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Prologue

1943

IN A MAGICAL WORLD

Hugo mumbled under his breath as he lowered his quill to the sheet of parchment before him. A map was slowly taking shape with each tree he added, every path he created. A thrill coursed through him as he watched the map come to life.

As he licked his lips, he lowered a pair of rather thick magnifying glasses from his forehead down over his green eyes. A red mark graced his forehead from where the glasses had been sitting. He slightly stuck his tongue out the corner of his mouth and carefully drew a small house on the edge of the village of Magically.

“Book four please,” he called out to his empty study.

Open books—with information and pictures about the village—moved above him, floating in circles as their pages softly fluttered. One slowly made its way to him, and he lifted his glasses enough to see it. The pages flipped on their own and stopped on a page that showed the unique design of the village homes.

“How did I forget…” he mumbled as he scanned over the way flowers grew on the side of some buildings.

After a wave of his hand, the book resumed floating around with the others.

He lowered his glasses once more and worked on the flowers as best as he could, the details so small. But every detail was important, even the smallest ones.

A knock sounded from the wooden door across from his desk.

Pulling his quill away from the paper, he called, “Enter.” He looked up, but everything was blurry due to his glasses. He lifted his glasses and blinked to get his sight right.

Merlin the Great stepped into the room, his dark skin aglow with his smile. His vest was pressed with not one wrinkle in sight, ready for the banquet he hosted nightly. Looking every part of the king he was.

Hugo glanced around his messy study, embarrassed. He wished he had cleaned, that he hadn’t thrown endless crumbled balls of paper onto the floor. “My king.” He stood from his chair, his back stiff from hours of being hunched over his desk. He bowed with his right ink-stained fist over his heart.

Hugo owed Merlin so very much. Everything he knew, his title as a mapmaker, the happy life he lived—it was all thanks to the king. Years before, Merlin had healed his sick daughter when no healing spell could. The king had given his seven-year-old a chance to live a full and healthy life, and now Hugo was surrounded by grandchildren!

“Please, Hugo,” Merlin said. “No need to be so formal. You just celebrated ten years here.” He waved a hand. “I do not want to disturb you either way. Just wanted to see how the updated village map was coming along.”

Athena—Merlin’s young apprentice—made her way through the open door. Her long wavy orange hair was pulled back into a ponytail that softly moved with each step. Freckles dotted her nose in the softest way.

Merlin stepped up to the desk, and his eyes scanned over the map. “You never fail to impress me with how quick you work.”

“Thank you, my king.” Hugo looked down at the map fondly. It truly was a lovely map. Maybe not as lovely as the one his mentor had once made—his mentor had made the most stunning map for a magical item, an amulet—but Hugo knew the kingdom would use this one for years.

Athena walked up to the desk, its edge reaching her shoulders. She took a hold of the edge and lifted herself onto her toes to get a better look at the map. Her blue skirt moved around her legs with the movement.

Merlin reached across the desk and patted Hugo’s arm. “Thank you for sharing your talent with the kingdom once more.”

“You added the new inn!” she added in a soft-spoken voice.

Merlin glanced down at her affectionately. “Good eye, young one.” He placed his hand on the back of her head, the touch gentle and caring.

Hugo had met her a few days after she had moved into the castle, but even though it had been years, she still seemed shy around him. So, he spoke softly. “Athena.”

She looked up at him.

“Has Merlin shown you how to move things like this?” He pointed at the books floating above them.

She glanced back at Merlin as if he held the answer.

Merlin simply smiled with a small shrug. “Maybe Hugo can show you, if you ask kindly.”

Hugo placed his thick magnifying glasses down on the desk before moving around it and toward her.

Her voice was small. “May you show me?”

He nodded. “Of course! It is a fun spell.”

Her hands were knotted together in front of her as she stepped up to him.

“It is very easy, and I know you can do it. Merlin tells me you are quite talented.”

“The most talented child I have trained,” Merlin said.

A shy smile formed on her face, and a dimple appeared on her right cheek. Her pale cheeks grew red.

