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To my parents, the most supportive in all twenty-five and a half realms
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FOUNDED BY THE FAIRY GODMOTHER IN THE AFTERMATH OF THE FALL OF CAMELOT


REALMS MOST RELEVANT TO THE TALE


Arthurian: encompassing Camelot, Iselkia, and the Montagne des Chevaliers


Aurelia: Ellie’s home realm


Glentess: home to the Rubissia Forest


Lac des Reines: seat of the DeJoies’ power and home to the Evermore trees


Midsummer: home to the Fairy Godmother Academy


Mistoria: famed for its palaces and fashion


New World: nonmagical realm spanning most of the world, including Boulder Falls, Wisconsin


Tragevelia: home to Roses and Needles Finishing School


REMAINING REALMS




Aristi


Avalon


Cherrault


Croakenville


Dragon


Emerald


Enevizia


Hobgobble


Lendian


Lira


Manyloch


Merelle


Nymareath


Regali


Rue Charmante (the Half Realm)


Selkieswamp


Underground


Unseen
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Dearest Reader,


It is for you that I write, though my tears blot the words and my aging heart trembles and quakes.


Too long have I lived with these secrets. Too long have I shouldered the lies.


The truth, hidden at night,


Must now come to the light.


You see, dear reader, when the world was young and I was old, magic did abound. Kingdoms and castles of dappled sun—houses and cities in clouds and seas.


Until one day, that fateful day, it all disappeared from your stories.


Pages were wiped.


Minds forgot.


And the world continued on.


Wars were fought, machines were made, memory of magic a ghost.


But not for us all. No, not at all.


I beg your forgiveness, dear reader. I should have told you much sooner.


And now I fear, oh yes, I fear, we shall all pay a terrible price.


But let’s begin in the middle, where all stories start and stop. ’Twas an autumn day, worlds away, with a boy and girl yet to fly.


Once upon a time…
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ELLIE


ROSES AND NEEDLES FINISHING SCHOOL, TRAGEVELIA REALM, 715 YATRDOC (YEARS AFTER THE REGRETFUL DEMISE OF CAMELOT)
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A COPPER TANG STUNG ELLIE’S NOSE.


Fairies above, was that… blood? Bianca, Ellie’s fluffy white cat with mismatched blue and black eyes, twitched her tail once.


Twice.


Thrice.


Three tail twitches. Spiders skittered down Ellie’s spine. Bianca smelled blood, too.


Ellie was unharmed, her bedchamber unmussed, her overdue library books still cluttering her desk, fire still crackling in the hearth. Nothing was out of place. Yet the smell remained, its source invisible. Haunting.


Ellie peeked up her chimney, where gremlins were prone to hiding after snatching secrets and tucking them into their pockets.


Nothing. No sign of blood.


Ellie shivered, glancing at the mysterious letter on her bedside table—and the reason she was still awake at thirty minutes to midnight despite her Fairy Godmother Academy entrance exam in the morning.


Sir—she double-checked the name on her letter—Sir Masten had to explain himself soon. Ellie had never heard of him. Yet the letter was there, all the same, addressed to her, down to the last detail:




Dear Ellie Bettlebump, neglected stepsister to the gracious, beautiful to-be Princess Bella, frizzy hair in both rain and sun, excruciatingly average:





The last word snagged Ellie’s focus. Average. Slumping into her cushions, she looked down at her body, still adorned in her drab school skirt and cardigan, her wild mess of dark curls covering half of it.


Mother would be most displeased to hear she was, in fact, excruciatingly average.


Ellie shook her head and continued reading.




At midnight on the eleventh of October, you will receive vital information. You have been dutifully informed by Sir Masten, Knight of the Twenty-Five and a Half Realms.





Ellie’s eyes darted to the ticking grandfather clock for approximately the 836th time that day. 11:36 PM.


She groaned.


Would some stranger burst into her little bedroom? She’d tidied just in case. Her Castle Tending professor would be so proud. She’d fluffed her cushions, swept the floors, and crammed her dirty clothes into the wardrobe she’d accidentally enchanted to screech when it didn’t like Ellie’s outfits, which was most days.


In a school with over a thousand rooms, Ellie’s bedchamber was the only space she loved. She had to show it off. With its sloping ceiling and tapestry of unicorns adorning the stone wall, it was a happy place, with just Ellie and her thoughts.


