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      Fierce snow pelted Everson Wrestin as he trudged back home, winds from Mount Wreya battling down at him as if to dissuade him from returning. But he’d finished with his deliveries for the day, and all he could think of was curling up with a cup of tea and a book.

      By all the gods and Omens, he didn’t want to be out here—trekking through the snow. And his small flat back in Wrestia wouldn’t be much warmer, since he’d been gone all day, but at least he’d be out of the wind and snow. Once he got the fire going, it would take a few hours to warm the drafty place up. But it was all he could afford while he saved up to attend Ravenshold University.

      Everson sighed, his breath clouding before him only to be whisked away by the next gust of wind. He pulled his hat lower and shivered. He wished he had a warm cozy place to call his own. If he went back to the palace and asked his stepbrother, he’d be able to live in his old quarters again.

      That was the last thing he wanted to do.

      Stuffing his hands farther into his coat pockets, he trudged on. Then he glanced up. Something strange had appeared at the corner of his vision. A cottage at the edge of the wood. He made deliveries to the outskirts of Wrestia every week—how had he never noticed it before?

      It looked a little run down, but smoke came from the chimney. A gust of wind bowled into Everson, sending shivers down his back. Perhaps he could seek refuge with whoever lived there until the winds died down. They had a fire; he could warm up before heading home. He turned toward the cottage, feet numb with cold as they sank into the foot-deep snow.

      When he reached the cottage porch, he stomped the snow off his feet. The door hung from a single hinge, giving the place an aura of abandonment. But the aroma of smoke was real—someone must be nearby.

      He knocked, the sound muffled by his threadbare gloves. “Hello?” The wind howled at his back and pelted him with snow.

      No answer came from inside. He gave a shout, competing with the winds. “Hello? Can I come in and wait out the storm?”

      Cold air stung his lungs, and he shivered violently. He wasn’t cut out for delivery work, but it was the only job he’d been able to hold down since leaving his stepfamily’s palace. He’d spent most of his early years indoors, never one to enjoy the year-round chill of the northernmost city of Viridia. At first, he’d stayed indoors because he preferred his books and the warmth of his childhood home, but when his mother had married a noble, Everson had had to keep to his new rooms out of necessity, lest he accidentally divulge his secret to his new family.

      Everson had wanted to escape from Wrestia after his mother and stepfather died. He’d had his heart set on Ravenshold University, where he could devote himself to his studies instead of hiding in his rooms. But he refused to take any of the money his stepbrother had offered him when he’d left the palace and struck out on his own. And look how far I’ve gotten, he thought bitterly. A delivery boy, freezing his limbs off in a snowstorm.

      He banged his fist on the door once more, harder this time. The wonky door shifted a little, and Everson could see the firelight flickering inside. “Hello? Can I come in please?” he asked through chattering teeth.

      From all the children’s stories he’d read of witches and evil faerǔn, he wasn’t sure if it was a particularly bright idea to enter someone’s woodside cottage without permission, but he knew some things in those fairytales he’d read as a child weren’t true—like the legend that all faerǔn were evil witches.

      He was certain of it, in fact, because he had been born with the silver hair and slightly pointy ears of the faerǔn-touched—and he didn’t think himself particularly evil.

      His mother had known, of course, but would never speak of it—except the day she’d married Vastion the First of Wrestia. That day, she’d pulled him out of his reading nook in the palace nursery where he’d been deposited early that morning while his mother dressed for her special day.

      At age seven, Everson hadn’t minded his mother marrying a noble, especially if that meant he could explore the palace and the ice gardens, and—even better—the large library tucked in the east wing. That is, until she’d drawn him aside that morning.

      “Everson,” she’d said, her hands behind her back as she paced the nursery, looking like the most beautiful princess in her gown with her blonde hair sculpted into braids. “Today is an important day. And you must know that I love you and accept you as you are. But the world can be a cruel place. You know that silver hair of yours marks you as faerǔn, don’t you, my love?”

      Everson nodded. Since he could remember, his mother had made him wear caps, even indoors, to cover both his stark silver hair and slightly pointy ears. Neither his mother nor his birth father had passed him such a thing. He’d read the stories. Faerǔn traveled from their own realm to steal babies and swap them with their own sickly kind.