Hugo scanned the room, looking for his wand. His eyes found it sitting on one of the bookshelves that lined the far wall by a bay window. Everything outside was so bright and green. “Get your wand.” He held his ready.

She removed her wand from one of the folds of her dress.

He waved his wand, and the books lowered to his desk, piling up beside the map. “Point your wand at the books.”

She did as he said, her green eyes never leaving him.

He pointed his wand at the books as well. “When you are ready, say float itera, move your wand, and point up with it.”

She did as he said with no false, and a few books moved around the room just like before. To not only get it on the first try but to move three at once? Merlin was right. She was very gifted.

A bright smile formed on her face as she watched the books float around. “I did it!”

“Never a doubt!” He hopped from foot to foot as he sent a few more books up with the others. Though jumping around truly did nothing more to the spell, he was glad to hear her laugh. “You give it a try.”

Athena happily hopped as she sent the last two books up.

He let them float for a bit before pointing his wand and stacking them back on his desk again.

“Hugo, why not join us for the banquet?” Merlin asked.

Hugo stilled, and Athena slid her wand away.

“It would be an honor. I know you would enjoy the jester that is coming.”

She giggled, and when Merlin glanced at her, she whispered to Hugo rather loudly. “He is not very funny.”

Merlin shook his head. “Athena, be kind.”

“I would truly love to,” Hugo said.

He looked up from her.

“But I will take that time to put the last details on the map.” As much as Hugo would enjoy dining with the villagers and Merlin, he knew he had to finish his map. He wanted it done as soon as it could be.

Athena glanced at Merlin, who nodded.

“As you wish,” the king said. “Come, Athena. It is time you go get ready.”

She sighed.

“I do not want you to be late again.”

Before leaving, she glanced over her shoulder and smiled at Hugo. He gave her a soft wave.

“No running around with the guards.” As she stepped out of the room, Merlin turned back to Hugo. “I shall come back after the banquet to see your progress.”

Hugo nodded as Merlin also stepped out of the room. He then picked up his glasses and sat back down to work.

Hugo worked for an hour before a pebble from the ceiling dropped into his empty ink jar. His eyes moved toward it before the entire castle shook.

Putting his quill down, he slowly moved from his chair. The shaking stopped for a moment before it came back even stronger. The books that had once been flying throughout the room fell from their pile on his desk, onto the floor. Anxiety grew within him as he turned and picked up his wand from the desk.

Glancing out the window, he saw that the blue sky was still cheerful as if everything was fine. But it wasn’t. He could feel it. The castle was trembling.

A royal guard teleported into his office, and he jumped from the guard’s sudden presence.

“What is happening?” Hugo asked as dust fell from the ceiling. The room stopped shaking once more.

“Merlin wants you to teleport away,” the guard said.

His mouth dried. “Wha-what has happened?”

Sweat beaded down the guard’s forehead. “The castle is under attack.”

Hugo stumbled back a few feet.

“Some man with a mask is trying to take the gem.”

The gem was a large magical green crystal that gave everyone within the land magic. If this Masked Man did something to it, everyone would lose their powers.

Hugo paled, and his mind spun. This Masked Man clearly had ill intentions. Intentions no one in the land of the mirror had held before.

The castle shook once more, and dust and pebbles dropped from the ceiling.

“I-I cannot go,” Hugo said. “I should help—”

“Merlin, demands that you leave!” the guard said, raising his voice. “He does not want the Masked Man to find you.”

He shook his head, his heart banging in his ears. But before he could protest again, the guard teleported away.

The last thing he wanted to do was leave when Merlin might need his help. He knew he should help Merlin just as Merlin had helped him before. But he obeyed his king’s wishes and held up his wand. “Teleport—”

Pain seized him, and he stumbled into the bay window. He wasn’t hurt; he knew this. There was no one around him to inflict it. But his body still ached as if something had been pulled from his very soul.

With a gasp, he dropped his wand with a thud.

As quickly as the pain had begun, it was gone. As if it had never happened. His mouth dried, and his eyes landed on the window. It seemed as if a dark cloud had fallen over the land. Everything—from the leaves, the grass, and the water—shifted into an odd faded color of browns and grays.

