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Chapter One

Talia bent over and rested her hands on her knees, gasping for breath, her sun-kissed blonde hair almost reaching the ground. Mother would not be happy with her for ditching her escort, but being twenty-one meant she shouldn’t need a guard to travel the fifteen-minute walk to her cousin’s manor. Plus, Tatum was sixty-five years old. If they’d really expected trouble, they wouldn’t have assigned her such an old man.

Helm was a safe kingdom, a place where children played in the woods for hours, where people didn’t lock their doors, where neighbors trusted neighbors.

On her walk, she’d wound in and through yards so Tatum would have no clue where she went, and she lost him at least a half mile ago. Talia shouldn’t have ditched him. She loved the man, a sweet grandfatherly type who often teased her, but she didn’t need an escort.

The light breeze ruffled the leaves above her, and she stared into the green canopy bearing multitudes of shiny red apples. She and Maisy should make an apple pie this evening. Her cousin’s specialty was desserts, and they could throw together a pie in no time. They’d eat that delectable treat in no time too.

Talia’s mouth watered thinking about the sugary cinnamon sweetness. Can’t forget a scoop of ice cream, either.

A gust of air swept a branch from the apple tree towards her, and she reached up and wrapped her fingers around a red waxen surface. She twisted the apple around and found not one bruise on its skin.

She shouldn’t be thinking about taking somebody else’s apple, but it was just one apple, and it was sure to be a juicy treat. She glanced around.

The trees partially hid a ramshackle hovel at the back of the property, but nobody seemed to be outside either there or at the house next door, and tons of massive leafy apple trees filled the yard. They wouldn’t miss one.

Talia plucked the apple from the branches. When she returned home, she’d send an anonymous gift to the tree-owner, perhaps a basket of fine wines or some specialty spices most in the kingdom didn’t have access to.

She bit into the apple, and a light, fresh aroma filled her nose, and a crisp, sweet taste met her tongue. She savored the flavor as she slowly chewed what must be a new variety of apple she’d not yet had. Father must buy some of these seeds to plant at the castle gardens.

A buzzing noise filled her ears, as if a thousand cicadas circled her, and the wind whipped her blonde mane around. She stood in the middle of a swirling vortex, the greens and blues and browns of the world blurring together. A wooziness swam through her head, and her body swayed.

Then the noise, the motion, the wind gusts all disappeared.

Talia placed her hand on the rough bark of the apple tree to steady herself. A wave of sadness swept through her, a queasiness in her tummy. Hopefully, she wasn’t coming down with an illness.

A flicker of movement in the distance caught her eye, a hawk soaring down around a sky-high brick tower, its screech carrying through the still air.

Wait, what? There’d been no tower there moments before, only the small cottage. 

A sizable home in the same reddish-brown brick sat adjacent to the tower. Talia shaded the bright sun from her eyes and slid her gaze up the wall but couldn’t see the top. No windows, either.

“Well, what do we have here?” a woman cackled as she traipsed down the stone path in a long red dress, a deep purple cape flapping behind her and a long braid hanging down her back. The thick silvery braid with black strands shimmered in the sunlight, but her smile was not bright. “An intruder, I see.”

Her gleaming eyes took Talia in from head to toe. Despite the hot sun, a shiver flowed through Talia’s body, and she wiped her clammy hands on her jade linen dress. The urge to run overtook her, but she remained where she stood. She must at least apologize for trespassing.

“I’m sorry. I wandered into your yard by accident, but I’d best be on my way.” Talia turned to leave.

“Unfortunately, you’ll be staying for a while. Justice must be served.” The woman flashed an impish grin, but beyond it was a chilling strength.

The blood in Talia’s veins turned ice cold, and she rushed for the house next door. “My parents are expecting me. I really must go.” She was so close that she could see the home, the children and mother coming out their front door.

“You stole my apple.” The razor-sharp words snapped Talia still.

“I didn’t steal anything. I—” A wetness leached into her skin, and she stared at the mushy apple in her hand, the bright red skin now a mottled brown, and the fleshy insides black. A worm wriggled out of a hole, and the smell of decay filled her nose.

“The proof is in your hand, you half-wit,” the woman growled, and the apple tumbled from Talia’s grasp to the ground, exploding into a poof of black powder.

What was going on? Was the apple drugged? Had she fallen asleep and was having a nightmare? She shouldn’t have left Tatum behind.

“My father is—” The king. But this woman would take advantage of him. “My father will compensate you for this apple. I apologize for taking it without asking.”

“It’s too late.” The woman grimaced at her pointy boot and rubbed a spot of dirt off the side.

Talia took off for the house on the other side of the trees, her legs pumping. A few more short yards, and she’d be safe from the loon behind her. Talia’s body slammed into something hard and solid, and she bounced backwards, her head thunking the ground.

What the bejesus? She sat up, a bit dazed, and rubbed her eyes. No obstacle was in her way. No tree, no wall. Her head pounded, but she had to escape this woman. Talia jumped to her feet and sprinted off, but once again whacked into something unseen.

Her fingers met the rough and scratchy bark of a tree. Except there was no tree in front of her. She felt around, but it extended up and to the sides.