      He didn’t believe the tales. But after he’d seen a traveling faerǔn chased from Wrestia by a mob carrying torches when he was five, he knew others did believe them.

      Eyes swimming in unshed tears, she paced over to him and sank down, her beautiful ice-blue wedding dress pooling around her. She took his little hands in hers.

      “Vastion is a kind man, but Wrestia is not a tolerant place. I hope…someday I can speak to him about it. But until then, keep your secret, all right?”

      The noble had a son as well and had grown lonely as a widower. He’d met Everson’s mother by chance at the winter solstice celebration, and even seven-year-old Everson could clearly see that the two of them had fallen in love.

      Everson nodded again, tugging at his cap. It was a new one, which the haberdasher had crafted particularly for the big day. It was a little big—to accommodate the coverage needed for his ears—but Everson didn’t like them too tight, anyway. His soon-to-be stepbrother, Vastion the Second, had already taunted him about wearing hats indoors, then skipped away down the halls of the ice-colored palace singing a naughty refrain.

      Now standing on the doorstep of the cottage at the edge of the wood, Everson tugged at his cap in reassurance. This cap was a far cry from the riches he’d had while he lived in the palace, but after his mother and stepfather had both passed away from the Fen flu, Everson couldn’t stand having to keep to his rooms to avoid scrutiny, no matter how many books he’d squirrel away from the vast library or pastries he’d pilfer from the kitchen. With his mother gone, he no longer felt welcome there, and Vastion’s “joking” remarks to the same end didn’t help. Everson still didn’t know if his mother had ever brought up his faerǔn heritage to his stepfather.

      Everson huffed and pushed on the door. “Hello?” he tried one last time. Still no response. The crooked door swung open. The cottage was completely empty. But a cheerful fire was roaring in the hearth to his right, and he rushed to stand in front of it, holding his palms out as he looked around. A passing traveler must have lit the fire and then left, because grime and dust coated the place like it had been abandoned for years. Only a lingering scent of tea, roses, and something else he couldn’t identify remained. It reminded him of his mother and her teas. He smiled.

      He turned around to warm his back, surveying the cottage. An empty loft sat above a kitchen nook that appeared just as barren. There was nothing else to the interior of the cottage besides a few windows blurred with age, their sills coated in a thick layer of dust. The window closest to the fireplace was tucked in a corner, cozy enough to read by, should he choose to delay his return home. A few chapters, maybe. He just wished there was somewhere he could sit down and relax.

      If he hadn’t been staring directly at the empty corner by the window, he wasn’t sure he’d have believed it when a red and gold chaise lounge winked into existence right in front of him. He swallowed, taking a hasty step back.

      Everson yelped as heat seared him. Then he scrambled away from the hearth, turning to make sure he hadn’t caught fire. He must have only been the victim of a stray spark. Once he finished checking his coat for the third time, he had to wrestle with the fact that he’d just watched a piece of furniture appear out of nowhere.

      He shook his head. No, he’d been reading too much, imagining something like that. But when he lifted his gaze, the thing was still there. He crept toward it, filled to the brim with the need to know for certain if it was real.

      He inched closer and closer, his hand extended. The wind outside howled, and he flinched, fingertips finally meeting the smooth material. It was real. Or as real as a magical piece of furniture could be.

      Was it some magical chaise that only appeared when you needed it? Indeed, it sounded like something from one of his fairytale books. He gave it a poke, but it didn’t feel particularly magical. The desperately logical part of his brain was still trying to bring up the idea that maybe he simply hadn’t noticed it when he first came in—but he shut that thought down. He had seen it appear.

      Tossing fears of cursed faerǔn couches to the wind, he flung himself down to sit with a hysterical chuckle. He had been looking for somewhere to sit, after all.

      He only wished he had a new book to read—the only one he’d brought with him was a spare novel he kept in his satchel for downtime at the courier’s. That book had been thumbed through so many times, its binding was in danger of falling apart.

      When he leaned over to retrieve his satchel, he saw a black leatherbound book sitting on the end of the chaise, which definitely hadn’t been there before. Like magic.