“No…” he mumbled.

The gem had been removed.

 




Chapter 1

December 1954

Achilles sat on his tall golden throne as he watched joyless peasants—whose faces were plastered with fake smiles—dance around the throne room. Half of the guests wore masks over their faces. Feathers and glitter played with the light coming from the large chandelier above, and the shiny floor reflected everyone’s movements. Around each pillar throughout the room, a few people stood, whispering to each other with refreshments within their hands. As he sat, watching it all unfold before him, he found he didn’t care for their unhappiness.

He was glad they feared him enough to pretend to enjoy the night.

The music filling his ears was elegant and cheerful. The band, mostly made of violinists, effortlessly played off to his right. Their melody held a playful tune that called the peasants to spin and dance. He scanned the movements of their patched-up dresses and feathers, finding it dizzying. And a waste of his time.

I shouldn’t be here. His eyes glanced over toward the spiral staircase that led to the second floor, where his map waited for him. He sighed. This is a waste.

Athena’s voice pulled his eyes away from the steps and to where she sat on his left. “It is odd to have people in the castle.” Her green eyes followed the dancers movements before her, and her finger tapped her throne’s gold armrest with the beat of the music. Her rose gold dress hung around her legs like an elegant blanket, the tips of her white heels peeking out from under the hem.

Joy was written across her pale face. He admired her joy for a moment. He’d never seen her smile with so many people around before. Normally, it was an expression for his eyes alone. The dimple on her right cheek appeared softly.

“Were you a child the last time this happened?” he asked.

She nodded, her twinkling eyes never leaving the dancers. She too didn’t seem to care about the stiff smiles floating around the room. “I was eight.” She looked away from everything and pointed up at the banisters wrapping the room above them. Banners—that held a mark that matched the scar that ran across his face, from his forehead to his cheekbone—proudly hung above their heads. “I would watch from the banisters, far too young to join.” Her eyes lingered on the wooden banisters before falling back to the ball.

He took her small hand in his own, making her eyes meet his. “The last ball you were nothing but a slave to Merlin,” he whispered.

She swallowed hard, her smile disappearing. Her eyes flashed with vulnerability, and her hand went to her left arm, where she had been burned before.

“Now they bow to you.” He leaned closer to her, his mouth inches away from her ear. “I am proud of all you have done to get here.” Softly, he kissed her ear, and her smile returned as she pulled away bashfully.

“I am proud of you too.”

They shared a smile before Athena went back to watching the peasants dance.

Achilles’s mind quickly wandered back to the map. I should be upstairs locating the next piece of the amulet. I am wasting time I don’t—

“You look stressed,” she said, pulling him from his thoughts. “And honestly, you look as if you have not slept well in some time.”

The stress of trying to make half a map work kept him up at night. Days passed without finding anything. Though he did know his pale face was marked with light dark circles under his eyes, he didn’t think it showed enough for her to see.

“You know how I feel about this.” He glanced back at the ball in front of them.

Guards moved around the room, their eyes scanning over everyone.

“There are better things to occupy your time with.” Her voice was bitter. “But Achilles”—she took his hand—“you deserve this!”

He glanced back at her.

“I know I forced you to have this ball. But we had to celebrate.” She shook his hand with a smile.

The music came to an end, and the room filled with applause before a slower song began. The room held movement again.

“You killed one powerful Smith, and on top of that, you freed yourself of a deadly curse.”

Achilles shook his head at her words. “But we have not been successful in reading the map.”

“My love, you were so ill.” Pain lingered in her voice. “I truly thought I was losing you.”

He held her hand tighter.

“We need to celebrate your health. We will understand the map. I promise.” Her eyes shined as they locked with his purple ones. “You should be happy.”

“I feel that I could have spent this time deciphering the map.” He needed to understand it. It was his only key to finding the amulet, to bring his mother back to life.

His eyes moved around the room, to the gold all around him. From the pillars to his throne. His mother had experienced poverty all her life, and her health had deteriorated as a result. He wanted to share this life with her, the luxuries he had worked so hard for.