“Help,” she cried to the woman and her children playing in the yard next door, but they didn’t look up. “Help me, please,” Talia screamed. She pounded on the invisible tree or wall or whatever it was with her fist.

But there was no noise… nothing. And she only came away with a scratched up hand.

And the laughter of the woman behind her.

“Nobody can hear you,” she spat. “Holler all you want.” 

Talia slowly turned around to the imposing woman. Her face showed the age of Talia’s grandmother, but her expression was hardened, not light and airy as Nana’s. The dress was one of wealth and not a small cabin on the outskirts of town.

Talia looked again to the large brick home shrouded by trees, the grand tower rising to eternity. The hairs on the back of her neck rose. “Who… who are you?”

“Such an impertinent girl. I will expect better from now on.” The woman huffed. “I am your new employer, but you can call me Zella.”

 


Chapter Two

New employer? The woman was crazy.

Zella stalked away, and Talia tried to make a run for it again—there had to be an opening in the invisible wall, but her feet started parading through the long grass after Zella as if they had a mind of their own. She grunted in an effort to stop, but the house got closer and closer.

Zella was a witch.

Growing up, Talia had heard stories about witches from the adult folk, but she always thought the myths were meant to keep children from wandering off. Her lip trembled as Zella forced her to march. The witch was taking her inside and would cook her and eat her, or feed her to the wolves.

“Please let me go. I’m begging you. My father will pay you—” Talia’s march halted, and Zella sneered at her.

“Quiet, you sniveling thief.”

“Please don’t eat me. I don’t have much meat on my bones, and I probably don’t taste very good.”

“Enough drama.” Zella threw her hands up and spun around. “As if I don’t get enough of that around here.” She continued towards the house, and Talia’s feet trotted behind her, but not of her own will.

Talia snagged a low branch on a passing tree and held on for dear life, but the branch ripped out with a snap. Zella sprung around, her wide eyes darting from the tree to the cracked branch on the ground to Talia. Then to the tree.

“You’re lucky nothing happened to my apples.” She scowled and headed off.

Talia frantically searched the yard for someone…anyone…but saw no sign of her escort or anybody else, and soon they reached the house. The air was cooler, the sun not as bright, and Talia craned her neck to look at the round tower blocking out the sun. She couldn’t see the top.

Talia’s feet carried her inside, and Zella waved her hand. The door slammed shut.

“Charlyn,” Zella screeched. “Get your worthless butt down here.” She strode down a hallway, with Talia following, and entered an elegant living room with fine furniture and shelves of glass bottles and other containers. Talia couldn’t tell what was inside them though. Large windows framed by velvet drapes let in the sun, brightening the room immensely.

They proceeded to another smaller room filled with even more wall-to-ceiling shelves. Zella took her place behind a grand cherry wood desk, and Talia’s feet stopped off to the side. A heavy book lay open, but Zella paid it no attention and dug in her drawer. She removed a quill, uncapped a small bottle, and began writing with a deep red ink on a piece of paper.

A woman about Talia’s age hustled into the room, her thick auburn braid flying behind her.

“Yes, Zella?” She looked up with wide eyes.

Zella glanced at a clock on the wall. “I called you five minutes ago.”

“Yes, I know, but I was in the middle of…” She noticed Talia standing there and frowned.

Zella followed Charlyn’s gaze. “This is Talia. She is—”

“How did you know my name?” Talia was stunned. Did that mean Zella knew she was a princess?

“Did I speak to you?” Zella snapped, gripping her quill tightly. A drop of red ink fell to the paper, and Zella swiped her finger, removing most of the red but leaving a stain.

It almost looked like… blood.

“I’m sorry.” Talia shrunk back. Charlyn was giving her the evil eye, and Zella was about to bite her head off. She tried to remember the stories she’d heard about witches, but none of them ended well.

“I caught this girl stealing my apples, and now she needs to work off her debt.”

“But I only had a couple of bites.” And her father could pay for it.

“Do you know how much magic was contained in those two bites? How many years it’s taken to grow that apple? Nobody appreciates hard work these days.” Zella returned her focus to the paper and wrote out a few more lines while the two girls stood there watching. Finally, she laid down her quill and looked up. 

“Sign this.” Zella thrust the paper towards Talia. “It’s our agreement about you working off your debt.”

Talia mustered up her courage. Zella couldn’t do this to her. “What if I don’t?” She hadn’t even read it, and she wasn’t sure she wanted to.

“But you will.” Zella smirked, and Charlyn let out a snort. Talia’s feet carried her around the desk, and her hand lowered to the quill. “Hard work is good for the soul.”

Talia fought the movement with all her might, but she was a marionette, and somebody else was controlling her.

“Okay.” Talia had no choice, so she reached for the paper and scanned it quickly. “Three years? You expect me to work for you for three years for one little apple?”

Zella pounded her fist on the table, and Talia jumped. “That was a magic apple, and it will take me three years to replace it, so you darn well will be working for me for that time.”

Talia felt her hand reaching for the quill again, and within a few seconds, her name was scribbled across the line. Zella smiled in satisfaction and signed below Talia’s name.
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