain exploded, flinging sharp fragments of rock into the air.

      Angelique’s magic curiously stirred, poking at the sharpest of the fragments.

      Lovelana tried to widen her shield to protect more people, and Sybilla built a few ice walls to reinforce buildings that were sagging as support beams and walls were taken out.

      A Chosen mage blew one of the ice walls to bits, creating a shower of pointed pieces—once again stirring her magic.

      That’s it! That’s how I’ll stop them!

      A blast went off, and a pointed spire that topped one of the smaller towers of the main Conclave building exploded.

      Angelique released her magic and used it to grab any pieces of the air-born debris that had even the smallest bit of edge.

      The blasted pieces were hot, rough, and carrying enough momentum to make Angelique’s head spin, but when her magic encased the bits, they hung in the air like weapons, creating a dangerous overhang.

      The fire raging through Luxi-Domus broke some windows. Angelique couldn’t see it, but she could feel it in her magic when the jagged shards were airborne.

      She caught those, too, scooping up every piece of debris that had enough of an edge that her magic could claim it—which was most of it.

      Angelique’s mind was already cluttered with the hundreds of weapons her magic held. Adding in the countless fragments of glass, ice, and brick made it stretch to a new level.

      Not that her magic couldn’t handle it. No, her blasted powers were curiously pooling around the walls of the Conclave fortress. The only reason it wasn’t shooting out into the land surrounding the fortress was the hold Angelique had on it.

      No, the limiting factor is me.

      Her stomach wobbled, and a part of her wanted to throw up from the sheer number of sensations she felt.

      But I need to hold it together long enough to scare them.

      Another ice wall exploded—producing sharpened chunks Angelique caught and suspended in the air.

      This time, the mage responsible frowned when the ice didn’t bludgeon the terrified Conclave mages, and looked around.

      She caught sight of the ice hanging over her head, and her eyes flicked to Angelique. Instantly, she paled.

      Angelique smiled.

      Yes…that’s right. Every time you lot try to inflict damage, you’re giving me more to work with, and you’re revealing your location. Keep going, and I’ll find you all.

      A flick of her finger, and the weapons, shrapnel, and debris spun in the air, moving into precise patterns that clustered above the Chosen mages Angelique could see—which was fairly easy thanks to their green shields compliments of Nefari. Angelique was even able to target a couple of Chosen standing on rooftops due to their shields.

      As her ammunition lined up, panic broke out among the Chosen.

      “It’s Angelique!”

      “We need to escape!”

      “But the protocol—”

      “She’s going to kill us!”

      “What about Crest, Primrose, Lazare and—”

      “They already fled!”

      Angelique took a breath and reached for the smallest shards and daggers among her arsenal. She lined up her shots, then released them, pummeling the shields so they shattered like kindling.

      Yells intermingled with the screaming, and dozens upon dozens of gates created by charms—again using Evariste’s magic—snapped open.

      Mages left in droves, leaving the smoking city behind.

      Angelique gritted her teeth as she forced herself to hold on despite the toll it was taking on her mind.

      “They’re fleeing,” Lovelana reported. “The fighting is slowing down.”

      “How do you know?” Sybilla asked.

      Lovelana—lit but by a fire that was consuming the roof of a neighboring building—grimly set her mouth. “Because my core magic is healing, and the amount of new blood being spilled is slowing.”

      Angelique set her legs wide and braced herself as she slowly lowered some of her arsenal—the shrapnel and debris, specifically. She intended to hold onto the weapons until it was safe. “We need to find Evariste, Tristisim, and Felicienne and make sure they’re safe,” she croaked.

      “Angelique!” Clovicus shouted. He sprinted down the street, running faster when he saw Lovelana and Sybilla. “You’re all safe—good. The war mages have claimed a section of streets. We’re forming our stronghold there, and from there, we’ll begin to try to stabilize the city and help whoever is hurt.”

      “I think my ring is just about tapped out, so I don’t know that I can help you much,” Sybilla looked doubtfully at her ring.

      “I can. Just tell me where to go.” Pink magic pooled around Lovelana. A tendril of it brushed Angelique, and it was soft and soothing.

      Clovicus gestured back in the direction he’d come. “Look for the war mages—though approach slowly. They’re on edge.”

      Angelique pushed her sweaty, dust-coated hair out of her face. “Evariste?”

      “With the war mages—as are Tristisim and Felicienne,” Clovicus said. “They’re the safest ones in the Conclave right now.”

      Angelique nodded in relief and wiped her forehead off on the sleeve of her tunic.

      “We need to get you some rest.” Clovicus hooked an arm around her shoulders so he was half supporting her. “You look awful.”

      Angelique flicked her eyes to her weapons. “Can we risk that?”

      “I think so,” Sybilla said. “You scared them something fierce; there have been no more explosions. You need the rest, so take it.”

      “We’ll need you ready for tomorrow,” Clovicus added grimly. “In case they decide to come back and finish what they started.”

      Angelique slowly lowered the weapons to the ground—though she didn’t leave them out for anyone to find; rather, she secreted them in areas that people would have a hard time reaching: burnt husks of buildings, on the sloped roofs of the Conclave, and other similar locations, though she was careful to leave plenty for her fellow war mages.

      “Are we certain?” Angelique asked.

      “Yes,” Sybilla said.

      Once she could stand easier, Clovicus let Angelique go and stepped in front of her. “You’ve saved the continent in uncovering this, Angelique, and run off a great number of the Chosen. It’s time for you to take a moment. We can handle this next part.”

      I do need to rest—or I might be out of it for even longer than I was after the fight with the mirror. I can’t risk that—not since the Chosen so deeply infiltrated the Conclave!

      Angelique let her shoulders slump. “Very well. Thank you.”

      “Of course, dearie.” Sybilla hip-bumped Clovicus to the side so she could pat Angelique’s hands.

      Angelique rolled her shoulders back and mentally braced herself, then cut off her magic.

      Instantly, the nausea returned, slamming through her with such force that she collapsed.

      She was vaguely aware of a pink glow of magic and someone holding her, but soon all sensations except for the churning of her stomach drifted away, masked by the way the world seemed to spin out of control around her.

      “This, this is worse than my fight with the mirror,” Angelique mumbled as sweat broke out on her skin.

      Her body shook as she retched, but she’d already been sick so many times that there was nothing left except for painful heaves.

      But she’d defended Evariste. No matter what happened next, the Chosen hadn’t gotten him back. Surely someone would be able to break the curse on him, and then maybe he’d stop looking so exhausted…
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      Angelique cracked an eyelid and groaned when golden light assaulted her.

      She could feel the dirt and grit that crusted her clothes and skin. A rancid taste soured her mouth, and her eyes and head ached.

      She shifted and realized she’d been placed on something soft. A moment passed before she tried to pry her eyes open again. She attempted to move her arms, but it was nearly impossible because she’d been wrapped in a cocoon of cloaks. Some had even been shoved behind her, cushioning her head so she didn’t feel the stones she was draped over.

      “What?” she mumbled in a hoarse, dry voice that sounded like death.

      “Good morning, Lady Enchantress Angelique!”

      Feeling rusty and dried out, Angelique peered up at the mage who greeted her. “Huh?”

      “Lord Enchanter Evariste will be most relieved to hear you are awake,” the mage said. She wore light leather armor, boots, and carried a glaive—a war mage for certain. Her smile was nearly as brilliant as the sun—which was a pale gold peeking above the horizon, casting long shadows and bathing everything in weak but warm light.

      It took Angelique a few seconds to peer through the shadows and sunlight and realize about a dozen war mages were fanned out around her, posted in a protective pattern.

      “I was out of it for the whole night?” Angelique finally managed to pry her arms from her cocoon of cloaks and rub her eyes.

      “Lady Enchantress Lovelana was most upset that she wasn’t able to directly lessen your symptoms.”

      Angelique snorted. “It’s my price for my powers—wouldn’t be much of a price if a little healing magic could make it go away, would it?”

      The war mage chose to ignore the grunted comment and continued. “However, she was able to put you in a charmed, healing sleep, which I believe lessened your misery.”

      Angelique considered her stomach. Her mouth burned, but her stomach was no longer churning or protesting. Food didn’t sound appetizing, but she could look around without falling over.

      The implications of seeing the cloudless sky and sitting among rocky ruins finally hit Angelique. “I slept out here the whole night?”

      The war mage pressed her lips together in clear pique. “I suggested you be moved to more comfortable quarters, but Lord Enchanter Evariste refused. He, Fairy Godmother Sybilla, Lord Enchanter Clovicus, Lord Enchanter Tristisim, and Lady Enchantress Felicienne have opted to create a temporary abode just past the rubble rather than stay directly in the fortress, in case the Chosen have entrances we are unaware of.”

      The war mage gestured down the broken street, where Angelique could see a large tent made of gauzy purple fabric. Its innards glowed, lit by magic or fires—apparently no one had rested yet since the events of the previous night.

      “I see. Thank you for guarding me?” Angelique squinted up at the war mage, hoping she was right.

      She hoped she was being protected, and not that the guards had been posted to restrain her when she woke.

      The war mage bowed her head. “The black mages very obviously fear you. Guarding you so you could sleep in peace was our honor.”

      Angelique scratched the back of her head. “I see. Thank you.” The response felt lackluster, but she didn’t know what else to say. Everything was just…odd.

      She pushed herself to her feet, her legs shaking like a newborn foal. When she could stand without tottering, she planted her hands on her lower back and stretched, moving her stiff muscles.

      Daylight revealed the wreckage of the previous night. Several buildings bore damaged walls and roofs; a few were even collapsed. Rubble—broken crates and barrels, ruined bricks and cracked stone—spilled into the street. Smoke and dust drifted from the remains, and the fortress was disturbingly quiet considering much of the city usually stirred before dawn.

      Angelique stared at the visual symbol of the Veneno Conclave’s complacency—or rather its failure—that had allowed the Chosen to worm their way in.

      Even now, she still had a hard time understanding what had happened.

      How had four Chosen mages gotten to be Council Members? How had the Veneno Conclave missed this quiet invasion?

      “Do we know how many Chosen infiltrated the Conclave?” Angelique abruptly asked.

      “…No.” The war mage lost her smile and joined Angelique in watching a curl of smoke rise from the shell of a collapsed building. “But we know that throughout the night, mages slipped out, escaping, even as we tried to rally our forces.”

      “But it was a lot?”

      “It’s not official, but I would estimate nearly a fourth of the mages present in the Conclave were Chosen members.”

      A fourth? The number made Angelique stagger.

      That’s so many. No wonder the Conclave wouldn’t move against the black mages. But how could this happen? We mages are supposed to protect and serve! How could the Chosen have possibly blended in so well with us?

      She briefly closed her eyes—an attempt to rein in on all her wild thoughts and doubts—and settled herself. One thing at a time.

      “I see,” she murmured.

      Her resolve found, Angelique had to practically climb out of the nest of cloaks and robes that she was swaddled in. She peered curiously at them once she was freed.

      “Many were concerned you’d be uncomfortable,” the war mage explained.

      “Ah. That’s very kind.” Angelique awkwardly cleared her throat. “Thank you. Evariste, Clovicus, and Sybilla are still in the tent?”

      “Yes, Lady Enchantress.”

      “Great.” Still feeling awkward, Angelique picked her way around shattered ceramic pots (ignoring the way her magic curiously poked at the shards) and headed for the tent. She twisted back when she heard footsteps following her and found the war mage and her companions trailing her.

      When they caught her gaze, they smartly saluted.

      …I don’t know what this means.

      In a bid to avoid thinking too deeply about it, Angelique nodded at them, then doubled her pace to the tent.

      When she was about halfway there, the sound of muffled sobs reached her. She stopped abruptly—her well-armed shadows stopping with her—and listened.

      The noise wasn’t coming from the tent but down a side street, which—if Angelique remembered correctly—was one of the housing areas for mages who worked in the Conclave.

      Angelique fidgeted, shifting her weight from one foot to the other, then made the turn-off, following the hushed noise.

      The side street widened, opening up into a courtyard encircled by skinny brick buildings. At the center of the courtyard was a rather sorry-looking bush, two stone benches, and a fountain that had been mangled in the night’s fight (if the broken, tipped-over statue on the ground next to it was anything to go by).