Athena sighed, pulling him from his thoughts once more. Her voice was soft. Gentle. “You keep acting as though you are running out of time.”

They had already fought over the map and the amulet a few times since they had gotten the map five weeks before. The stress of it all made his temper have a short fuse, even with her. Something he felt guilty of. He slumped in his throne.

“Sit up.”

He rolled his eyes as he did.

“Merlin’s map maker will be found soon and brought to us,” she said with a weak smile as he pushed his dark hair back from his forehead.

“Don’t remind me of that mess.” He rested his face in his free hand.

With the map being so hard to understand, they had sent their guards to find the royal map maker, Hugo. Athena had shared that he had worked with Merlin in creating a map for the kingdom, along with many others. But since Achilles had become king, the map maker had disappeared, leaving no trace of his whereabouts. It had been years with no signs of this man being alive.

And he knew Caroline knew what she was doing. He knew her well enough to know that she would not sit by and leave the amulet to him. Not after losing Edmund.

His eyes landed on those dancing and spinning before him. Why did you have to fire that spell? If he had simply left with what he had gotten that October night, he knew there would be no reason for him to worry about any Smith going after the amulet. But he had killed her uncle. And now, there was nothing stopping her from trying to get Edmund back.

His cream color vest seemed to tighten around his neck at the thought.

“Love,” Athena said, making him meet her eyes. “We have everything under control. Remember what I told you.”

He rolled his eyes as he repeated her words from days ago. “Taking a break from something hard can make it easier when you come back to it.”

She smiled softly. “Exactly.”

Her words didn’t give him peace then, and it didn’t now. He glanced at one of the large, rounded windows on the far-right wall. The sun had set, and the ball now reflected in the glass.

“As far as we know, Caroline is at home crying.” She faced the ball once more with a wicked smile as she crossed her legs under her skirt. “Leaving you to find the amulet.”

He took a deep breath, not wanting to fight with her again over what Caroline was or wasn’t doing. Edmund was dead. Caroline was going after the amulet. And each time he stepped away from the map, knowing nothing more than the last, he knew she was ahead of him. That she understood what he could not.

He faced the crowd as his nails dug into the armrests of his throne.

“I really believe you do not need to worry about Caroline,” Athena said softly. “If you and I are having such a hard time with the map”—he watched a guard walk up the steps, his dark armor reflecting everything around him—“she will not be able to even begin to understand it.”

“I don’t want to speak of this anymore,” he snapped.

He didn’t want to be here, and he didn’t want to talk about Caroline.

When Athena opened her mouth to speak, he added, “Enough, Athena!”

“We do not even know if she is going after—”

He looked at her with hard eyes, and his hand tightened around hers. “Stop. Talking.”

She said nothing, her shoulder rising with a deep breath before she pulled her hand free.

The music was nothing but background noise as he folded his hands over his waist. There was so much he didn’t know. He hadn’t even expected the amulet to be in pieces, hidden all over. How many pieces were there? Did she have more? There was no doubting her; he had seen her when her mind was set. And there was not much she wouldn’t do to achieve her goals.

“Achilles, if you are so upset, you may leave—”

“What happened is not something to celebrate!” He gestured to the ball—to the fools dancing with fear in their eyes. “It was a mistake! They can take everything I’ve worked so hard for away.”

Athena sucked in a slow breath. “In time, you will see I am right! Caroline is not as bright as you believe her to be.” After a few beats of silence, her voice—now much softer—filled his ears. “Can we push everything aside?”

He sighed and met her eyes.

“Together, we will win, and you will get your mother back. I understand your fears, but we are stronger than Caroline.” A soft smile formed on her lips, and she took his hand once more. “But tonight, may we dance as carefree as everyone around us?”

“I will feel a lot better once that map maker is found.”

Understanding showed in her eyes. “Trust me, as will I.”

He took her hand into his and pulled her to her feet, her long dress making a soft sound. “I wish not to speak of it anymore tonight.”

Her dimple showed.