      “What in the name of the Omens?” Everson muttered, mouth hanging wide as he stared at the hardcover.

      He shot to his feet, looking around frantically. “What is going on?” he demanded of no one in particular—or perhaps the cottage itself, because it couldn’t be… It couldn’t be magic.

      Could it?

      He stripped off his damp, threadbare gloves and tossed them on the floor near the hearth. Then, he picked up the book. Covered in black leather with gold foil designs stamped onto the cover, he couldn’t resist running his fingers over the indentations. He shivered, but that was more likely from the dampness that had seeped into his clothes, so he brought the book over by the roaring fire, careful to keep it a safe distance from possible stray sparks. He sank down to sit cross-legged on the floor and positioned the book before him. Dozens of questions rattled his mind. Where had it come from? Had it really appeared because he had wished for it?

      But most importantly… What was the book about?

      He lifted the front cover and gasped when he saw the title page. It was Turn of the Tides, the newest installment of Vindo Jeffryson’s epic Whirl of the World saga!

      “How in all the Omens…? This book hasn’t made it to Wrestia with the traveling tinkers yet!”

      He flipped through the pages, eyes scanning the text, then slammed it shut. No. He didn’t want to spoil it for himself! He had to sit down and read this book properly! And now certainly wasn’t the time…

      The hairs on the back of his neck stood up, and he looked around the cottage once more. “What is this place?” he whispered.

      He had only noticed the cottage when hoping for somewhere warm to wait out the storm, and then a fire had roared in the hearth as if waiting for him. When he’d wanted somewhere to curl up by the window, the chaise had appeared. And the book—he’d wished for a new book to read.

      By the Omens, this was probably the newest book on the continent.

      He shivered again and stripped off his boots, socks, scarf, and finally his hat and coat to lay out to dry beside his gloves now that he was starting to warm up.

      The socks he’d removed were full of holes, and even more threadbare than his gloves. I really wish I had some thicker socks, he thought idly. He gasped when a fluffy pair of wool socks appeared on the floor before him, and he hastily stuffed his feet into them. He let out a pleased sigh, his eyes wide. As much as this felt like a fairytale, it was becoming increasingly clear that whatever he wished for, the cottage provided. Unless the snowstorm had addled his brain.

      What else could he wish for to test his theory?

      First things first, he wished for new, warmer clothes. His heart pounded when they appeared, and in a daze he promptly put them on, laying the wet ones by the hearth to dry. The soft, thick fabrics caressed his skin like a warm bath after battling the storm.

      “I wish I had a cup of tea,” he wished next, and one appeared in a large mug with a handle, exactly the way he liked it. He took a hasty sip and burned his tongue a little, but held onto the cup just the same, the heat warming his fingers. He couldn’t believe this.

      Next…

      His gaze landed on the book. He tugged on his chin as he thought. Sure, it looked like the book it claimed to be, but how did he know that the cottage had provided an accurate copy?

      “Or are you taking them from elsewhere?” he mused aloud, looking up at the empty rafters. The wind howled outside as if in response, and Everson felt even more grateful that he’d found this cottage. But the book…

      He wanted to summon more, but first, he needed to know.

      He dragged the chaise in front of the hearth, causing it to scrape loudly along the wooden floor and pulling it back and forth until it was just right. Then, he retrieved the old book from his satchel. A few pages made valiant attempts to fall out as he carefully cradled the old thing. It was Gren Vi’s Exploration of Villikry, an account of the famous explorer documenting his journey across the country and its faerǔn roots. It’d been one of Everson’s favorites since he was little—knowing that the faerǔn were once celebrated had always made him feel less…alone.

      “I wish I had a copy of Gren Vi’s Exploration of Villikry,” he said, looking up at the rafters expectantly. When he looked down, a slim green hardcover sat beside him on the chaise. He swallowed.

      When he idly wished he had a table to compare the two, one appeared before him, a low table just in front of his knees. He let out a hurrah, starting to feel lightheaded. This felt like a dream—one he never wished to wake from. He stood up, sat back down again, then moved both books over to the table, laying them out next to each other.