      Sitting on one of the stone benches was a mage with russet-colored hair. She was curled over herself, her hands pressed to her eyes as tiny sobs escaped her.

      She didn’t seem to know that Angelique was there, so Angelique kicked a rock that skittered across the path.

      The woman cut herself off into a choked gasp and wiped at her cheeks. She folded her hands in her lap and raised puffy eyes to peer up at Angelique, an unhealthy pallor settled into her skin.

      It took Angelique a few moments to place the subdued mage as Sinèad of the Assignments and Appointments Department. For a moment, she was certain she must be wrong. Sinèad was vibrant and expressive. This mage lacked the glow in her eyes, and defeat lined her face. And where was Alfonso, her husband?

      “Sinèad?” Angelique asked.

      The mage tried for a watery smile, but her lower lip trembled too much to make it stick. “Hello, Apprentice Angelique.”

      Angelique glanced at the buildings behind Sinèad, but besides the broken fountain, the area seemed untouched.

      It seems stupid to ask if she’s all right when she’s obviously been crying…

      Her fingers twitched as she started to extend her hand and then thought better of it. “Can I help you?”

      Sinèad stared down at her hands and a few tears ran down her cheeks. “No…he’s gone.”

      Angelique tilted her head. “Who is gone?”

      “Alfonso,” Sinèad whispered.

      Angelique straightened. “Do you think he was hurt when the others left? Do we need to look for him—”

      “No,” Sinèad whispered. “I saw him leave—with the others. He blasted a hole in the fortress wall and led some of the Chosen mages outside… I screamed for him, but he didn’t even look back.”

      Angelique stared at the mage, refusal ringing through her mind. No, now that’s impossible. They were a disgustingly happy couple. Sinèad flirted shamelessly with Alfonso, and while he acted embarrassed, it was obvious he thought the world of her. He can’t be one of the Chosen. He loved her too much!

      Angelique opened her mouth to speak, but words failed her.

      “It was all a lie.” Sinèad mashed her hands into her eyes. “He married me, and we spent every day together. But he never loved me.”

      The pain in her voice stabbed Angelique. She hesitated—no mage had ever really welcomed touch from her—but Sinèad’s slumped head spoke of a deep brokenness.

      She knelt down in front of Sinèad and slowly hugged her. She twitched in surprise when Sinèad threw her arms around her and leaned into Angelique, trembling as she cried.

      When Sinèad took in a stuttering breath and leaned back, Angelique heard the scuff of boots on the rock path behind her.

      Still kneeling, Angelique twisted, peering back behind her self-appointed guards.

      Rein, the master weather mage with hair a distinct shade of ocean blue, stood in the alleyway, his hands shoved in the pockets of his trousers. He stared blankly at the road, his hair messy and his clothes wrinkled.

      “Blanche is gone,” he said.

      Angelique squeezed Sinèad’s shoulder, then stood. “What?”

      “Blanche was with them. The Chosen.” The wind ruffled Rein’s blue hair. “We were holding a demonstration for students… When the fight broke out, she attacked me. She hurt three of the children with a lightning strike.”

      “Blanche did?” Angelique raised a hand to massage her forehead, but it felt pointless.

      Blanche and Alfonso were some of the brightest in the Veneno Conclave. How could this happen? How could they turn their back on everyone and betray them like this?

      Rein slowly raised his eyes, honing in on Angelique. “You tried to warn us.”

      “I didn’t know it was this bad,” Angelique said. “I would have tried harder…”

      “How could they do this to us?” Sinèad’s voice was small and frail. “How could they smile at us every day, laugh with us, fight with us, and then betray us?”

      “Did we do something?” Rein asked. “Could we have—”

      “No.” Angelique’s voice was hard and unforgiving. “They made this choice. I don’t know why, but you cannot take responsibility for it.”

      Sinèad closed her eyes. “How do we recover from this? How do we know there aren’t more black mages among us?”

      Angelique flinched at the unwelcome idea, but Sinèad was right. It wasn’t certain that all of the Chosen had left with Crest, Primrose, Lazare, and Galendra. Angelique flicked her core magic away when it curled around her, purring over a few broken fragments of the fountain.

      “Angelique?” Lovelana stepped out of the alleyway.

      “Lovelana, hello.”

      “You’re looking much better. I’m glad.” Lovelana grimaced. “I tried to heal you, but it didn’t seem to do much…”

      “My price is particularly stubborn,” Angelique said wryly. “Very little improves it besides time.”

      Lovelana wrinkled her nose. “I’m going to take that as a challenge. But I digress. He’s looking for you.”

      “Who?” Angelique frowned, her forehead furrowing.

      Lovelana laughed. “Whom do you think? Evariste!”

      Angelique blinked, surprised. That’s right…he’s back. I don’t have to face this alone.

      “You’d better find him—he seems…on edge without you,” Lovelana said. “I think he barely stopped himself from bludgeoning Tristisim no less than three times.”

      Angelique took a jolting step forward, then stopped, her gaze flicking from Sinèad to Rein.

      “Go,” Lovelana said. “I’ll stay here.”

      The edges of Angelique’s lips curled up into a grin she couldn’t hold back. She ran, waving to Lovelana as she passed the openly grinning enchantress.

      She jumped a pile of rubble and zipped back out to the main road.

      The gauzy purple tent was brighter now that the morning sun had climbed past the horizon. There was the scrape of boots, and Evariste stepped around the corner of the tent, his eyes skimming the decimated buildings.

      “Evariste,” Angelique called.

      He smiled when he saw her, and in a gesture that was so familiar and yet different, opened his arms.

      Smiling and nearly sobbing with relief, Angelique walked into the embrace.

      He may not have his magic, but he’s still here.

      He tugged one of his hands through the wild mess of her dark hair and rested his cheek on the top of her head. “Good morning.”

      “Morning.”

      “I hope your sleep wasn’t too uncomfortable?” He arranged his arms around her back and shoulders.

      “Nah, I’ve slept on worse.” Angelique’s eyes drifted shut as she listened to the warm tone of his voice.

      Evariste’s hand that grasped her shoulder tightened fractionally, but he didn’t say anything.

      “How are you?” Angelique asked.

      “I’m uninjured.”

      “And the situation?”

      “Not good.” Evariste sighed and changed the tilt of his head so his lips almost brushed her ear as he spoke. “It’s estimated that a fourth of our mages left.”

      “The war mage who was guarding me while I slept told me. I wouldn’t believe it if I hadn’t seen last night for myself.” Angelique reflexively tightened her grasp on his black cloak.

      Evariste sighed, his breath stirring her hair. “Yes.”

      They were quiet for a moment, holding each other in all the pain.

      “This doesn’t bode well for the continent, does it?” Angelique asked. “Because this means without a doubt, we’re going to enter into a full-on magic war.”

      Evariste didn’t reply.

      Angelique sagged into him and wished things were different. Evariste’s warmth and the firm pressure of his hands was reassuring and inviting. She felt her breathing deepen as Evariste rubbed a sore spot on her shoulder.

      “Ahem.”

      Evariste grumbled something under his breath Angelique didn’t catch as she stepped out of his arms so she could turn around.

      Lady Enchantress Felicienne stood in the opening of the square tent, Lord Enchanter Tristisim standing next to her.

      Clovicus popped out of the tent, shoving his head between the frowning pair. “What are we looking at? Oh.” He visibly lost interest when he saw Evariste and Angelique. “It’s just Evariste and Angelique. That’s nothing to get stirred up over.”

      Felicienne twisted so she could bestow her frown upon Clovicus, but the copper-haired enchanter wriggled between her and Tristisim, making the other enchanters move or risk getting an elbow in the nose.

      “You’re looking unexpectedly perky considering you flushed out an entire traitorous faction, Angelique.” Clovicus shook out his robes and strolled up to them. Although he smiled, Angelique could see the shadows of grief in his face.

      “I hardly did it on my own,” Angelique dryly said. “As I recall last night, you and the war mages took on the responsibility for the clean-up.”

      “Yes, yes, yes. We did so much to drive off the stragglers. You merely took on four Council Members by your lonesome and scared them so deeply, they blew their cover.” Despite the lighthearted sound of his voice, his smile faded. Clovicus rested a hand on her shoulder and squeezed. “We all owe you a great debt.”

      Angelique shrugged miserably. “I didn’t solve any problems. I just revealed them.”

      “And if you hadn’t, things only would have gotten worse,” Clovicus said. “It’s not just all the mages we lost; it’s whom we lost.”

      “What do you mean?” Angelique asked.

      Clovicus glanced around the empty street. “Why don’t you step inside our temporary quarters, and we’ll tell you what we’ve sorted out.”

      Angelique nodded and began to amble up to the tent.

      Behind her, Evariste said in a bell-light voice. “The two of you seem to have gotten chummy in my absence.”

      “Of course.” Clovicus grabbed his one-time pupil by the cloak and ruffled his hair. “Naturally I’d look after your dear apprentice while you were missing.”

      “Clovicus and Sybilla were both a great help to me in your absence,” Angelique said. She peered inside the tent, which was lit with starfire crystals and sported a rickety wooden table, a few wooden chairs, and a caddy of cooled tea. “Where is Sybilla? I assumed she would be involved in this discussion.”

      “She was,” Clovicus said. “A bit before dawn, she left to go tell Mage Finnr what we’ve discussed.”

      “Finnr is still here?” Angelique asked, not quite able to keep her surprise out of her voice. If she had to guess who would be a Chosen mage, she would have thought of him. He was in general grumpy, prone to disagreeing with any action anyone suggested taking on behalf of the continent, and actively refused to help—choosing, instead, to focus on who was breaking what rules of the Veneno Conclave.

      “Yes,” Evariste said. “He’s one of the few we can say with confidence is high ranking and not a black mage.”

      “Really?” Angelique asked skeptically.

      “Try not to let your negative experiences with him color your view,” Clovicus advised. “The man is as fun as a herd of wild pigs, but he sticks to his morals.”

      Evariste watched her with a wrinkled brow. “Finnr is…” He looked like he wanted to say something more, but he glanced at Tristisim and Felicienne and fell silent.

      The two remaining Council Members sat down in two of the wooden chairs. Felicienne delicately rubbed the spot between her eyes while Tristisim openly scowled at Angelique.

      “Thank you,” Tristisim abruptly said.

      Angelique looked from Clovicus to Evariste and wondered who he was talking to.

      “Apprentice,” Tristisim added. “We owe you our gratitude for last night—though I don’t know you went about it in the best of ways.”

      “Excuse me.” Clovicus nodded to Angelique, casually made his way over to Tristisim, and kicked the older Lord Enchanter in the shins with enough force to make the Council Member fold over with a cry of pain. “Since you appear to have the manners of a toddler, please allow me to school you, Lord Enchanter,” Clovicus said in a bright and airy voice. “When profusely thanking the person who may very well be single-handedly responsible for saving the entire Veneno Conclave—perhaps even the continent—one does not go about being ungrateful for the manner in which they performed said deed, namely because one should be overcome with gratitude.”

      Tristisim scowled up at Clovicus, his craggy face unhappily lined.

      Surprisingly, it was Felicienne who spoke next. “Clovicus is right,” she said. “Angelique, on behalf of the entire Veneno Conclave, thank you for your actions last night. I never expected…Primrose and the others were my friends. I didn’t think they could…” Her hands shook, and she pressed her lips together.

      “The events of last night surprised us all,” Angelique carefully replied. “But it is good that we know. Now, we can prepare.”

      “Yes,” Clovicus said. “And we’ll need to.”

      “Does that refer to your prior comment, about those who left?” Angelique asked.

      “Exactly.” Even though Clovicus’ coppery hair was barely burnished with silver, and he appeared to be in his mid-forties or so, he eased himself into a chair with the sigh of an old man. “The danger of the Chosen wasn’t just that they made up a good fourth of our numbers, it was that many of them were in positions of power within the Veneno Conclave.”

      “They obviously infiltrated the highest ranks given that four of the six Council Members were secretly Chosen mages. Unfortunately, they inserted themselves everywhere.” Evariste rested his palms on the table and leaned over it, looking haggard.

      He doesn’t have his magic, and he’s still doing everything he can.

      He met Angelique’s gaze, his face smoothed into an unreadable expression. “The headmaster of Luxi-Domus is missing, as are a number of key faculty members.”

      “They were Chosen?”