“I wish to dance with my queen.”

“I cannot say no to my king.”

Together, they made their way down the few steps to the dance floor as Athena picked up her skirt. The crowd stopped dancing and moved out of their way. All eyes were on them, slight panic in their faces. But he hardly cared.

He placed his hand on the small of her back and pulled her closer. The music was still playing, and without much thought, he moved to the soft romantic beat. The crowd backed away even more, giving them space.

He removed his hand from her back and placed it on her jaw. She smiled as he gently put his lips to hers. They were soft and warm. She then rested her head on his chest as his hand went back to her back.

“I’m sorry I’ve been harsh with you lately,” he whispered into her hair.

“You will get everything you want.” She looked up at him. “I promise. Everything will work out in the end.”

Her words filled him with slight peace.

The beat of the music changed to something quick and annoying. A few cheers filled the room. Confused, Achilles looked around as people spun and changed partners. The space they had to dance grew smaller as everyone who had been standing off to the side began dancing again.

Athena gasped. “I have always wanted to do this.” She looked around the room with a wide smile. “It is a dance to celebrate us.” Her eyes were bright. “Shall we join?”

The last thing he wanted to do was dance with the peasants, but he nodded, knowing he would do anything she asked of him.

With a laugh, Athena spun to the left, her skirt opening around her as she did. He sighed before he went to the left. The mask of his new partner held a golden feather that bounced with each step she took.

 




Chapter 2

 

Caroline Smith wasn’t sure how she had gotten stuck on the dance floor. One moment, she had been crossing the room to reach Sal, carefully trying to stay out of everyone’s way, and the next, a pair of dry and unwelcoming hands had taken hold of her.

Memories flooded her mind of Achilles and of removing the curse. The same hands she had to hold. When she snapped her gaze up, her eyes locked with Achilles, and all the air rushed out of her lungs.

No! This can’t be happening! Her heart drummed in her ears, and her mind went into panic mode.

For weeks, she, Sal, and Norna had worked on their plan. Had thought of everything to ensure breaking into Achilles’s castle would go well for them. Caroline was meant to go with Sal, to where Achilles was keeping an amulet piece he had found, while Norna stayed within the throne room, ensuring Achilles didn’t leave the party. Never did she think she would get so close to the very man she wanted to avoid.

“Don’t gawk at me, peasant,” he hissed, causing her to snap out of her spiraling thoughts.

She closed her slightly open mouth and blinked a few times, not daring to speak. She knew her voice would betray her.

He knew her voice. He knew her.

Grateful for the mask over her face, she looked down to avoid his eyes, busying her mind, as she poorly copied his steps. This is so bad. He moved her to the beat, though she hardly heard the music anymore. Her mask’s golden feather bounced by her temple with each step she forced her body to take.

She stepped on his foot, the dance odd and unfamiliar.

He looked down at her with anger, and their eyes locked.

Her throat tightened. “Sorry, my king…” she squeaked out in a voice that sounded nothing like her own. Chills ran up her arms and clawed down her spine, making the hairs on the back of her neck stand.

Her heart rang in her ears as she let Achilles lead her around the room. They moved past people who seemed far more relaxed than she felt. The footsteps of those around her seemed louder than the music.

“You are a quiet thing,” Achilles said out of nowhere.

She swallowed. “I am just so honored,” she answered nasally, praying it would fool him.

He dipped her, taking her by surprise, and her back popped. Before he raised her back up, she spotted Norna, her cousin’s face covered by her white mask, as she carefully attempted to cross the room to where Sal waited. Her long green dress moved around her as she took a step to her left to avoid crashing into a dancer.

As Achilles pulled Caroline back up, she plastered something close to a smile on her lips and accidently dug her heel into his foot. And though she didn’t mean it, joy bubbled within her as he grunted.

He looked away, uninterested.

She glanced at where Sal stood by the spiral staircase, his soft sun-kissed skin pale and his blue eyes never leaving her. He was dressed in a suit of dark armor like all the other guards throughout the room.