      His well-loved copy was made of ancient black leather, the embossed words on the cover faded from years of use. Pages stuck out at angles, coming loose from the glue binding them. The new one had bright gold foil announcing the title on green leather and hard gold edge protectors on the corners. The pages were lined up pristine and precise, beckoning his fingers to reach out and delve into them.

      He remembered his abandoned cup of tea on the floor and retrieved it before beginning his examination. It was all well and magical that the cottage granted his every wish, but he was making a valiant attempt to reserve judgment on the books. Sure, it looked like a beautiful copy of the book, but what of its contents?

      Taking a sip of the now perfectly cooled tea, he sat down to work, opening both books and flipping through the pages side by side. Of course, he’d read Exploration of Villikry dozens upon dozens of times, and could probably recite it word for word, but he skimmed both pages for accuracy’s sake.

      As he flipped each page, excitement bloomed in his chest. Between hasty sips of tea, he leafed through the books, finally and joyfully coming to the conclusion that they were indeed identical.

      The cottage could make books.

      The cottage could make books!

      His head swam, and he put his tea down on the table lest he spill it before leaning back upon the chaise.

      After staring up at the rafters for a few minutes—or a few hours, he wasn’t really sure—he finally straightened. His thoughts raced, book titles surfacing in his mind, and before he knew it, volumes were appearing in his hands. He set each one on the table, running his fingertips over their glorious covers.

      Book after book. Heavy hardcovers, slim novelettes, a large blue leather-bound hardcover with silver foil, a set of paperbacks with symbols on the covers, and more. One after the other. His fingers ran over spine hubs, across ribbon bookmarks, along soft indentations of foil lettering, down gilt edges, and around smooth paperback covers.

      Soon, he was practically buried in stacks of books. Tears welled in his eyes. It was almost too much.

      He’d always suspected magic existed. And now he’d found it here, in the cottage at the edge of the wood.
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      The storm rattled the shutters on the little cottage, and Everson glanced around at the piles of books he’d summoned. He’d exhausted his mental list of favorite books, which were now piled in great stacks around the cottage. The new Jeffryson book still sitting on the low table called to him. He navigated around one of the chest-high piles of books and picked up the prized volume, eager to enter its pages.

      He had to move a few stacks off the chaise and wished for a few more logs for the fire, which he tossed on the blaze, earning a few sparks that flickered up the chimney. Stomach growling, he asked for another cup of tea and a plateful of biscuits. The tea appeared…and nothing else.

      He groaned. “Sandwiches?” he asked hopefully. Nothing. He tugged on his chin. So the cottage had limitations after all. Even though his stomach was grumbling, he couldn’t resist the Jeffryson book much longer and opened the first page. Besides, the tea should hold him over until…

      Until he went home? He frowned. Home was a rundown flat, the best he could afford while he saved for the university. Even if the snowstorm wasn’t still raging outside, he couldn’t imagine returning home now that he’d discovered this place. It had been abandoned when he’d found it, after all.

      He wished for a warm blanket—then another two—and settled in to read.

      Neverending books, cozy blankets, and tea? He was never, ever leaving this cottage.
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        * * *

      

      Everson awoke when the book slipped out of his hand and landed on the floor with a bang, which made him lurch upright. He had to get to work, had to…

      He glanced around the cottage, remembering last night and where he was.

      Daylight had begun its weary battle against the snowbound countryside, the sun hardly daring to peek its head over the horizon. It was no surprise to Everson that he’d fallen asleep reading—that was how he always fell asleep—but to awake here…

      He stood, a smile bursting across his face as he took in the results of last night’s furious book summonings. Dozens of stacks now illuminated by daylight made the cottage hard to navigate, but he made his way to the crooked front door to peek outside. When he wrenched it open, he was greeted by an icy chill. He wasn’t surprised to see the snow had gathered in a drift as high as his knees in front of the door. Clear dawn presided over the fallen snow, and ice crystals twinkled over the landscape and every tree branch in sight. He inhaled, the familiar and sharp scent of snow biting his nostrils, and turned to shut the door. It gave him a fight once more, and he couldn’t get it to close quite all the way.