Her toads loved her.


Her cat loved her.


No one could hurt her here.


Tilly burped in her face for the sixth time that night. Ellie scrunched her nose and nudged the spotted toad off her quilt, toward Tilly’s toad friends near the flickering fire.


Ellie had no real human friends to speak of, but toads? Oh, she had toads. Despite attending Roses and Needles Finishing School since she was five for her ever-so-important “socialization,” Ellie had yet to meet anyone who could stomach her rather prominent toad collection, much to her mother’s dismay.


It wasn’t Ellie’s fault. She couldn’t help that she was, you know, a witch.1 And as we all know, toads adore witches. Find their toes quite sugary.


That’s not to say Ellie liked the toads. How could she when they were solely responsible for her eternal banishment from any high-society event forevermore? Including her own stepsister’s wedding. Mother’s words still burned in her ears: How am I meant to trust you at such a grand occasion? You’re sure to make a fool of yourself. Why, just this Solstice past, Headmistress Olga informed me one of your toads hopped onto Her Majesty’s wig at teatime!


A minor mishap.


Ellie’s skin prickled, the way it always did when she focused too deeply on Mother, for somewhere in her heart, she knew: Her banishment wasn’t about the toads.


No matter how many times Ellie promised never to accept her witch magic, as long as it remained, Mother would never approve.


She waited for a glimmer of grief, a speckle of tears. Nothing came. She’d already cried. Tears wouldn’t help her now.


Bianca twitched her tail three times again—but there was still no blood in sight.


With nothing else to do, Ellie paced. If only she had her own fairy godmother, like Bella and Bella’s great-great-great-great-great-grandmother Cinderella before her. She could help Ellie attend the wedding.


11:42.


Ellie scratched her palms. This night needed to end.


She hopped to her window and peered at the school entrance, bordered by the renowned Glitter Lakes. How would Sir Masten find her? Could he even get past the boarding-school guards?


Unlikely. The guards were enchanted stone lions with a ferocious appetite for bones. It took all Headmistress Olga’s efforts to keep them from eating students, let alone intruders.


Would a new letter fly through her window? Ellie had kept it wide open.


As the International Fairy Postal Service wasn’t required to abide by societal rules, it sent letters zooming through the sky with reckless abandon. Mother revealed it caused quite a stir at court.


11:44 and thirty seconds.


This was impossible. How was Ellie supposed to wait another—she counted on her fingers—fifteen minutes and thirty seconds?


Groaning, she lifted her gaze to the star-stippled ceiling enchanted to catch her daydreams. A great city with steel buildings that spiked through clouds glimmered across the stars and stones. She didn’t know the name. Mew Fork? New Cork? She’d only heard it once. It was forbidden, people said. They wouldn’t understand us, others said. The twenty-four and a half magical realms must keep to themselves, hidden across the earth behind impenetrable walls of magic. It was the first rule Ellie remembered ever learning, enrapt as she was with the notion of adventure.


Once, there were no walls, no separation, millions united under the Pendragon Empire. That was Before. Before the Fall of Camelot. Before the Deep. Before three quarters of the world lost all memory of magic, sending those who knew the truth into hiding.


Needless to say, the response to Ellie’s desire for adventure had been a resounding no. But maybe the councillors and queens and Mother and everyone else she’d ever met were wrong, and nonmagical people would be more accepting of her witchiness than her own people were.


She stretched her fingers as if to catch the image of the unnamed city in her palm, and it vanished into wispy smoke.


Perhaps not.


No matter; as soon as the Fairy Godmother Academy accepted her, she need never worry about her witchiness again.


Everyone revered fairies—they weren’t the ones responsible for the Fall of Camelot.


Witches, though…


This was the second rule Ellie remembered learning: Never reveal she was a witch, for witches’ contaminated, malevolent magic brought down the greatest empire the world had ever known.


Far better to be a fairy, and at the academy, she would study under the Fairy Godmother herself. Surely that would grant her an invitation to Bella’s wedding. When Mother saw Ellie in her brand-new tulip gown, she’d exclaim, “Oh, how lovely you look! How fortunate I am to call you my daughter!” Stepsister Bella would coo over Ellie’s blossoming fairy magic. For once, no one would mind the toads.…


The letter burned out of the corner of her eye.