Since Edmund had died, Sal had been working undercover in the castle every few nights. He had taken someone else’s place within the guards, and though she hated it, no one suspected him. Which allowed them to know of the ball and gave them a perfect night to take the amulet piece Achilles had found days before.

“Do I know you?” Achilles asked.

They continued to move robotically to the music as Caroline’s brown eyes found his once more. Fear that the scar on her collarbone would be seen made her feet grow numb. To know that under his vest and poet shirt he held the same scar made her stomach twist in knots. At least she had covered her birthmark with a piece of fabric that matched her gold dress.

Caroline held her breath as her mind spun. She needed this nightmare to end.

His eyes narrowed as if he was trying to place her.

“No, my king,” she said, trying extremely hard to keep her voice calm. To keep her voice different.

A ring sounded, followed by a cheer that echoed throughout the room. Achilles glanced around the room, looking confused, as everyone around them changed dance partners. Caroline pulled her hands off him and spun away without a second thought.

Achilles moved to his left, but his eyes still lingered on her. She tried to suppress her fears, trying to believe he hadn’t understood it was her.

As someone else took hold of her hands, she looked toward the spiral staircase, to where Sal had been at, and watched Norna’s dress disappear around the corner. She then scanned the room. Her eyes landed on a guard who pushed a few people out of his way as he made his way toward the spiral staircase. They had been seen!

All the air rushed out of her lungs. No!

Without another thought, Caroline wiggled her fingers over the shoulder of her dance partner, sending a spell across the room. A second later, a man making his way through the room while holding a glass of wine fell onto a nearby table filled with endless wine filled goblets and treats.

The music cut to a stop, and the crash of breaking glass seemed as if it went on forever. Everyone, including the rushing guard, turned to look at the fallen man. Wine poured out around him.

“You fool!” the woman the fallen man had been speaking with moments before cried.

His feet slipped as he fought to stand. But the rushing guard now walked toward him instead, and a smile formed on Caroline’s face.

****

Norna followed Sal as they quickly made their way up the steps, and the music started once more. She worked to make her steps light as she held her skirt, her heart banging in her ears. He glanced back, his eyes filled with worry.

“She’s fine,” she whispered. Her voice echoed, even with her low tone. “Keep going.”

The stone walls around them caused their steps to echo as well. She hated that the plan had to change, that Caroline was alone with Achilles. Still, she pushed forward. Keep going for Dad.

The sound of overlapping footsteps sounded ahead of them, and Sal froze.

Norna crashed into his back. “Oof…”

The two pairs of steps grew louder. Their eyes darted for an option—for a place to hide—but they were already too high up to go back the other way without being seen.

Norna reached into the pocket of her dress for her wand. To teleport them up and away from the danger. But as her hand wrapped around her wand, Sal pushed her back into the wall, pinning her. She gasped at the impact.

“Too late,” he mumbled.

Without another word, he rested his forearm over her head. Her eyes widened as his free hand took hold of the side of her face. Blocking her from whoever was coming down the steps. Their eyes locked through her mask, his face the closest it had ever been to her own. While she slid her wand away, she could feel his panicked breath on her cheek as he moved his face closer.

In that moment, Norna was glad he had grown a few inches since the fall, making him tower over her. She held her breath.

“Oh…” someone behind them stated.

Sal moved his body as if he was actually kissing her. She could feel his heart through his armor as she ran a hand up his back. Two guards walked past them.

“I wish I had someone like that to kiss,” one guard said as he passed.

“Shut up, Christopher.”

Heat rose to her face. She hadn’t realized she was shaking till Sal pulled her closer, and the footsteps passed. They listened until the steps faded.

Sal stepped back, looking toward where the guards had disappeared at the bottom of the stairs, and gestured for her to follow him. Pushing away her anxiety, she made her way up the last steps and into an unfamiliar dim hallway.

“We’re close,” he whispered as he gestured for her to follow him down the hall.

Many doors lined it, making her mind spin. Following Sal, she hoped Caroline could buy them enough time.