      His stomach growled, and he frowned. With the daylight—and the very real prospect of losing his job at the courier’s should he not show up, Everson realized that he did, indeed, have to leave the cottage. He needed to eat at the very least, and to eat, he needed the money he’d get from his job.

      Or did he?

      It didn’t take long to discover another of the cottage’s limitations when he asked for coin and none appeared. Even if he couldn’t summon food or money, the books and everything else were worth it.

      A plan brewed in his mind, and he asked the cottage for more layers of clothing, a cloak with a hood, a new pair of boots, and some snowshoes. Then he asked for a new hat, a warm knit cap that he pulled firmly over his ears. Finally, he tucked the new Jeffryson book in his satchel along with the new and old copies of Exploration of Villikry and made his way out into the snow.

      The trek back to Wrestia was even more difficult than ever. Normally, it was because he had his dreams set on moving to Ravenshold, enrolling in the university, and delving into their famed library. But now…now he had his own refuge, and he was loath to leave it.

      He made it to the courier’s office just in time. His boss Filgaria handed him a stack of envelopes and one small package, eyeing his new clothes.

      “Those are nice, eh?” the gnome said as she leaned a magenta-tinted elbow on her low desk. “Will be nice and tidy for delivering that package.”

      Everson, still daydreaming of the cottage, looked down at the mail in his hands with a frown.

      The package was addressed to Vastion Wrestin.

      His eyes bulged, and he opened his mouth. “Can’t someone else…?”

      “Sorcha’s already been in, and Franz is off today.”

      “But—”

      “Hand to hand,” Filgaria warned in a singsong tone, pointing at the sign hanging outside the shop window—Hand to Hand Couriers. She’d painted the wooden sign herself, magenta lettering highlighting the letters carved into the wood.

      Suppressing a groan, Everson signed off on Filgaria’s clipboard and headed back into the cold. Whatever luck of the Omens that had rubbed off on him when he discovered the cottage was wearing off. With every fiber of his being, he longed to return there now, but he needed to keep his job.

      He flipped through the rest of the heavy envelopes, memorizing the locations and mentally mapping his route before stuffing everything into his satchel. His brand-new gloves bumped against his new books, and he gave himself a small smile as he headed toward his flat on the way to the palace.

      As he passed Beautemps Bakery, he inhaled wistfully, salivating as he looked through the window at all the pastries lining the front counter and the soup tureens lining the back. Perhaps he could spare a couple coins now that he wouldn’t need any of his budgeted money to buy new books…

      But his pockets were empty, and he had food at home anyway. He trudged past Ragnan Square and down Munin Street, stomach rumbling something fierce as he headed for his flat. Up two flights of stairs that somehow always smelled like wet dog—even though no one in the building owned one—he let himself into his flat with his tiny brass key. His modest bookshelf greeted him when he entered, but he headed straight for his kitchen cupboards. He didn’t have the patience to build a fire, so he ate some cheese and day-old bread. I wish I had a cup of tea, he thought, then he barked a laugh. He’d already grown spoiled with the magic of the cottage!

      Part of him had wondered if he’d suddenly developed his own magic, but now he knew for certain: it was indeed a magical cottage.

      “I’d better get going,” he muttered to himself. The sooner he could return to the edge of the wood, the better.

      Everson couldn’t bear to let the leftover bread and cheese go to waste, so he wrapped what was left in a waxed cloth and tucked it in his satchel. He stalked over to the bookshelf and pulled a slim wooden box from between two books, then inserted a key in the lock. Inside were his meager savings—still nowhere near enough to enroll at Ravenshold University what with the rent on his flat and his small food and book allowances. But he could cut out two of those expenses in one go by moving to the cottage. He shoved the little black box into his satchel, its contents bulging so much that he had to do the clasps to keep it shut.

      Before leaving, he pulled a sheaf of paper from a stack on his bookcase with his nerves jumping madly and penned a letter to his landlord.

      
        
        I, Everson Wrestin, hereby declare my notice of departure from flat 3B. I have found other living quarters and am paid up until the end of the month.

      

      

      Heart soaring in excitement, he slipped the letter under his landlord’s door on his way out and headed back into the brisk morning.

      As much as he didn’t want to deliver the parcel to his stepbrother, he thought he’d best get it over with. The sooner he was done with his deliveries, the better.