      “Most likely. We’re tracking down any witnesses that might have seen him flee,” Evariste said.

      Angelique bit the inside of her cheek. “Sinèad from the Assignments and Appointments Department said her husband, Alfonso left. Rein said Blanche ran, too.”

      Clovicus sighed deeply. “That seems about right. Since Sinèad runs the Assignments and Appointments Department, Alfonso would have had easy access to all appointment records and influence over who was sent where. Blanche was a Master Weather Mage and was one of the most respected weather mages of our time. Both of them filled key roles of power, covertly more than overtly.”

      “Do you think they were preparing for a takeover?” Angelique asked.

      “Assumedly.” Evariste stood straight, then prowled closer to her. “Liliane never spoke about taking over the Veneno Conclave, but she didn’t ever seem particularly concerned about the danger it posed, either.”

      “The base goal was likely to make us useless in the coming fight,” Clovicus grimly said.

      “They succeeded.” Felicienne held her hand out, her expression almost pleading. “How can we move past this? We can’t be sure who is friend and who is foe, and we’ve all suffered betrayal of one form or another.”

      Angelique massaged a knot in her shoulder. “I’ll notify Prince Severin of Loire immediately. Last night’s events will greatly change the strategy he’s been developing against the Chosen. Thankfully, I have a magic mirror I can use to contact him. Oh, and I’ll send word to Princess Snow White, too. She doesn’t have a mirror—yet—so it will have to be a physical message.”

      Felicienne frowned. “Of Mullberg.”

      Angelique couldn’t help but snark, “I was unaware there was another winter-named princess cavorting around the continent.”

      “Perhaps we should wait before informing Loire and Mullberg,” Felicienne said.

      “Why?” Angelique asked.

      “If they hear of the position we’re in, they will act,” Tristisim said.

      “Yes, yes,” Angelique nodded her head at his words. “That is generally the point of informing someone of what has happened in a situation like this.”

      “They will try to interfere in mage business,” Tristisim said. “Which cannot be allowed.”
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      Angelique froze mid-nod. “…What?”

      “We are weakened,” Felicienne said. “In this state, they could force us to do whatever they like.”

      “Perhaps we shouldn’t care quite so much about our autonomy as we should care that the Chosen just walked off with a fourth of our mages and that we will very likely face those mages on the field of battle,” Angelique suggested.

      “We must be concerned with our autonomy,” Tristisim said. “It was forged into the very foundations of the Veneno Conclave. It is our law. We must always stand separate.”

      Evariste shrugged. “Why? Based on our findings, you can’t say we’ve done the best of job being autonomous.”

      Angelique laughed, earning a grin from Evariste.

      Felicienne frowned slightly while studying them. “It seems the two of you have developed an unholy sense of humor.”

      “You’ll have to forgive us,” Evariste said. “That’s what happens when one is locked in a mirror for years or is forced to save the continent on a daily basis instead of lying around a fortress without a daydream of what the enemy has done.”

      Felicienne turned bright red and pointedly turned her gaze away from them.

      Clovicus cleared his throat, drawing everyone’s attention. He smiled warmly, and then twisted the knife with his gentle voice. “Has it occurred to you, Tristisim and Felicienne, that the Chosen used your passion for Conclave law and isolation to manipulate you into doing what they wanted?”

      “Impossible,” Tristisim said. “The laws exist for the good of the Conclave.”

      “And yet they almost had you talked into sealing our dear little Angelique—the magic user they fear most in this world,” Clovicus mildly said. “Just think, if it weren’t for Evariste and his unholy humor, we’d be in much more trouble.”

      Felicienne hesitated, then nodded.

      Tristisim, however, slammed his hands down on the table, jarring the empty tea pot and cups. “I won’t allow it.”

      “I don’t care what you allow or not,” Angelique said frankly. “You lost that option when the Chosen revealed just how precarious our position is. The countries have to help us, or we’ll lose everything. And while I’d be perfectly satisfied to see you sacrificed for your misplaced ideals—at least it would mean you’d actually be doing something for a change—I won’t allow you to take the rest of the mages down with you.”

      Tristisim looked murderous, but Clovicus whistled. “Angelique, you’ve grown quite daring over the winter.”

      “Not hardly,” Angelique dryly said. “I merely am no longer willing to put up with useless prattle that accomplishes nothing in facing our enemy.” Angelique stared Tristisim down. “You do what you wish. I’m joining Severin in fighting against the Chosen. He’s been preparing all these years that the mages have spent dithering. Given what has been said about which mages belonged to the ranks of the Chosen, we need to be prepared for the worst.”

      Rather than waste words arguing, Angelique slipped out of the tent, almost ramming into one of her war mage shadows.

      She awkwardly nodded to them and skirted sideways.

      “Do you need anything, Lady Enchantress?” the leader asked.

      “Uhh, no. I just have to grab my mirror and send off a message, but I’ll use magical methods for that.” Angelique scratched the back of her neck and forced a strained laugh. “I just need to find my satchel.”

      “I’ll come with you.”

      Angelique jumped at Evariste’s unexpected offer. She hadn’t noticed that he’d slipped out after her. Belatedly, she smiled at him. “Are you sure you don’t need to go rest?”

      He flinched. “I’d rather not.”

      Angelique studied him for a moment. The strain of exhaustion was still there (staying up all night wouldn’t have helped that, obviously), but more pressing than the exhaustion was the hint of darkness that shadowed his eyes.

      It seems sleep still isn’t restful for him. I suppose the events of last night would only amplify the horror of what he endured in the mirror. I can understand why he has no desire to sleep.

      “Very well.” Angelique pointed to the main building of the Veneno Conclave. “Shall we go? I assume you left my bag somewhere in there?”

      “Yes, my office, as a matter of fact.”

      “Excellent! Then—”

      “If you’ll excuse my intrusion, Lady Enchantress, what are your orders?” the leading war mage asked.

      Angelique froze. “Orders?”

      “Yes. Where would you like us stationed?”

      Wouldn’t something like that be up to Felicienne or Tristisim? Angelique glanced at Evariste, hoping for guidance, and was shocked by the upward curl to the corners of his lips.

      “Or should we continue to follow you to serve as your personal protection?” the war mage asked.

      “Um, no. That won’t be necessary.” Angelique twisted around to look back at the tent. “Stay with Felicienne and Tristisim. I think they’re the most likely targets right now.”

      The war mages saluted her. “Yes, Lady Enchantress.”

      Angelique waved, but she didn’t quite know if that was the right reaction so she cut it off by scratching her forehead. “Come on, Evariste. I need to get those messages sent as quickly as possible.” She trundled down the street, relaxing when she heard Evariste’s low-pitched chuckle, which almost sounded normal.

      He caught up with her quickly. Walking side-by-side with him brought back such a rush of feelings, Angelique couldn’t possibly identify them all—but she knew relief and sheer gratitude led the pack.

      “Of course, you must tell Prince Severin and Princess Snow White,” Evariste said. “Snow White deserves to know she may have Chosen mages running around her country, and as you stated, this will greatly affect Prince Severin’s strategy.” He peered up at the sky, which had turned a powder blue as the sun gloriously shone with a joy no one in the Conclave felt. “I look forward to meeting him.”

      “He is a very reassuring person to be around,” Angelique said.

      “Because he’s so capable?”

      “Precisely! He might not know how to modify curses, but he can form a plan for anything and starts working on it immediately.” Angelique nodded her thanks when Evariste opened the door for her.

      “I imagine that was quite a relief when the Veneno Conclave was refusing to take action.”

      “Very much so. And his wife, Princess Elle, is a great deal of fun.”

      “Ahh, yes. She was the one who used to be a Loire Ranger and said you should pose as an herb wizard’s apprentice, yes?”

      “That was, perhaps, not her greatest idea considering how I struggled to keep my cover when I spent time with Snow White, but she hadn’t accounted for that when we were planning it,” Angelique said.

      “I’m glad for you, Angelique.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you’ve made friends who understand you and support you.”

      Angelique stopped abruptly at the base of a staircase, making Evariste pause on the first step.

      “Angel?” he asked.

      She turned to face him, then slowly, tentatively, reached out and brushed his hand. When she felt his warm fingers, she relaxed, exhaling deeply.

      Evariste studied her, his expression unreadable.

      “Sorry.” Angelique cleared her throat and straightened up. “Sometimes I just wonder—or rather, I still have to assure myself that you’re here. I thought I’d be better about it by now, but I’m not.”

      Evariste shifted so he faced the top of the staircase. “I see.” He started up the stairs, but when Angelique joined him, he snagged her hand, holding it with a firm sort of gentleness.

      He was pacifying her—one could even call it spoiling her. But she didn’t care. The heavens knew how much hadn’t gone her way these last few years. If Evariste was inclined to spoil her, she was going to revel in it.

      The tension in her shoulders eased, and Angelique slightly swung their joined hands as they climbed the stairs.

      “Where would you like to be when you use your mirror?” Evariste asked.

      “I was thinking your office here,” Angelique said.

      “Are we going to try and make an escape to the Thicket through the portal in my office?”

      “Tempting, but I actually thought that was probably the last place anyone would look for us, and we’ll be left alone for a short while.” Angelique confessed as they left the staircase and marched down a hallway. “And your office should have paper so I can draft my message to Snow White as well.”

      “Smart.”

      “I have greatly honed my skills at avoiding people who may potentially assign me more work while we were separated.”

      “A worthy skill—I approve.”

      Angelique laughed, and their conversation continued in a similar vein until they reached Evariste’s study.

      Angelique opened the door and paused, shocked by the sight of Evariste’s ruined gateway. It had collapsed in on itself, leaving a pile of rubble that lacked even a spark of magic.

      Evariste leaned over her shoulder. “Ahh, I expected that. It’s the limit of my magic.”

      She nudged some of the rubble with the toe of her boot. “Your limit is that you can’t raise a gate in the presence of dark magic, isn’t it?”

      “Yes. The gate will collapse on itself—as you can see here. The use of black magic last night must have tainted the place enough that it triggered my limit.”

      Angelique frowned. “If your magic can’t operate in the presence of black magic, how did the Chosen get those charms that let them make gates and are clearly powered by your magic?”

      Evariste’s gaze darkened. “When my magic is harvested from me using dark methods, a black mage can mold it to their wishes. That’s the danger in black magic. It appears to be able to do anything and break the regular rules of magic. In reality, it has a steep price—the humanity of its caster’s soul.”

      Angelique stared at the pile of ash and stone. “Yes.”

      Evariste squeezed her hand, then gently pulled his fingers from hers. “Your messages?”

      “Right. Right! I better write to Snow White and notify Severin before Tristisim gets really snitty and orders someone to stop me.” Angelique veered toward Evariste’s desk, grateful to see the pile of unmarked white paper stacked on a corner of it—an accomplishment considering it was buried under letters, paperwork, and forms that had piled up during Evariste’s absence.

      “He won’t do that,” Evariste said. “He’ll bristle and complain, but in his heart, he knows what you’re doing is right.”

      “I hope so,” Angelique said grimly. “Or the Chosen will win without lifting a finger.”
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      With her letter sent—and Severin notified immediately via the magical mirror—Angelique was thrilled when she received a response from Snow White several days later.

      The princess promised to come to the Conclave and mentioned she’d be riding with her grandfather’s troops, who needed to return to their southern fortification anyway.

      A week after she received the response, Angelique skulked in front of the fortress gates, impatiently waiting for her friend’s arrival.

      “You really think she’ll come today, Lady Enchantress?” asked Javed, the silver-haired war mage who had responded when Angelique asked for help while facing down Crest, Primrose, Galendra, and Lazare.

      “She said in her letter that she’d arrive today,” Angelique said. “And if Snow White says something, she’ll make it happen.”

      Satisfied, Javed nodded. He turned around and checked on his underlings—who stood against the fortress wall. Previously, the walls were beautiful and rustic, fashioned from timbers and dotted with the occasional spot of moss.

      Already, the holes the Chosen had blasted into the walls in their escape had been patched, but the Conclave hadn’t been satisfied with that action alone, and now the walls glowed with the strongest protective charms Clovicus, Felicienne, and the few craft mages that were present could make.

      (Tristisim, Clovicus had told her, was not pleased when he figured out that Chanceux Chateau had become a mecca of sort for craft mages, and that the most skilled of their kind stayed there with Stil, Gemma, Severin, and Elle.)