 




Chapter 3

 

The ball’s loud music flowed up the banister behind Norna as she opened the wooden door to Achilles and Athena’s bedroom. Sal stood behind her, scanning the empty hallway and ensuring no one would see them.

Footsteps sounded from around the corner.

He pushed her inside and closed the door behind them as softly as he could.

In the bedroom, it seemed as if the temperature had significantly dropped. The space was poorly lit. The candles placed throughout the room had been blown out—before the ball, she imagined. On the far wall, curtains had been pulled open for each large window, but the moon hid behind the clouds.

Pulling out her wand, she flicked it softly. “Light itera.” Its tip glowed. She moved to one of the candles, picked it up, and pointed her wand at it. The wick lit, and she passed it to Sal.

She looked around, seeing evidence of the space being Achilles’s. Sand dollars of different sizes hung on the wall by a door she imagined led to a closet. Throughout the room were different seashells, some making sculptures together while others sat plain. That’s strange. To her, it was odd seeing something related to peace being in a space that belonged to someone who enjoyed destroying peace for others.

The longer she looked, the more she noticed Athena’s things. A nightgown lay by the bed, which had a tall canopy and a thick red comforter neatly made. A dish filled with jewelry sat on the desk between the two windows, and a few lipsticks sat on the nightstand next to a few glass bottles of cream.

The more she looked, the odder it seemed they would place something so important within it. “Are you sure the amulet is here?” she asked Sal, who moved over to the nightstand.

“They brought it in here,” he said. “Though I don’t know where.”

“And the map?”

“Not in here.” He slowly opened a drawer.

It was so strange to be in Achilles’s room. The space seemed well taken care of, not one surface holding dust. It also smelled of some sort of pine.

Okay. Focus, Norna. While he looked under the bed, she went to the desk and opened a drawer, her hands shaking. In the drawer was a hairbrush knotted with a few orange hairs within the bristles. With nothing else to see, she shut it and moved to open another.

She heard Sal move to the nightstand on the other side of the bed. Each step of his armored feet was anxiously loud against the tile floor. Her stomach twisted.

After seeing nothing but quill pens, their feathers stained with ink, she shut the drawer.

“Athena has a lot of random things in here,” Sal mumbled.

She pulled open a third drawer. Paper filled it to the point it puffed out, and a few sheets fell to her feet. “When do you have to change your post?” she asked as she picked up the paper.

He glanced at the large grandfather clock by the door. “Two minutes.”

Her mouth dried.

The sound of footsteps came from the other side of the door.

Her heart simply stopped, and Sal stood tall, facing the door. She flicked her wand, turning out the light, as he blew out his candle. The air seemed to grow thick. She held her wand tight in her hand, her nails digging into her palm.

Yet soon the long tense footsteps passed the room.

She pulled her eyes away from the door to meet Sal’s pale face. Without another word, they both turned to get back to work. The cloud coverage moved, and moonlight washed the room in a soft glow.

Scanning the desk’s surface, Norna spotted two medium boxes. Swallowing, she set her wand down and opened the one closest to her. An elegant crown glittered in the faint moonlight. She let out a small puff and put the lid back, making sure it went right back to where she had found it.

She then grabbed the other box and opened it. A small blue crystal shined up at her. The very thing she needed to bring her dad back. It was smaller than the others they had found, the size of a grape, but its shining soft blue glass was unmistakable.

“Sal!” she gasped no louder than a whisper. “I found it.”

In an instant, he was at her side. She blinked back some ill-timed tears as he smiled. She grabbed the piece, put the lid back, and grabbed her wand.

She hoped by the time Achilles opened the box, it would be too late. That her dad would be home and that there would be nothing left for Achilles to do. She put the small crystal in a drawstring bag she had at her hip.

“Do you think I have time to get the map?” Sal asked. “It’s in their office.”

Norna’s eyes moved to the clock. He had about a minute left till he needed to be downstairs. It seemed too close to risk it.

“We need to go.” She hated herself for saying so, but Caroline was alone with Achilles, and she didn’t want to leave her cousin with him a second longer than needed.

As they made their way back to the door, Sal moved in front of her and then placed his ear on the door.