      However, the longer he walked down the frozen streets, and the longer he was away from the cottage, the more it began to feel like the whole thing was a dream. Doubt crept in, and he wondered whether it might have been a little too hasty to give his landlord notice so soon. He kept patting the books in his bag to reassure himself. They were still there, as were his clothes and boots, so the cottage and the magic must have been real. But what if someone else came along and claimed the cottage while he wasn’t there?

      He hastened down Vastgar Street, past the ice gardens. A cursory glance through the large open gate revealed some of the ice sculptures: a magnificent ice dragon swirling around a frozen fountain with jets of ice spiraling out of the fountain as the main attraction. The dragon was surrounded by dozens of other sculptures—from nine-tailed foxes to massive flowers, to more beasts of myth and legend. He’d toured the ice gardens with his mother nearly every day before she’d married Vastion the First and they’d moved into the palace. Once she’d become a nobleman’s wife, she’d been too busy for daily walks, and Everson had been lucky to get her to come with him once a season.

      The excitement of the morning had melted into a black pool of dread in his chest as he spotted the palace. He clutched his bag like the books were the last bit of warmth in a raging blizzard.

      What was it that made returning home so difficult? The memories not yet painted with rose-colored hues, which still twisted like a knife in a wound? The terrible need for acceptance that always rested just out of reach?

      Digging out the parcel addressed to Vastion, Everson let himself in through the servant’s entrance. The guard stationed there recognized him and gave him a nod.

      “Hand to hand,” Everson muttered to himself, shaking off the cold as he found himself enclosed in the warm, dark servants’ corridors. He took the familiar path to the main receiving chambers, encountering no one on the way, which made things easier.

      Spilling into the receiving chambers, he caught his breath at the sight of the empty thrones at the head of the room. His eyes were immediately drawn to his mother’s chair, slightly smaller than the other but equally as elegant, carved marble with swirls reminiscent of the ice sculptures. His eyes stung, and he looked away from the thrones, cursing Vastion for not being in the proper location. These were public calling hours, weren’t they? Annoyed, Everson glanced at the ornate clock on the far wall. They were.

      Sighing, he stalked through the room, heading for the doors the public would normally enter through. They were flung wide, but no petitioners stood waiting. It was early, he supposed, but where was Vastion?

      As he strode through the open doors into the main entry of the palace, he almost ran into a large orc. Thanking the Omens he’d caught himself in time, Everson stepped back, an unwitting smile bursting over his face. Halmund Fraumine, the massive orc in charge of the palace’s servants and guard, would have knocked Everson senseless if they’d collided. Halmund’s leaf-green face broke into a toothy grin, lips stretching over his protruding fangs.

      “Evers, my boy!” he roared.

      Everson braced himself as Halmund threw an arm around him in a rib-cracking hug, and he gave the orc a feeble pat on the back. “It’s nice to see you, Halmund,” he croaked, breathless.

      “Likewise, likewise!” Halmund pulled away and looked Everson over. “You’re looking well! Met someone, have you?”

      “W-what? No, I⁠—”

      Halmund tapped the side of his nose knowingly. “Sorry. Had that euphoric look about you.”

      “Oh, I suppose—new books—” Everson struggled.

      “Ah! Of course. Our scholar! Any word on the university?”

      “Not yet,” Everson said, but was he pleased he didn’t sound as morose as he normally did when people brought it up.

      “Of course. Vastion’s out this morning, touring the ice gardens with his betrothed, but he should be back soon.”

      “B-Betrothed?” Everson demanded. “Vastion?”

      “Aye, he’s taken to walking the ice gardens with her every morning to get to know her better.”

      Irritation burbled into Everson’s throat, as he remembered the walks with his mother that had been taken from him by this very palace. He frowned, his jaw clenching involuntarily.

      “Ah, there he is,” Halmund boomed.

      Everson started, his arms crossing tightly over his chest. Vastion was alone, striding down the corridor toward them, raven-black hair cutting sharp angles in conjunction with his jawline and cheekbones. A smirk brought up the corner of his mouth as he hailed him. “Brother! So nice of you to come by. To what do we owe the pleasure?”