      Angelique admired the walls for a moment, then turned to peer out into the green hills surrounding the Veneno Conclave fortress.

      A wind swept down from the mountains to the west. The range was cloaked in mist, and the wind they spat out into the hilly area was both damp and chilly. Angelique shivered as it blew through her clothes, blasting her with cold.

      I’ve forgotten how rough the weather can be when I’m not wearing my charmed dress.

      Even though her oversized tunic was no longer needed to blast the Council and show how little she cared—Tristisim knew perfectly well, finally—she still hadn’t changed back. Dimly, she knew the Conclave’s position was so precarious, more roof running might be in her future.

      Besides, with Evariste’s continued evasiveness in discussing the dreams, there was something awkward about wearing the gown, even though Evariste had already seen her wear it once.

      Nothing says “I rummaged around your room” quite like wearing a gift a person hadn’t yet given you.

      Angelique walked back and forth across the road—which was inlaid with stone. She glanced at the fortress walls, idly wondering where Evariste was.

      He hasn’t acted like it bothered him—the dress or the dreams. I must be overthinking the situation. Yes, it’s silly to be fretting over it given what the Conclave is experiencing at the moment. I should be dwelling on things that are actually constructive.

      Forcing herself to change her thoughts, Angelique offered a quick grin to Javed and his forces. She stopped pacing long enough to stand by the lead war mage and study him for several long moments.

      He reminded her a little of her father: kind, honorable, and valiant. She had seen him around the fortress numerous times and had learned he was one of the top war mages in the Conclave.

      Angelique pressed her lips together. “Why did you believe me when I said Primrose, Crest, and the others were with the Chosen?” She was half afraid, half hopeful of his answer as she fidgeted, scratching her elbow.

      Javed tilted his head. “You are referring to the night of the betrayal?”

      “Yes.”

      Javed smiled, shifting his thick mustache. “That is an easy question to answer. It’s because we war mages have watched you, Lady Enchantress. We have always watched you because of what you mean to us as the first enchantress with war magic as her core. Because of that, we saw everything you have done.”

      He gestured to the green hills. “Princess Snow White comes not out of loyalty to the Conclave but because you helped her free Queen Faina. I don’t know that there is a country you haven’t aided directly or indirectly, except for Zancara in its endless isolation. And we’ve seen all of it.”

      Angelique went lax in her surprise. She took a step back, then—unable to face the earnestness in Javed’s dark eyes—looked away. “I-I didn’t know anyone was aware of what I did.”

      “We knew,” Javed said. “Which is why when you said they were Chosen, we knew you were being truthful. You acted, sacrificed, and served when the Conclave locked itself up and ignored the pending threat. Our magic is made to protect, Lady Enchantress. We are meant to fight and protect others—it is the very core of our magic. And it is all you have done, from the time Lord Enchanter Evariste was taken. We will follow you, whether that means departing from the Veneno Conclave or staying to strengthen it and to rebuild what was lost.”

      Angelique suddenly found it hard to swallow as her eyes misted up.

      I was so ashamed of my magic; I didn’t even like looking at war mages because they reminded me of what I was. That was a grave disservice to them.

      “Thank you. For believing,” Angelique said.

      Javed bowed his head. “Thank you—for fighting.”

      Angelique waited in silence with the war mages—a silence filled with understanding.

      When no more than a handful of minutes later, Angelique heard a horse neigh, she stiffened, then grinned. She cupped her hands to her mouth and shouted, “Snow White!”

      Snow White, mounted on a horse—her black hair gleaming in the afternoon light—emerged from the woods at the foot of the hills. She waved, and mounted soldiers dressed in their glittering uniforms joined her.

      She turned back to speak to a few familiar figures—the Seven Warriors no doubt.

      As they drew closer, Angelique could hear Aldelbert’s distinctive laughter roll up the hill as the warrior (easy to spot with his sunshine-yellow hair) turned his horse in a circle. Wendel strummed a harp on the back of his horse, then bowed over his arm to Snow White before the pair redirected their horses, heading off to one side of the forces Snow White had brought.

      More and more soldiers marched out of the woods, and something in Angelique sagged with relief as she realized her wise friend had brought a veritable army with her.

      Snow White spoke to Oswald and Rupert next, who rode off to the opposite side of the army—seemingly trying to kick one another from the backs of their horses.

      Marzell and Gregory were the last to head out, riding back to talk to the mounted leaders of the army as Snow White and her taciturn Fritz continued to lead at the front.

      Once the warriors reached the soldiers, there was some shouting, and the forces came to a halt. Several soldiers planted poles decorated with flags that depicted the Mullberg ram.

      Angelique couldn’t tell quite how many soldiers Snow White had brought—some of the forces had stopped in the shadow of the forest. But based on the way her core magic all but purred as it drifted down to the foothills and sauntered into the forest…and kept going…Angelique bet the battalion was immense.

      Javed stood at Angelique’s side and thoughtfully watched the entire process. “Are Council Member Tristisim and Council Member Felicienne aware Snow White is bringing an army?”

      Angelique grinned unrepentantly. “Nope. Lord Enchanter Clovicus and Evariste know, though.”

      Javed made an amused sound in the back of his throat. “I see.”

      “Angelique!” Snow White waved from the back of her horse, standing up in her stirrups to make herself taller.

      Rather than wait, Angelique ran down the hill. She laughed when Snow White launched herself from her horse and—thick skirt and all—sprinted up the slope to meet her.

      Snow White flung herself at Angelique, who hugged the shorter girl.

      The thread of tension that had been growing within Angelique snapped as Snow White patted her back.

      In my heart of hearts, I was afraid it was going to fall on me to do everything by myself—like I felt before Quinn and Snow White. But I’m not alone. I have friends who will help me.

      Angelique squeezed the Mullberg princess perhaps a little too tightly, but Snow White gently patted her back until Angelique released her.

      “You have no idea how happy I am to see you,” Angelique said.

      Snow White pushed her black curls over her shoulder. “I wish it was for a happier occasion. I had to read your missive three times before I could believe what I was seeing.” She pursed her lips as she studied the Conclave walls like a general sizing up the enemy. “Though I was not as shocked as I would have been before the Conclave proved to be absolutely useless in freeing Faina of that foul mirror’s influence. Clearly, that was done intentionally.”

      Angelique grimaced. “Yes, I imagine you are right.” She stood at Snow White’s side and joined her in studying the Conclave walls—although Angelique’s gaze was more baleful. “In fair warning, your arrival is going to bring very…mixed feelings.”

      “Oh?”

      “The two remaining Council Members are under the impression that this is something we need to solve ourselves—and that we should not allow any country to interfere.”

      Snow White scowled. “Because that’s worked so well for the Veneno Conclave recently.”

      “Thankfully, their opinions are in the minority.” Angelique slapped her hands on her thighs. “And I don’t really care for their opinion anyway. They worked closely with four Chosen mages for years and were never suspicious?” Angelique shook her head. “We’ll do what needs to be done—whether they agree with it or not.”

      “Mullberg will help,” Snow White said. “Because this is bigger than mages.”

      “Agreed.” Angelique started back up the hill, trudging toward the Conclave entrance. “It’s about the future of the continent.”
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      Angelique led Snow White—and Fritz—to the purple tent that was still being used as a headquarters of sorts. Pieces of the city had been repaired, but fearing traps or listening charms, Clovicus and Sybilla had opted to keep the headquarters mobile and move it around on a daily basis.

      As predicted, there was a very polarized response to their introduction—Clovicus and Sybilla were delighted, while Tristisim and Felicienne were almost frosty.

      At least all the war mages were welcoming. Angelique nodded to Javed as the war mage saluted and left the tent—joining the others guarding the perimeter. I really should have been prouder to be a war mage, no matter how I felt about my core magic. They’re the most decent group of mages I’ve met.

      Once the tent flap drifted shut behind the war mage, a caramel-brown shield flickered into place—the work of one of the war mages standing guard.

      Clovicus rapped his knuckles on the arm of his chair as he sagged into his seat, and a second shield shimmered into place. “We’re now protected, and our words are guarded and inaudible to anyone standing outside the tent, Princess. You may speak freely.”

      “Thank you, Lord Enchanter.” Snow White sat down on a chair Fritz had maneuvered in front of him, allowing him to guard her back.

      I will admit that although I find their case as ridiculous as the other couples I have encountered, their romance has made them into a good team. Angelique pressed her lips together as she lingered in the shadows of the tent.

      Tristisim, Sybilla, and Felicienne all sat down in chairs across from Snow White. Tristisim indicated Evariste should sit in the last remaining chair, but he drifted off to stand by Angelique—near enough that she could feel his heat.

      Discreetly, Angelique edged close enough to make their elbows brush—still seeking out reassurances that he was with her.

      “We must offer our thanks for your swift response to Angelique’s message, Princess Snow White.” Sybilla gave Snow White one of her warm, grandmotherly smiles. “Prince Severin has been kept apprised of the situation, but given that the Veneno Conclave resides on Mullberg land, there was very little he could do to help in such a quick amount of time.”

      Snow White shook her head. “I-I must disagree. Though I haven’t yet had the chance to meet him, I am certain Prince Severin of Loire will be better able to help strategize against the Chosen than I. But Mullberg is willing to offer any aid we can in the meantime w-while the Conclave adjusts to this terrible situation.”

      “Thank you for your gracious offer, but I’m afraid at the moment, what we need most is a way to make certain we’re not housing any more Chosen.” Clovicus leaned back in his chair with a sigh. “Right now, everyone is jumpy and suspicious. We’re one tense moment away from an internal fight with no evidence of who the actual enemy is.”

      “Is there a way you can determine on an individual basis if a person is a black mage or not?” Snow White asked, her eyes large and round.

      “The surest and easiest route is to use Verglas,” Evariste said. “The Snow Queen’s magic still stands, and it won’t let any user of black magic through Verglas’ borders.”

      “I see.” Snow White leaned back in her chair with the air of royalty, her shyness melting under the danger of the broken Conclave.

      “Getting all of us to the borders would be a logistical nightmare.” Clovicus frowned. “We can’t leave the Conclave unguarded, either. We’d have to take shifts.”

      Angelique curled her hands into fists. “Time is of the essence. We’ve already lost so much because we’ve just sat around.”

      “I hear you, and I agree,” Clovicus said. “But short of zapping the lot of them with lightning, I don’t know how you’ll get the other mages to move at anything more than an amble.”

      “The Chosen have backed us into a corner,” Sybilla wryly said. “Angelique might have caught them off guard and scared them out, but even transportation is more of a nightmare because of their work. If Evariste’s magic wasn’t sealed, he could take us all one-by-one to Verglas. But that obviously won’t happen.”

      Fritz stirred from his silence. “You have not found a way to unseal your magic, yet, Lord Enchanter?”

      “No.” Evariste stared at the ground. “We’ll have to find another way. Is there a spell of some kind that could be used to indicate if there is black magic present?”

      “Possibly. Or at least one existed once upon a time.” Clovicus rubbed his chin. “Mages had developed some pretty sophisticated, high-level spells for that sort of thing, but much of it was lost when the Veneno Conclave library burned. We might be able to find something, but it will take a lot of searching through our records.”

      Snow White furrowed her brow, creating deep wrinkles as she thought. She pressed her fingertips together, then glanced up at Fritz.

      The forester slightly tipped his head, then gave her a half-smile. “It’s your prerogative,” he said. “Faina said as much when you suggested the idea back in Juwel.”

      What is that supposed to mean?

      Before Angelique could ponder it much, Snow White twisted awkwardly to squeeze Fritz’s hand, and when she faced the mages, it was with a set expression.

      Oh-ho-ho. The strategist has arrived and intends to set things right. Angelique grinned and glanced at Evariste. He raised an eyebrow at her, and for a moment Angelique was so glad to have him there that she gave into her weak desire and actually leaned her shoulder against his.

      “We can create a way to determine—swiftly and with great certainty—if a mage is with you or not,” Snow White said. “No one is going to like it, but it will be what’s best for mages—and the continent.”

      “If no one is happy, that sounds like my kind of plan,” Clovicus said.