Fear that Achilles would somehow instantly know what she had done built up within her. Her mouth was dry, and her heart seemed as if it would rip out of her chest. She rested her hand over the bag at her side. I have it. It’s okay.

“Okay. Let’s go,” Sal said as he opened the door and took her hand.

They made their way down the empty hallway, staying close to the wall and away from the railing where the ball was happening below. The music had started again, and the movement of the dancing couples filled her ears.

As they made their way down, she held her skirt up. Her shoes tapped against the stone steps. She flicked her wand at Sal, and his armor was gone, replaced with black pants and boots that reached his knees. A soft brown vest loosely hung over his white poet shirt, and a mask that matched hers sat upon his face.

When the dancers came into view, they slowed their pace. She glanced at where Achilles had moved, engaged in a conversation with Athena as they sat on their thrones.

Athena smiled at something he said before he placed a kiss on her lips. He didn’t recognize Caroline.

Both seemed unaware of what she had taken, but it didn’t ease her nerves. She would feel much better once they were back in Duck.

“Where’s Caroline?” Sal asked, scanning the room as they slowly walked away from the steps.

The ball seemed stuffy and tight as if every person who lived within the kingdom was packed in the room and dancing close together. As she looked for Caroline’s mask or brown hair, everyone seemed to turn toward her as if they were looking at her. She knew they weren’t. No one knew. No one knew what she had stolen.

“I see her,” he muttered under his breath.

Norna followed his gaze and spotted Caroline as she stepped off the dance floor across the room. Thank God she’s okay. “I’ll go get her.”

Sal glanced at where Achilles sat as Norna headed toward her cousin. She moved her shoulders to the left to avoid bumping into an elderly couple. Pressing forward, she drifted around a few dancers, keeping her eyes on Caroline. Her heart beat louder than the music. She paused to let two giggling teenagers pass before walking around a talking couple.

As she reached Caroline, she cleared her throat.

Caroline turned to face her, and their eyes locked. We have it. The corner of Caroline’s lips went up as if she could hear her cousin’s thoughts.

The guards changed around them as they headed back to where Sal was waiting. Another dance ended, and cheers filled the room. People spoke around them, but as Norna guided Caroline through the crowd while excusing them under her breath, she heard nothing anyone said.

After they drifted around two ladies drinking, they reached Sal, and without missing a beat, he took Caroline’s hand. The three of them made their way out the door, following a few others leaving.

Glancing over her shoulder, Norna saw Achilles still engaged with Athena and laughing. Her eyes burned into him.

You already lost.

 




Chapter 4

 

“I thought you two got caught,” Caroline said as the three of them stepped out of the silver mirror and into Achilles’s old dark home.

The living room was dark and smelled of dust. Abandoned paint cans sat by the mirror, along with wooden beams that spiders crawled across.

“It took you guys forever.”

“Achilles had a lot of things to look through,” Norna said.

Sal picked up a white sheet they had left by the boarded-up windows. He liked to keep the silver mirror that hung on the wall covered so that if Achilles came through, he would know.

After Edmund had died, they had teleported into Mayor Scott’s office, removed the mirror that allowed them to travel to the mirror world, and replaced it with a normal mirror. They had set the mirror world’s mirror up in Achilles’s old house, knowing no one would stumble upon it while the work on the house was on hold until spring. The other side of it now hid within Merlin’s old cave.

“Do you think Achilles knows it was you?” Sal asked as he covered the mirror with the sheet.

“I think I’d be dead if he did,” she answered, and Norna swallowed.

A part of her knew it had been luck. Something she feared she was running out of.

Once the mirror was covered, Caroline flicked her wand and teleported them back into her bedroom at her parents’ house. Sal opened his arms to Fuego, who had been sleeping on her bed and now jumped into his arms.

He laughed lightly as Fuego licked his face, pushing his mask up into his sandy hair. “I missed you too.”

Caroline’s hands shook, the night’s adrenaline still pumping within her. She put her mask down on her white dresser, closed her eyes, and listened to the sounds of the ocean from outside.
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