      By the way Vastion was eyeing Everson’s satchel, Everson frowned, crossing his arms even tighter. “I think you know, Vastion. I’ve a parcel for you.”

      “Well? Hand to Hand, isn’t it?”

      Everson’s scowl deepened. “You did this on purpose,” he said, tugging at the parcel to retrieve it from his bag. But in his haste, he dislodged one of the bulging books and sent the new copy of Exploration of Villikry flying. It hit the floor between them with a slap.

      Vastion bent over with a flourish to pick it up. “You’re not still reading this, are you? Though I see you’ve invested in a new copy, at least.”

      Everson yanked it out of his hand and held out the parcel instead.

      Vastion didn’t take it. Instead, he turned his back and strolled into the receiving room, clearly expecting Everson to follow—which he had to do in order to deliver the Omens-cursed parcel.

      After exchanging a look with Halmund, Everson followed, safely tucking his book back in his satchel and redoing the clasps.

      Vastion paused at a side table to pour himself a tiny glass of sherry, holding the decanter expectantly over another empty glass.

      Everson shook his head and kept frowning. “I’ve got other things to deliver,” he said curtly. Not to mention he wanted to make haste in getting back to the cottage. If it had all been a dream born of the snowy madness of the storm, perhaps he still had time to catch his landlord before he made any other arrangements. But the new clothes he’d summoned and the books in his satchel were a solid reassurance against the hysteria. His desire to return was beginning to ache something fierce. How was he supposed to concentrate on work with the promise of such a place awaiting him?

      Vastion sniffed the sherry and sipped it, eyeing Everson. “Fine, give it here.”

      Relief flooding his limbs, Everson handed the parcel to Vastion, then turned his back and headed toward the door.

      “You might want to see what it is,” Vastion called.

      “I doubt it,” Everson said, retreating as quickly as he could.

      “It’s for you, actually.”

      Everson halted in his tracks and pinched the bridge of his nose. “It’s for…” Turning on his heel, he spun to see Vastion pulling a brand-new hat from the packaging, even higher quality than the new one he’d summoned from the cottage. “So you tricked me into coming here.”

      “Worked, didn’t it?” Vastion tossed the hat to Everson, who chose not to catch it, letting it fall to the floor in front of him.

      Everson turned back to the door, shaking his head as a sour feeling filled his stomach. Vastion had always been full of tricks.

      “Look, I would have sent you a letter if I thought you’d open it⁠—”

      “Omens, and why wouldn’t I?” Everson shot sarcastically over his shoulder as he continued to leave.

      “How else was I supposed to invite you to the wedding?”

      Everson’s steps slowed.

      “And introduce you to my betrothed,” Vastion hurried on, his voice growing closer as he pursued Everson. “Look, I need you there for the ceremony. I want you there. Please. I’m sorry I’ve always been a total prick.”

      Finally, Everson stopped, his throat swelling. Vastion never apologized. What had gotten into him?

      “Ah, here she is now,” Vastion said, coming up beside him.

      A woman entered the receiving room, dark skin wrapped in an ice-blue gown that was all the fashion with Wrestia’s upper class these days, with a tight bodice and fur-lined shoulders sweeping out like decorative pauldrons. Her skirts were long and lined with fur to offset Wrestia’s unforgiving climate. Her black hair was coiled tightly in braids that were woven into a bun and gave her an elegant bearing from the tip of her head down to her smooth jawline. And her face…it was one Everson knew well.

      “At last, we meet again!” Druida called, holding out her arms as if she might embrace Everson. He stepped back to avoid any such thing.

      “Druida Glace is your betrothed?” Everson whispered, his heart hammering painfully in his chest.

      “Of course!” Vastion said with a grin. “Once she saw past my prickly exterior, we became quite smitten.”

      Druida clucked her tongue. “Or our prickly exteriors clashed for so long growing up that they finally melted away like snowflakes in the south.”

      She came to join elbows with Vastion, and he said, “Clever, isn’t she? I keep telling her she should write a book of poetry. Bet you’d read it, eh, Everson?”

      “I-I—” Everson stammered. “I have to go. Congratulations.” As soon as he’d blurted out the words, he turned heel and ran.