      Evariste shot his old master a look, then turned his attention to Snow White and Fritz. He smiled—revealing just how much he must like them, as it was one of his genuine ones. “Personal comfort is a commodity we can’t afford right now. As long as the sacrifice doesn’t cost us life or blood, we’ll do whatever it takes.”

      Snow White released Fritz’s hand and walked up to Angelique. She had to tilt her head back to peer up at Angelique as the enchantress was so much taller. “Do you believe in me?”

      Angelique laughed. “Snow White, I know you can do anything.”

      Snow White smiled, but the trembling of her hands and the shakiness of her breath testified to how little she looked forward to this. “Then let’s go propose the solution.”

      There was something about the way she acted that made Angelique suspect this “solution” was going to test Snow White in some way.

      She’s too nervous considering this is our problem and shouldn’t directly involve her.

      Angelique touched Snow White’s elbow. “Is everything okay?”

      Snow White pressed her lips together and nodded, very obviously building her own resolve. “Yes. Everything will be fine.”

      Felicienne frowned. “What do you mean ‘propose the solution’? Just tell us what you have planned.”

      Snow White shook her head.

      “You must tell us, it is our prerogative to refuse whatever you have planned,” Tristisim said.

      “Not in this case,” Snow White said simply.

      Tristisim grumbled.

      Felicienne stood up. “I object—”

      Angelique ignored their squawks and peeled back the tent flap, intending to tell Javed to gather the mages in the central square, but she froze when Evariste spoke.

      “I don’t care if you object.” His voice was icy—more frigid than a Verglas winter.

      Angelique turned on her heels and watched wide-eyed as Evariste prowled closer to the two remaining Council Members.

      “Do neither of you understand just how horribly you have botched things? All of your comrades were Chosen mages and manipulated you for their purposes. As far as I’m concerned, you have no place on the Council—and that’s only from an ethical standpoint. Personally, I can barely stand to look at you.”

      Felicienne weakly slumped back in her chair under the venomous look in Evariste’s blue and green eyes. “But, why—”

      “You dare to ask me why?” Evariste snarled. “After everything you have done to Angelique? Clovicus should have let the war mages take you into custody as they wanted.”

      What? That was certainly news to Angelique—though by this point, her eyes were already so wide, she belatedly wondered if they were going to pop from her skull.

      Evariste looked back and forth between the two Council Members. “Angelique has saved us all, and you have done nothing except harass her. You, who have only been a drain, carry on as if this is all a minor inconvenience and things will soon be fine. Let me be clear: Things won’t be fine until the Chosen are defeated—something the two of you are too weak to do.”

      Tristisim cleared his throat. “Perhaps there is truth in your words. But this is something that should be said privately, Evariste.” He glanced pointedly at Snow White and Fritz, who were watching with expectant expressions.

      A short bark of laughter escaped Evariste. “Privately? As if Snow White and Fritz don’t know how horribly you’ve handled things when they’ve been called here to help us because you failed as leaders? Lord Enchanter Tristisim, it is far too late for that. The entire continent knows what happened—they’ve known for years.”

      A muscle jumped in Tristisim’s jaw, but he stared at his hands and said nothing more.

      Felicienne turned to Sybilla and Clovicus and appealingly held out her hand to them.

      Clovicus openly clapped. “Bravo—well stated!”

      Sybilla looked a little bored. When she caught Felicienne’s appealing gaze, she snorted. “Well? What do you expect me to do? He’s right. Even Finnr is feeling mighty sheepish about his treatment of Angelique right now, or he’d be sticking his big, twice-broken nose into this mess. You should learn from his example.”

      Angelique chuckled at the description. I’d been wondering why we haven’t seen Finnr.

      Evariste rolled his shoulders back and flicked his sharp gaze from Tristisim to Felicienne. “The two of you should thank the stars I don’t have my magic right now,” he said, “or I’d pay you back all the misery you heaped upon Angelique in my absence.”

      Clovicus glanced worriedly at Evariste, but Sybilla didn’t even bat an eye.

      Angelique didn’t know quite what to think.

      A part of her was vindicated—Yes! Finally someone understands all that I have been through!

      But another part of her was nearly as shocked as the two Council members.

      Evariste—Evariste—was outright threatening Council Members?

      That’s not to say it isn’t warranted—they’ve been regular fools and markedly unhelpful since the Chosen were revealed. But…I never thought Evariste would kick up such a fuss. He’s too…diplomatic? Optimistic? Naïve?

      The last word made Angelique wince, but throughout her apprenticeship, Evariste had been stupidly optimistic on a number of occasions, and Angelique assumed it stemmed from the fact that he was so brilliant—to the point where he shone so brightly, he didn’t even see shadows.

      It seems I was wrong. Evariste fully understands. And even after his years of imprisonment, he’s still not afraid to stand against the darkness.

      Angelique studied the Lord Enchanter as he strode across the tent, joining her at the opening. He tilted his head curiously as she gaped at him, the tent flap clutched in her fist.

      Has he always been this fearless, and I was just too blind to see?

      “Angel?” Evariste asked.

      Angelique shook her head and slapped on a smile. “Sorry. I’ll be a moment, Snow White. We’ll gather all the mages.” She winked at her friend then ducked through the door, stepping through the sound barrier and shield. “Javed, if I may borrow you for a moment? We need to gather up all the mages not on guard duty for an announcement.”
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        * * *

      

      It wasn’t until the late afternoon that Angelique and the war mages were able to successfully bring the remaining mages to the immense courtyard that stretched out in front of the fortress that used to be the Conclave.

      The building was still standing, but all operations had been moved to other buildings due to worries of listening spells, charms, and traps. Angelique studied the building—and the school in the adjoining structure—with a frown.

      The sad thing is we have found listening spells and the like. It isn’t safe to work in—especially since Evariste’s portal collapsed. There’s a real possibility black magic is hidden somewhere within it—or the school.

      Clovicus, as if he could read her thoughts, squinted up at the beautiful building. “I still don’t like that we’re holding this meeting so close to this building.” The sun was starting to sink on the horizon, casting a golden haze over everything, which made his red hair more of a golden color.

      Sybilla plucked at the puffy sleeves of her powder-blue dress. “There are several grandmaster war mages on standby casting defense spells to keep anyone from overhearing.” She glanced at Angelique and smiled. “Besides…something tells me the Princess’s idea means we won’t be here long.”

      Clovicus frowned. “What is that supposed to mean?”

      Sybilla laughed airily. “Nothing!”

      Angelique turned around, and her heart raced in her throat when she realized Evariste wasn’t at her back as he’d been a minute ago.

      “Evariste?” There was panic in her voice, but she didn’t care who heard it. “Evariste?”

      “I’m right here, Angel.”

      A warm hand took hers, tugging Angelique around to the front.

      Her shoulders drooped with relief when she saw Evariste rubbing her hand. “Sorry,” she muttered in embarrassment. “It’s just…I…”

      Evariste leaned slightly over her, stopping when their foreheads nearly brushed. “I understand. And you have no idea how much I appreciate it.” He smiled—a real one that made his eyes crinkle and seemed to burn from his soul outward.

      His smile is coming faster and easier. We’re in a terrible spot, but he’s doing better.

      Angelique returned the grin, probably looking like an idiot. But if Evariste wasn’t going to fuss about her panic, she was content to let him placate her.

      Clovicus’ face appeared about a hand’s-width away, and he shifted his gaze from Angelique to Evariste. “Time makes the heart grow fonder, hmm?”

      Evariste straightened up and raised an eyebrow at the Lord Enchanter. “What do you want?”

      “Testy, are we? I wouldn’t have to interrupt your little moments if you had them in more appropriate places—like not on a veranda in front of the majority of mages waiting to hear about their impending future, hmmm?” Clovicus nudged Evariste. “But, as it is, you did. So scoot down. There’s not much room here, and Princess Snow White is about to arrive to make her announcement.”

      Evariste—still holding Angelique’s hand—moved farther down the veranda. When Clovicus moved to step between them, Evariste let go of Angelique, then bodily steered Clovicus so he stood on Angelique’s other side, and they were lined up in a neat row.

      “Hm. Cheeky,” Clovicus said.

      Angelique tried to shift so she wasn’t crowding Evariste quite so much, but the veranda—which was more of a balcony—didn’t provide much space, so she settled in with her arm brushing his. “I don’t understand what that was about,” she said to Lord Enchanter Clovicus.

      “That’s because you have too much logic and reason,” Clovicus said.

      “I’m sorry?”

      “Don’t be—it’s hilarious. Though I suppose by the end of it, I will feel sorry for him.” Clovicus winked, then turned to speak to Sybilla on his other side.

      Feeling bewildered, Angelique shifted her gaze to Evariste.

      “Ignore him,” Evariste said. “He’s getting old and senile.”

      Sybilla sharply elbowed Clovicus for something he said before she stepped up to the edge of the balcony. She held a jewel that seemed to have a charm from a craftmage cast on it, cleared her throat, and then spoke in a booming voice that was a great deal louder than usual. “Thank you for attending this gathering. In light of recent events, it’s been made obvious to us that we require a method to make certain that those of us here are indeed loyal to the true vow of the Veneno Conclave—to protect people from the misuse of magic. Princess Snow White has stepped in to help us with this process.”

      Sybilla gestured to the princess.

      Snow White licked her lips and clenched her hands so they were white with strain.

      Concerned, Angelique glanced out at the mages packing the courtyard. She doesn’t like talking in front of people. A crowd like this…

      The soft tap of slippers on stone made Angelique rip her gaze back to Snow White, who crossed the balcony and came to a stop in front of her.

      Snow White peered up at Angelique, her blue eyes glazed with fear. Her chin trembled for a moment before she nodded. “I value your friendship, Angel,” she said. “And I’ll help you. No matter the price.”

      There was something so heartfelt about the words that Angelique had to bite her lip to keep her eyes from getting glassy with tears. She gave Snow White a jerky nod, but before she could say anything back, the Mullberg princess turned around to address the crowd. She rested her hands on the stone banister, her fingers visibly shaking.

      “M-mages,” she said, her voice quiet.

      Sybilla tapped the gem to Snow White’s throat.

      Snow White coughed, then tried again. “G-good afternoon….m-mages.” She fell silent and stared at the banister.

      The magic users crowded into the courtyard were quiet. Only the odd cough or rustle of a cloak broke the silence.

      “It is our sorrow that…” Snow White opened her mouth but nothing came out. She stubbornly shook her head. “I-I regret the p-poor circumstances t-that have brought m-me here. B-but I will do whatever n-necessary to help.”

      Snow White sucked in a deep breath, and Angelique noticed with great interest when Snow White’s hands stopped trembling, and she planted them flat on the banister.

      “W-which is why,” Snow White raised her chin, staring out at the crowd with blue eyes that were not ablaze with fear but rather with daring determination, “I’m announcing the e-end of the centuries-long agreement the Veneno Conclave h-has had with the royal family of Mullberg.”

      The courtyard was no longer silent, but awash with whispers and muffled exclamations of surprise.

      “While m-mages will be welcomed in Mullberg, the Veneno Conclave can no longer be allowed to r-remain in these lands.”
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      Angelique gaped at Snow White in shock, her eyes growing wider when the princess sucked in another deep breath of air.

      “W-we are obviously not equipped to be the p-perfect home for the Conclave. It is our shortcoming. I-in honor of the relationship between M-Mullberg and the Conclave, the Mullberg Army w-will help the Veneno Conclave move to their new home. In Verglas.”

      Verglas…where no black mage can go, or they’ll be killed by the Snow Queen’s magic. If any Chosen are still among our ranks, they’ll be flushed out immediately.

      “HAHA!” Angelique outright laughed as more noises of discontent stirred in the crowd.

      Snow White twisted to peer over her shoulder and grin back at Angelique.

      I should have known Snow White would have a brilliant plan! She has wisdom beyond her years! Angelique bowed to her, and Snow White blushed a little.

      If the Veneno Conclave set up shop in Verglas—which was considered the birth place of the Conclave as the Snow Queen had, in a way, founded it—no Chosen mage would be able to cross the border to join them.

      Moreover, it meant they’d be free from Chosen meddling—black magic wouldn’t survive in a land where the Snow Queen’s magic literally impaled it and guarded against it.

      “T-the move will b-begin immediately,” Snow White said in a firm but hardened voice. “The Mullberg army will happily escort all mages to Verglas. I have already sent word to King Toril and Queen Linnea of Verglas to expect you. They are preparing quarters for you as we speak. G-given the fast timeline, additional Mullberg forces will be s-sent here as reinforcements to bring the b-belongings that cannot be carried, such as the b-books and important documents from the library.”

      More unrest stirred in the courtyard, and when Angelique peeked at the line of magic users on the balcony, she noticed Tristisim looked stormy and like he might possibly burst a blood vessel. Felicienne convulsively clutched her hands together, but the set of her shoulders was firm, and she appeared thoughtful.

      Clovicus was chortling to himself while Sybilla nodded in encouragement, and Evariste raised his eyebrows at Angelique and a hint of a grin played on his lips.

      He thinks it’s a good idea.

      Angelique returned the grin, but the unrest sweeping through the crowd of mages was starting to be worrisome.

      If we don’t win them over to this idea, this could splinter us.

      Whispers crept across the courtyard like a spreading pestilence, and in the first few rows of mages, Angelique could see signs of shock and the buildup of anger.

      She took a step forward, intending to join Snow White at the balcony, but she froze when someone shouted above the din.

      “Excellent! A smashing idea!”

      Everyone—Angelique included—peered at the young mage who’d shouted the praise. She recognized him as the happy-go-lucky student Clovicus had brought with him to Wistful Thicket the previous fall (he’d gotten chased by the ducks outside Evariste’s house).

      Aware of all the stares, the student scrunched his nose up. “What?” he crossly demanded. “This means we won’t have to worry about black mages attacking us in the middle of the night. Why are you all upset about that?”

      The pointed question made the crowd pause. Mages stopped whispering and instead blinked in surprise, swapped glances with their comrades, and thoughtfully peered around the courtyard.

      Sybilla tipped her head toward Clovicus. “That upstanding student was one of the children the Council made you unwillingly take under your wing and tutor, is he not?”

      “Yes, that would be him,” Clovicus said.

      “It seems your lessons on rebellion were well taught.”

      “Thank you. In light of recent events, I’m starting to understand why the rest of the Council was always mad that Tristisim kept sticking those brats on me.”

      Angelique cracked a smile as the energy of the crowd visibly changed.

      “He’s right,” a woman shouted on the other side of the Courtyard. “Why’d the Conclave ever leave Verglas in the first place?”

      “Probably was the Chosen,” someone darkly offered.

      “You’re just seeing black mages in every shadow,” another mage said in an accusing tone.

      “Oh, really?” the woman asked. “Then I imagine you must think it was just coincidence that our highly valued library burned down once we moved to Mullberg, and we lost countless priceless records and historical documents?”

      Mages visibly blanched, and another blanket of whispers spread through the courtyard.

      Angelique winced. “I hadn’t thought of the library.”

      “I hadn’t either,” Evariste grimly said. “But it seems more than plausible and almost certain given the four Council Members, Luxi-Domus headmaster, and countless other mages in important positions proved to be Chosen.”

      Angelique’s spine quivered, but her worries were swept away when the staccato sound of claps began to drift from the crowd of mages.

      The lone few claps turned into a stronger sound as more mages joined in, and when some of the magic users started whistling and hollering their support, the sound became a rousing roar.

      “Praises for Mullberg!”

      “Salutes for Mullberg!”

      “Bravo, Princess Snow White!”

      Snow White relaxed as the shouts of praise squeaked through the roar of approval the mages gave her. She released the banister, waved a little before awkwardly fixing the bow that pulled her hair back from her face, and then stepped back from the front of the balcony.

      “Bravo indeed, Princess Snow White,” Clovicus praised. “It truly is a plan that will give us all the mental assurance we need.”

      “I’m not so certain it’s a good idea,” Tristisim said. “How can we move from our homebase in a time when we need all the resources we can get? The Veneno Conclave fortress has been fortified for times like this.”

      “Which is why it’s filled with traps, isn’t it?” Felicienne asked. “Because the Chosen want us wasting our time trying to survive in our own home instead of helping the rest of the continent.”

      Tristisim snapped his jaw shut and furrowed his brow so much, his thick eyebrows almost buried his eyes.

      “We can’t thank you enough, Snow White.” Angelique took the princess’s hands in hers and squeezed them. They were a little clammy, which oddly made Angelique want to cry.

      Crowds terrify her, but she came because I asked her to, because she is my friend.

      Angelique fought an unexpected lump in her throat and gave Snow White a watery smile.

      “Indeed,” Evariste added. His gaze was somewhat piercing as he studied Snow White. “This is a sacrifice from Mullberg on more than one level—for I’m certain this will affect your country.”

      “Our economy will suffer,” Snow White readily agreed. “We’ll have to restructure our taxes since the Veneno Conclave paid handsomely to live on our lands. My people will face some repercussions, but not many businesses will suffer since the Conclave was mostly self-sufficient, and given its relatively close distance to the border, most visitors—tourist, intellectual, or otherwise—typically stayed within the fortress itself. But we will feel the pain of losing the mages.”

      Angelique grimaced. “I’m sorry—I imagine your cabinet is going to be very upset with you.”

      Snow White squeezed Angelique’s hands. “It doesn’t matter,” she said in a voice that was as soft as satin but as hardened as a sword. “We’ve entered an era where I must put the good of the continent ahead of my country. Without any help from mages, I’m not so certain the continent will survive.” Snow White looked pointedly down the line of enchanters standing on the balcony. “Mullberg will scrape by if it means assuring magical aid for the rest of the continent. And we will gladly help with the move in order to provide much-needed assurance to the mages.” Her eyes rested on Tristisim in what basically amounted to an open challenge.

      Hah! A challenge has been issued! She’s essentially saying Mullberg will make the sacrifice…with the expectation that the Conclave finally acts in the interest of the continent instead of hiding. Finally—finally—someone is holding them accountable!

      Angelique tugged Snow White closer and then flung her arms around her with abandon. “Thank you, Snow White. For all of it,” she whispered into the princess’s ear, knowing Snow White would understand.

      Snow White patted her shoulder, and when they stepped back, she smiled archly at Angelique. “Of course! That’s what friends do.”
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        * * *

      

      It took approximately a week for the Conclave to call in all mages out on assignments and to arrange enough transportation for everyone.

      Stil and the craftmages staying in Chanceux Chateau reported in, as did Firra and Donaigh. With Clovicus and Sybilla leading the charge, the mages began their journey—leaving not a single magic user behind, though Snow White left a veritable army of soldiers to pack and guard the place, with Marzell, Gregori, Aldelbert, and Wendal staying behind to oversee the process.

      While the journey started out happily enough with the mages in high spirits (they were about to get the reassurance they badly needed, after all), morale among the Conclave took hit after hit with each passing day as mages started disappearing at night.

      “Do we have an exact count on how many have left?” Angelique asked.

      Pegasus snorted, blasting out a few embers as he pranced in place.

      Sybilla, riding a placid mule that didn’t mind Pegasus’ antics, glanced up at her. “If we include all of those who abandoned the Conclave when you flushed out the Council? Of a sort.” “We have records, but no one has taken the time to count everything up and organize it prettily.”

      “Lord Enchanter Tristisim went over some rough numbers last night,” Lovelana said. She rode a red roan mare that was positioned on Sybilla’s other side—farther away from Pegasus, who’d frightened the mare when he first arrived with a thunderstrike the day the procession began.

      Lovelana pressed her lips into a grim line and stared at the long trail of mages that stretched ahead of them. “If we add up the forces that left initially—which was nearly one fourth of the mages present at the Conclave—and combine them with the mages who have fallen out of contact or have disappeared on the march…he believes roughly a third of Conclave mages were a part of Chosen.”

      “A third.” Angelique’s fingers twitched, and she clutched the reins of Pegasus’ bridle. “I thought there would be a few Chosen mages around…but for so many more to leave us.”

      “Snow White’s plan is far more necessary than I ever imagined,” Lovelana said.

      “For a multitude of reasons.” Sybilla—riding side-saddle—frowned at the backs of her mule’s large ears. “I knew the Conclave was in dire straits being so useless and all, but I didn’t think it was this bad.” She sighed wearily, and the sad light in her eyes set off her whole countenance.

      “I didn’t know either,” Angelique said.

      “Oh, but you did.” Lovelana had to lean at an ungainly angle to peer past Sybilla and see Angelique, but she somehow still managed to look elegant. “That’s why you washed your hands of the Conclave when you did. Because you could tell it was rotten to the core.”

      “That is giving me a little too much credit,” Angelique said. “It was just because they annoyed me with their constant hassles.”

      “Even so, it was for the good of the continent that you cut off contact when you did,” Sybilla said. “I imagine once you stopped handing in reports and coming to scrape and bow at the Council’s altar, the Chosen had a harder time keeping track of you.”

      A war mage Angelique recognized as one of Javed’s people, who possessed magical speed and stamina, jogged past on foot, looking as fresh as a daisy. She saluted Angelique with a smile as she passed, patrolling the long procession.

      Angelique was positioned near the end of the procession, acting as a sort of rearguard and, more importantly, an intimidation factor to keep mages from running.

      Overhead, Odile and her wyvern soared through the skies. The budding mage had joined the procession on the day they set out. Surprisingly, only a handful of mages questioned her sincerity. It probably was a combination of Odile’s sweet temperament—she cooed at her monstrous wyvern like it was a puppy, and it wagged its tail for her—and the relief to be going to Verglas.

      “How do you feel about the sudden change in your reputation, dearie?” Sybilla glanced at Angelique. “You’ve successfully humiliated your naysayers. Even Tristisim is too cowed to say anything about you these days—which is probably good for his health, as I think Evariste would punch him if he tried.”

      Angelique shrugged. “I don’t really care anymore. It’s too much trouble.”

      “Good for you!” Sybilla crowed.

      “I’ve noticed you’re now beheld with a sort of respected awe,” Lovelana chimed in.

      “Maybe a frightened awe, but I still don’t care.” Angelique flicked a dark lock of her hair over her shoulder. “I’m done with my illusions to make myself look nicer. I’m done apologizing for my war magic. I don’t even care if people are too scared to speak to me. They can go have a chat with the Chosen, then. I’ve got more important things to worry about.”

      Like practice, Angelique thought grimly. What Puss, Quinn—and yes, even Emerys—put me through was what made it possible to fight off the hidden Chosen mages when they revealed their true allegiances. But I need to get better—particularly since the Chosen have more mages than we ever estimated.

      Angelique shifted uneasily in the saddle as she remembered Crest, Lazare, Primrose, and Galendra.

      “I do care what you think of me though, Sybilla, Lovelana,” Angelique abruptly said. “I value your opinions, and I owe you a great debt of gratitude.”

      Lovelana caressed her mare’s neck. “Whatever for?”

      “You, Lovelana, for you specifically told me the Conclave had a mole—or I never would have pushed the Council members as I did. But on a more personal note, I still owe you both my thanks for saving my life when I confronted the Council and collapsed over my price.”

      “You mean when Lovelana trundled in and protected you with a shield like a fierce warrior? Yes, that was a spectacular display,” Sybilla chuckled.

      Lovelana blushed a shade of pink that set off her mint-green traveling dress nicely. “You helped, too!”

      “Indeed! But I don’t think I’ve ever seen you move that fast before. Excited to finally have a friend, are you?”

      “W-what?”

      “Oohhh, still too shy to admit it?”

      “It meant a lot to me,” Angelique said.

      Sybilla and Lovelana dropped their playful argument and peered up at her.

      Unable to meet their eyes, Angelique stared at the crest of Pegasus’ neck as the constellation kept his pace remarkably slow for once. “It wasn’t just that you protected me—though you obviously saved my life—it was that in stepping out like that, you sided with me.”

      “Of course we’d side with you, dearie,” Sybilla said. “From the time you were a student, you’ve only ever wanted to protect and defend. You’re the very definition of what a Veneno Conclave mage should be.”

      “I’m sorry it took so long,” Lovelana said. There was a downcast shadow in her eyes. “When you tried to talk to me about searching for Evariste, I should have listened right away.”

      “You were being manipulated—and we didn’t have the faintest hint of just how bad the situation was,” Angelique said. “But when I attacked the Council Members, I knew it could end badly. My actions were pretty hard to justify to people who didn’t know. But both of you stepped in and helped without hesitation. I can never thank you enough.”