      By all the gods, what were the chances that the woman his brother chose to marry was the one person who knew Everson was faerǔn?
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      Everson’s knees wobbled when he spotted the cottage, half buried beneath yesterday’s snowfall. Not a hint of smoke came from the chimney. But it was there. He wiped his suddenly damp eyes and staggered forward, heading straight for the crooked door.

      “Thank the Omens,” he breathed as he entered. The place was just as he’d left it, though the fire had gone out. A smile warmed his face at the books stacked throughout the cottage and the cozy chaise by the hearth. He did his best to close the door, but it still wouldn’t shut all the way. It wasn’t drafty enough to be a problem, just mildly irritating.

      He set his bags down on the floor, and went over to the hearth, where he discovered a few coals still had life in them, so he quickly got to work building the fire back up. Elation was filling him up like a balloon—particularly after his harrowing jaunt to the palace.

      After he’d left his brother, he’d completed his deliveries and stopped at Beautemps for a quick bite of soup. And to purchase a bursting bag of pastries. The baggy-eyed baker had hoisted extras on him, since it was near the end of the day and they wouldn’t keep, which was why Everson had gone there last.

      As he warmed himself before the roaring fire and nibbled on a cranberry scone, Everson thought, I wish I had a cup of tea. When it appeared on the low table, aromatic steam rising to meet him, he groaned in delight. “I don’t think I’ll ever get tired of this,” he whispered to himself. He made quick work of the scone now that he had tea to wash it down.

      Tomorrow was his day off, and on his walk he’d thought out detailed plans for what he wanted to do with the cottage. But he wasn’t going to wait until tomorrow to get started. He brushed crumbs from his fingers and stood, adjusting his vest. I wish I had a large oak bookcase.

      Everson leapt back as one appeared directly in front of him, blocking the hearth. “Omens!” he cursed, running a panicked hand through his hair. The bookcase towered over him, solid oak polished with a dark finish and subtle ornamentation on the top corners. He leaned over to peer behind it. It wasn’t in danger of getting burned, but this couldn’t stay here…

      Placing one hand on either side of the gargantuan thing, he maneuvered it to the nearest wall beside the hearth, sliding, scooting, scraping, and shoving it into position. By the time he got it into place, he was sweating, so he took off his coat and laid it over the back of the chaise, staring up at the magnificent bookcase. It was nothing like the cheap pine one back at his flat, which Everson himself had fixed more times than he could count—since the middle shelf kept collapsing under the weight of his books. Everson ran a hand over the shelves, the grain of the wood telling a story beneath his fingertips. Grinning, he went to the nearest stack of books and started placing them on the shelves.

      There was no order to it. For now, he just wanted to get the books off the floor so he could summon more shelves—and eventually more books. Next time, I’ll ask for it closer to the wall, he thought to himself with a snort.

      He couldn’t help but study the books as he shelved them, internally cataloguing their titles and trying to memorize their covers. He was in awe of the blessing from the Omens that he’d found this cottage. He supposed his brother marrying Druida was the Omens’ way of evening out his luck. He frowned, wondering if Druida had already told Vastion his secret or if it was only a matter of time before his brother found out he was faerǔn.

      But Everson had already prepared for that outcome. He hadn’t taken any Wrestin money nor even the inheritance his mother had left him. He didn’t want any of it. Everson had wanted to make it all on his own. So if Vastion found out, the only thing Everson would lose was a stepbrother who had always been “a total prick”—even in his own words. He shook his head, not wanting to think about that right now. No, right now he had a magical cottage to experiment with.

      The shelf towered over him, and he gave it an experimental push. He would need to secure the furniture to the wall, unless he wanted it crushing him with the weight of all his new books.

      Though if I had to choose a way to go… he thought wryly. Then he snorted and asked the cottage for a hammer, a heavy-duty leather strap, some nails, and a stool. He’d done the same for the bookcase in his flat, so he had a general idea of how to do it. He cringed as he hammered one end of the strap into the beautiful bookcase, but it was at the top where no one would ever see it. Then he maneuvered the other end of the strap flat on the wall, where he secured it before getting down to study his handiwork.
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