      Sybilla leaned across the gap between them, straining to pat Angelique’s hand since Pegasus was so much taller than her mule. “As we said, dearie. We’ll always be on your side.” She winked. “But you can’t start counting life debts and such.”

      Surprised, Angelique blinked. “Why not?”

      “Because that will put nearly everyone on the continent under a great debt to you for all the beast-slaying, black-mage-fighting, and curse-breaking you’ve done.” Sybilla smiled, making the wrinkles around the corners of her eyes crinkle, before her humor abruptly fell away. “It’s not a debt, Angelique. It’s called working together. We’ll support you however we can.”

      Lovelana nodded in agreement. “Yes, exactly so. We’ll continue to be there, even in the heat of battle.”

      Angelique nodded awkwardly. “Thank you.”

      Sybilla studied her for a moment longer, then cast a beaming smile on the mages in front of them. “However, I encourage you to call in a debt on Finnr! He does owe you for his prickly attitude, and he needs to be held accountable.”

      “Are you good friends with Finnr?” Lovelana asked Sybilla.

      “Good heavens, no,” Sybilla sputtered. “But I know him better than I’d normally want to know such a sour fish.”

      Lovelana leaned back in her saddle. “You were in the same class as students, were you not?”

      “I’m two years his senior—and I’ll never let him forget it,” Sybilla cackled.

      Angelique smiled at the lighthearted conversation and listened as they followed the procession.

      Out of sheer instinct, she lifted her eyes to Evariste, who was riding in a cart with Clovicus just in front of them. The two Lord Enchanters had their heads tilted together as Evariste helped Clovicus make records of what he’d been able to learn while held captive—this time for the Veneno Conclave to review since they’d already sent off similar records to Severin.

      He’s safe, she reminded herself. He’s out of that mirror. His magic might be sealed, but he’s safe. That’s really all that I care about.

      The odd pain that had plagued Angelique every day since he’d been taken was gone. He was back, and things had returned to normal…almost.

      It’s not that there’s any strain between us, but things are different. Angelique shifted her gaze to the cloudy sky. I can’t quite put my finger on what it is because so much is the same—standing next to him still feels natural, and there is no hesitation between us in conversation. I’m so glad to have him back, and I’m filled with the constant need to remind myself he’s really here. I’m practically as terrible about touching as he was when I was a student. I haven’t hidden anything from him, and he has no reason to hide anything from me, but…our relationship isn’t quite the same as it was.

      Pegasus jingled his head, and Angelique immediately dropped her uncomfortable thoughts to soothe the constellation, patting him on the neck.

      “Don’t worry, Pegasus. We’re almost there. But I’m sure I could ride in the cart with Evariste and Clovicus if you needed to leave?” Angelique asked.

      She’d summoned the starry equine without thinking when they’d started to leave, and she’d been gratified that he’d come.

      Pegasus awkwardly turned his head so he could peer at her with one eye, the muscles in his neck bulging so a shooting star shot down to his shoulder.

      Giving into the temptation, Angelique slumped over his neck and hugged him. “But I’m glad you’re with me, old friend.”

      Pegasus snorted and flicked his fiery tail, but he kept his pace sedate as he stayed in line with Sybilla’s mule and Lovelana’s mare.
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        * * *

      

      The procession arrived at the Verglas border the following afternoon. At the front of the line, mages joyfully darted into the neighboring country, embracing those who popped through with them, uninhibited by the guarding magic.

      “I think the last of the Chosen mages left last night,” Angelique said to Pegasus. She was still mounted on his back as they stood halfway up a Mullberg foothill—which afforded them an excellent view of the movement in the procession. “But I’d still like to watch from a distance so I can see the entire line.”

      In case we get any last-minute runners. It was a grim thought. One Angelique didn’t want to verbalize because that would make the mass betrayal that much more real.

      Pegasus snorted, then clambered higher up the foothill so they were positioned at the very top of it.

      The procession snaked through a pair of hills that funneled them directly into Verglas. From this position, they could watch everyone as the procession shuffled across the border. Odile and her wyvern flew over the border, landing on the other side in a move that resembled a graceful dance. Sybilla and her mule barreled across the border to go greet her student.

      I don’t think there are any Chosen forces among us—they’d be foolish to stick around this long. But after all that has happened, I’d better be on guard in case they decide to attack.

      Angelique glanced to the north—at the immense mountain range that made up most of the Verglas-Mullberg border. To the west, Verglas opened up in grassy plains, squares of freshly tilled farmland, and thick patches of forests.

      Something glittered on the horizon.

      Angelique plucked her spyglass from her satchel secured to her saddle and fitted it to her eye.

      Troops, wearing chainmail and dressed in Verglas colors of light blue and white, marched toward the border. They were armed, but given the size of the force—it was barely two squads compared to the army Mullberg had guarding the valley between the two hills—Angelique was pretty certain they were merely meant to be guides and serve as an official welcome.

      Pegasus shifted, so Angelique wasn’t too surprised when Evariste’s voice drifted on the wind to her.

      “Do you see something?”

      “Yes. King Toril and Queen Linnea sent us the welcoming committee they promised.” Angelique collapsed her spyglass and smiled at Evariste as he climbed the hill on foot.

      Angelique tucked her spyglass away, then slid off Pegasus’ back so she could stand shoulder-to-shoulder with Evariste.

      Evariste joined her in looking at the curling line of the procession. “They seemed quite determined when you spoke to them through your mirror before we left.” His golden hair glinted in the sunlight that peeked through the clouds. He nodded toward her hand. “That was at least a pleasant surprise to return back to.”

      “The mirrors?”

      “Indeed. It’s brilliant that Prince Severin arranged for all the rulers in the alliance to have a spelled mirror for communication purposes.”

      “It was only possible because Arcainia bankrolled the process, and all the best master craftmages were holed up in Chanceux Chateau to cast the spells,” Angelique said.

      “Yes, but not even Liliane and her chosen have instant communication. It’s a great advantage—one that we can see play out in this instance.” Evariste gestured to the line of mages slowly crossing into Verglas. “I’m fairly certain it’s why there have been no attacks.”

      “The mirrors are wonderful, but I hope we get a chance to visit Chanceux Chateau soon. You’ll enjoy talking to Prince Severin; I imagine he will greatly reassure you,” Angelique said. “He is an excellent strategist. It will be interesting to see what he’ll pull from the information we sent ahead to him.”

      “Yes. I imagine between him and Princess Snow White, they’ll come up with our best course of action,” Evariste said. “Snow White was right to send us all to Verglas—the uncertainty of allegiances was creating strain and tension.”

      “And now we know beyond doubt.”

      “Yes.” Evariste offered her a glimmer of a smile. “As soon as things are settled, you’ll ride off to speak to Severin?”

      “I imagine he’ll have something for me to do, and I can be of more help to the continent if I’m actively fighting now—since the Conclave will be safe in Verglas.” Angelique glanced at Pegasus. “That is…if Pegasus finds it permissible?”

      Pegasus pressed his muzzle to the side of Angelique’s head in what would have been a sweet and gentle gesture—if he hadn’t immediately clamped his teeth around a lock of her hair and pulled.

      “Ow, ow—I said if you wanted to, not that you had to!” Angelique complained. “I was offering you a choice!” She rescued her hair from the constellation’s mouth and glared at him.

      Pegasus sneezed in her face, flicking her cheeks with horse snot and spitting an ember out on her hair that died before it burned anything.

      “I believe he’s saying the offer was unnecessary,” Evariste “helpfully” said.

      “Yes. Thanks.” Angelique wiped her face off on her sleeve and scowled at Pegasus.

      He turned his massive hindquarters at her and drifted off, acting innocent.

      “I’m not giving you any treats later today, you pumpkin-hating brat,” Angelique called after him.

      Pegasus ignored her and pretended to graze—“pretended” because he didn’t actually eat the grass he sniffed; he just blackened it with his breath.

      Evariste laughed. “I’m not sure what I should be more frightened of.”

      “Frightened?” Angelique squinted up at the lord enchanter. “What is there to be frightened of?”

      “You—for daring to call a constellation a brat,” Evariste said, “or him, for letting you!”

      “Oh, Pegasus is a big sweetie. He’s showy and pretends he’s as hard as stone, and yeah he’s got a sour temperament that’s about as bad as a dragon with indigestion, and sometimes he’s petty—and he can be downright mean when he’s feeling it. But…” Angelique blinked in confusion. “What was my point again?”

      “That Pegasus is a ‘sweetie’?”

      “Yes, exactly! I think. Probably. Sometimes. Maybe. We can hope.” Angelique gave Evariste her most winning smile.

      Evariste did not disappoint. He laughed so hard, he staggered a step, jostling into Angelique.

      I am so glad. Angelique was unable to keep warm affection from her eyes as she watched Evariste laugh. We parted on such poor terms, I thought eventually things would be awkward. But we’ve settled into our usual banter—he hasn’t even blinked at my scathing words. It’s like…

      It was that thing Angelique was still struggling to pinpoint—the one change in their relationship. What is it?

      “If you don’t mind,” Evariste said when he finished laughing, “I’d like to come with you to Chanceux Chateau.”

      “Of course,” Angelique said. “I was planning on it.”

      He shook his head. “There is no ‘of course,’ Angel. As I lack magic, I’m practically a liability.”

      “Never,” Angelique said. “You are still brilliant. And, I am a little paranoid that if I can’t see you, something may happen to you.” She shivered at the thought.

      Evariste rested a hand on her shoulder and met her gaze—the expression in his eyes not quite readable. “I understand perfectly.” He waited until she nodded, then returned to watching the procession. “When shall we leave?”

      “Probably in a day or two—I’d like to know where Verglas plans to house the Conclave and if plans will be made for a new fortress…”

      Angelique trailed off as the difference in their relationship—not unpleasant, just not what it once was—finally clicked into place, like a key in a lock.

      He’s not treating me like a student but as a fellow enchanter. He’s following my lead and letting me make the decisions, and instead of quivering in fright like I used to, I set the plan.

      Angelique stared at Evariste, wondering what that meant for the long-term. I would have assumed once I was no longer his student, we wouldn’t be as close. But if he hadn’t offered to come with me to Chanceux, I was going to plead my case—because I wasn’t going to leave without him. But…what does that mean?

      Evariste was seemingly oblivious to Angelique’s epiphany. He peered out at the procession, his shoulder casually brushing hers. “I know this isn’t the greatest time to bring it up,” Evariste said, “given that we have far greater concerns, but you ought to take the test to be made an enchantress.”

      Angelique sucked in a breath of air. “You’re right,” she said. “Hopefully, in flushing out the Chosen, we’ve finally bought ourselves some time. After we talk with Severin, if we have time, I’ll start the process.”

      “I suggest it only because it should be easy. I highly doubt the Council—whenever we get a new one put in place—will make you sit for the written exam. Really, you’ll probably just have to take the test out in the Aurum Desert.”

      Angelique grimaced at the memory of the place. “Won’t that be fun.”

      “Angel, Lord Enchanter Evariste!” Snow White (riding a gray gelding with Fritz, Oswald, and Rupert dawdling some paces behind her) made her way up the hill, waving to them when they turned to look at her.

      Once she reached the crest of the hill, Snow White dismounted and patted her horse on the neck. “I hope I’m not interrupting anything, but I wanted to say my farewells. I imagine once you cross over into Verglas, you’ll be quite busy.”

      “You aren’t entering Verglas?” Angelique asked.

      Snow White shook her head. “I was formally invited, but I’d like to get back to the soldiers packing up all magic items at the fortress and establish contact with Prince Severin. I intend to head out tonight. My troops and I can cover some distance for a few hours more once we know the mages are secure in Verglas.”

      “Please let me offer you our thanks on behalf of all mages,” Evariste said.

      “Yes, I can’t thank you enough, Snow White.” Angelique flung her arms around Snow White’s shoulders and reeled her in for a hug.

      Snow White patted Angelique on the back. “I’ve told you already, but it was my honor to help. Besides, all of this at least gave me one bit of hope.”

      Angelique pulled back from the embrace so she could blink down at Snow White in confusion. “Hope? Out of the revelation that the Chosen made up a third of Conclave mages and were our top lawmakers? How?”

      Snow White smiled archly. “I have hope because the Chosen themselves proved things are not as terrible as they seem.”

      “In what way?” Evariste asked.

      Snow White’s smile turned sharp. “Because they left. They didn’t even try to fight; they fled in total fear. Obviously, they knew they couldn’t stand against you.” She reached out and took Angelique’s hand. “We’ll defeat them, Angel. The whole continent will stand together and see it through.”

      “I hope so,” Angelique said. “Because that’s the only way we’re going to win.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Evariste stood with Pegasus and watched Angelique ramrod a group of Luxi-Domus instructors who were objecting to Clovicus’ temporary suspension of all classes.

      Clovicus had made the announcement after the successful migration over the Verglas border and after the soldiers sent by King Toril and Queen Linnea of Verglas escorted them to their temporary lodgings for the evening.

      The instructors had squawked like dying birds at the announcement, which had drawn Angelique’s initial attention—and now, her ire.

      “Classes need to continue as they were,” one of the instructors declared as she gestured to her tent—the temporary housing for the evening as tomorrow they would march farther north. “Our students must keep to a schedule—for the good of their minds.”

      “Naturally. It’d be good for my mind if you stopped caterwauling,” Angelique dryly said. “The students can begin classes again when we’re not in the middle of the greatest trial the Conclave has seen since the Snow Queen first beat the Chosen.”

      Another teacher puffed his chest up. “We cannot stop centuries of tradition for common worries!”

      “Common? Worries?” Angelique hooted in laughter. “I’m delighted to be the one to inform you that you are rather behind the times. The Chosen are not common, nor are they mere worries. Or did you think the Luxi-Domus headmaster was gone on a holiday instead of running off since he was actually a black mage?”

      The instructors exchanged guilty looks.

      One of them opened their mouth to argue.

      “Be forewarned: I’m very short on patience. If you are about to say something stupid, I can’t promise my irritation won’t trigger my magic to summon all the squirrels from the nearby forest to attack you.” Angelique said.

      Evariste smirked at the unusual but highly effective threat, which suitably cowed the complainers. “She’s come into her power,” Evariste observed to his companion.

      Pegasus tossed his head, making his bridle jangle. Most likely it was a gesture of agreement.

      Evariste glanced at him. Together, they stood on the edge of the camp where only the faintest orange light of the crackling campfires reached. “I’ve been meaning to ask: is there a particularly reason why you aren’t speaking your mind?”

      Pegasus’ ears twitched.

      “You’ve never been reluctant to voice your opinions before,” Evariste reminded him.

      Pegasus turned away from Evariste, gracing him with a view of the constellation’s rear end.

      It was on the tip of Evariste’s tongue to ask Pegasus if he feared what Angelique’s reaction would be once she found out just how powerful the constellation really was. But there was no benefit in making Pegasus mad.

      It’s not like my situation is so different from his. He fears she’ll pull back once she learns the truth. I fear she’ll reject me when she learns how I feel.

      “Evariste?”

      Sybilla and Finnr skirted round the edge of the camp, joining Evariste where it was calmer and, more importantly, quieter.

      “Sybilla, Finnr. Good evening.” Evariste smiled warmly at the pair.

      “Oh, none of that polite civility, child.” Sybilla marched straight up to him and wrapped her plump arms around him in a hug. The embrace was warm, and her clothes faintly smelled of soap as they always had, but there was an unyielding strength beneath the affection.

      The gesture brought back a flood of memories of similar hugs he’d received from the Fairy Godmother when he was a boy.

      “Are we ignoring our rules, now?” Evariste teasingly asked as he hugged Sybilla back.

      “Pish posh. Our rules aren’t necessary,” Sybilla barked. “Not in times like these!”

      “Sybilla and I decided it was still best to keep our distance until we reached Verglas, so if any Chosen spies remained, they wouldn’t see.” Finnr’s voice was low and rumbled like ice falling from a glacier. “But as we have passed into the Snow Queen’s land, it is no longer necessary.”

      Sybilla squeezed Evariste tight for one moment more, then stepped back. “We should have tossed our rules aside years ago.”

      Finnr slipped past Sybilla and approached Evariste for a slightly awkward but no less love-filled back pat. “There are many things we should have done—we would have done—if we’d known the truth about the Conclave.”

      Sybilla sharply elbowed Finnr. “Oh, like treat dear Angelique better?”

      Finnr bowed his head.

      “Treat Angelique better…what do you mean?” Evariste flicked his gaze from Sybilla to Finnr and frowned.

      Sybilla waved her hand. “Merely that Finnr was his usual, unpleasant self to her—which is to say he made her life more difficult than necessary.”

      Evariste shifted, his posture going from relaxed to tense. “Finnr…”

      “Sybilla is right,” Finnr flatly said. “I…mis-stepped. But I will have to confess my sins at a later time. Now, I’m more worried about you.”

      Evariste shook his head. “No, we can’t just smooth over this—”

      “We’re not.” Sybilla patted his arm. “Truth be told, I could have tried to help Angelique more, but I was too concerned with my own tasks to realize just how large of a burden she was carrying. It’s something we’ll have to discuss—we need to discuss—but, Evariste, please. Tell us how you really are.”

      The worry shining in Sybilla’s eyes was the only thing that moved Evariste to let the topic change. That, and he figured if Finnr had been unspeakably horrible to Angelique, she’d have said something by now.

      Though, she hadn’t told me that she was still considered an apprentice after all these years until the Council said something…

      Evariste glanced at Pegasus, but as the constellation didn’t seem any grouchier than usual, he figured Angelique must have just bucked heads with Finnr—hardly a surprise given the Grandmaster mage’s stone-like temperament.

      I’ll get her side of the story first.

      Evariste scanned the camp, his eyes lingering on a campfire of pink flames where Clovicus was lecturing several Luxi-Domus students who gazed at him with rapt attention. “I still love every noise, touch, and sensation I encounter, but it can be…overwhelming,” Evariste admitted.

      “I’m sorry,” Sybilla wiped at her eyes. “So sorry, Evariste.”

      “My capture was not your fault,” Evariste said.

      “No, but we failed to find you,” Sybilla said.

      “Or failed to believe you were still alive.” Finnr briefly shut his eyes. “I’m sorry, Evariste.”

      Evariste shrugged. “Given what we’ve learned about the Conclave, it’s not surprising no one was able to locate me. I imagine Angelique found me only because she ignored them all.”

      “True, but to think we allowed ourselves to be so manipulated…” Finnr trailed off and shook his head.

      “I was the same,” Sybilla added with a sigh. “I tried to track you down by finding and capturing black mages, but in hindsight, I can see I focused on targets that were too small and insignificant to know about you.”

      “I’m free, now. That’s all that matters,” Evariste said.

      His eyes strayed to Angelique—as they always seemed to since he’d gotten out. It was only Finnr’s and Sybilla’s presence that kept him from skulking over to her. She was still snarling at the instructors (who at least now had the decency to appear sheepish).

      As long as I can see her, it’s enough.

      “Say, Sybilla, Angelique mentioned she grew closer to you during my…absence,” Evariste said. “What do you think of her?”

      Sybilla shrewdly eyed him. “Clovicus told me you fancy her, so I’ll do you a kindness and tell you if you confess to her, with the emotional state she’s in now and her well-advertised disdain for romance, I’m fairly certain she’ll sock you in the nose.”

      She meant for it to be a joke; he could see the humor playing in her eyes.

      But for Evariste, given the seal on him, it was a cruel reminder that freeing himself would jeopardize his relationship with Angelique…who’d come to mean more to him than he’d ever dreamed.

      Evariste tried to cover his pain with a short laugh. “She’s that against romance, is she?”

      “She’s not against it, but I believe she finds it inappropriate in these times.” Sybilla winked. “No need to give up hope, though. Once we root out the Chosen and secure the continent, I imagine she’ll be open to it. And you mean more to her than I think either of you suspect.”

      Evariste tried to laugh. “How encouraging.”

      Finnr looked pained as he rubbed the back of his neck, clearly uncomfortable with the topic. “What are the particulars of the curse that separates you from your magic?” he finally asked.

      Evariste hesitated, but with Sybilla’s answer hanging like a cloud over his head, he wasn’t too eager to explain it. “It’s an old spell,” he evasively answered. “Clovicus and I plan to go over it in detail before Angelique and I leave for Loire.”

      “Good,” Sybilla said. “If anyone can figure out a workaround for a spell, it will be Clovicus.”

      “I hope so.” Evariste watched Angelique, who finally smiled when a teacher timidly asked her a question, making her beauty blinding. “I really hope so.”
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        * * *

      

      “How could you reveal yourself?” Liliane’s voice was harsh and taut. “You were meant to stay at the Veneno Conclave until we made our move. This is far too early—we still have preparations to make!”

      Liliane grabbed the painting she’d completed not an hour ago—just before the massive influx of Chosen mages fled the Veneno Conclave and converged upon their base. She chucked the artwork at Galendra, who sniveled when it smacked her shoulder.

      All of Acri’s instincts told him to run—Liliane only sounded this enraged when she was on the verge of violence, and while her core magic was not innately one of pain, she was still very talented at inflicting it.

      But her anger wasn’t directed at him. As long as he didn’t stir from his spot on the shadowy wall, he wouldn’t attract her attention—or fury.

      “It wasn’t our fault!” Tears dripped down Galendra’s cheeks as her face scrunched in her misery. “Angelique attacked us!”

      “Yes.” Liliane stalked across the cave chamber like a lion, her eyes set on the whimpering enchantress. “One half-trained apprentice against four of the Chosen’s best. I can see how that would be a one-sided fight.”

      “Sh-she’s gotten better at her magic,” Galendra stammered.

      “Much better,” Crest added. He held a potion saturated cloth to his still bleeding shoulder—a parting gift from Angelique. “I don’t know who taught her, but she’s improved greatly, even since we snatched Evariste. Maybe Clovicus was teaching her on the side?”

      “Impossible,” Primrose scoffed. “He was busy being a constant thorn in our side in the Conclave. He couldn’t have trained her.” Despite her blustery huffing, she’d only just stopped whimpering several minutes prior over the dagger wound Angelique had inflicted upon her as well.

      “I don’t care how much she improved! Running from her—stirring up such fear that you incited all our forces in the Conclave to flee—is the worst failure we’ve had since my deceased husband’s blunder in Baris!” Liliane leaned into Primrose’s face, her boiling anger making her skin pink. “You have ruined centuries of planning!”

      “So we left early; what of it?” Lazare leaned against the cave wall and folded his arms across his chest. He was the only one of the bunch who didn’t fear Liliane, which Acri wasn’t certain was because he was truly unimpressed with his mother or if his advanced age made him a lunatic. “The Veneno Conclave is beyond repair. They won’t recover from this—at least not before we get our chance to strike.”

      He pushed off the wall and prowled up to Liliane, his eyes glittering in the flicking torchlight. “What I’m most interested in is what excuse do you have to explain why that half-trained apprentice was able to yank Evariste out of the mirror like it was child’s play. Hmm?”

      “Do not use that condescending tone with me, Lazare,” Liliane snapped. “You may be the oldest of our members, but I am the leader!”

      Lazare smirked as he stood up straight and put his hands in the pockets of his robe. “Maybe so. But we almost lost the mirror. That seems like a larger problem than the loss of our control on the Conclave.”

      Liliane balled her hands into tight fists and glared up at the Lord Enchanter, who dared to remind her of their failure.

      He’s either a lunatic or stronger than I realized, Acri decided.

      Liliane spun around. “The mirror was another failure. But, no more.” She paused next to her easel of paints and picked up a small paintbrush. “We cannot afford another mistake. Do I make myself clear?”

      “Yes, Liliane,” the enchanters murmured, Lazare with a little more cynicism than the rest.

      Silence filled the cave.

      Acri watched with amusement as Crest fidgeted, glancing at the other enchanters.

      “At least Lazare is right: the Conclave is weakened. They won’t be a threat to us,” Crest said.

      “They also have no knowledge of where our base is,” Primrose added.

      Liliane perched daintily on a stool. She crossed her legs at her ankles and tucked them to the side. With her blonde hair spilling over her shoulders, she looked picturesque—if one ignored the anger in her eyes.

      “Be that as it may, we will take no chances now. Begin preparations for war, immediately.” Her lips curled back from her teeth as she snarled. “And before we move, we eliminate Angelique. Or else.”
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