Unless this Sir Masten got in the way.


She paced. And paced. And paced. Until at last, as the clock struck midnight and Ellie nearly burst from her skin, Bianca hissed at Sir Masten’s letter—which now dripped scarlet blood.


Ellie’s heart pattered so quickly, she could hear it through her thick gray sweater. As the ringing clock reverberated in her bones, Ellie snatched Sir Masten’s letter off her dresser.


Where blank space had been before, an invitation was now scrawled in blood.




Dear Ellie Bettlebump, average:





Well, at least they’d left out excruciatingly.




You have been drafted to serve as a Knight of the Round Table, Protector of the Twenty-Five and a Half Realms.





Ellie’s heart no longer worked. She read the letter again and again, yet no matter how many times her eyes scanned the horrible contents, they remained unchanged.


Drafted.


She’d been drafted. And according to the letter, she had only until October 31 before the knights stole her away.


She’d always known there was a chance, but with only twenty-five new twelve-year-old recruits from the whole world every year, the chances were slimmer than slim. They were almost nonexistent.


Ellie hugged her pillow, willing her fingers to stop shaking. This couldn’t be happening. She had her Fairy Godmother Academy exam in the morning. Bianca stalked into her lap, tail still twitching back and forth, pausing every three beats.


Yes, she knew there was blood. It was all over her fingers now.


She squeezed her eyes shut, her future mysterious and foggy.


No one knew exactly what the Knights of the Round Table did, other than protect the realms. Shrouded in secrecy since the Fall of Camelot, they supposedly guarded King Arthur’s long-gone broken sword. But how they did that? And where? And why?


No one knew.


Only that it was a requirement—sealed by the deceased Merlin’s powerful, ancient magic—that there must always be twenty-five new recruits, lest the world tumble into darkness once more.


And that once drafted, people served for life.


This was a death sentence for everything Ellie had ever known. Everything she’d hoped for.


She balled her fingers into fists.


Ellie would not go quietly.


She would take her exam in the morning. She would pass. She’d be granted a special fairy godmother bedroom in the flowering towers of Treelala Castle. No knight could reach her there.


She still had time.


Ellie counted on her fingers. Twenty days to be exact.


“Forsooth, thou must depart my weary sight; be gone into the lost Forgetting Place,” she whispered, clutching her fairy scepter.


She couldn’t remember when she’d first heard the fairy spell, nor the moment she’d discovered she was part fairy. She hadn’t inherited the wings, pointy ears, or penchant for eating daisies. She certainly wasn’t granted a scepter at birth by the great Fairy Godmother herself, as is customary. But fairy magic listened to her, and this spell had lingered in her mind as long as she’d known life, as true to her as her name. She didn’t know where that place of lost things was, only that it had accumulated its share of Ellie’s possessions and horrible memories, bottled so she didn’t have to remember.


Best for some memories to remain lost, and things to remain forgotten.


The letter whisked into the night, but not before droplets of blood sprinkled her duvet. Ellie’s heart seized as she took in the form they left behind—a sleeping dragon, for King Arthur’s fallen Pendragon Empire.


She hurled the duvet to the ground, though later, as she attempted to sleep, shivering beneath her thin sheet, she couldn’t help but think: Some fates, not even she could escape.


Footnote


1 But please don’t tell; she’s highly sensitive about it.
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CAEDMON



NEW WORLD REALM, BOULDER FALLS, WISCONSIN, 2019 AD1
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CAEDMON LIKED TO WANDER.


Those looking for wanderers never found them. It had to happen by accident. Caedmon didn’t mind meeting people that way. It was his parents he wanted to avoid. Fortunately, parents only ever found footsteps, which were easily concealed.


This particular wander brought Caedmon to a great tree with drooping leaves cascading into a bubbling brook, near the edge of the forest of Boulder Falls, Wisconsin.


He didn’t know how many minutes passed as he dropped sticks and stones into the water, watching them float and sink, float and sink, again and again.


Maybe his friend Jimmy would like to join.


Maybe his ghost would come spend time with him.


Or, more likely, tease him for moping.


Caedmon stretched out in the grass, the sweet smell tickling his nose. Ghosts weren’t real. He knew that. And neither was Jimmy.


Not anymore.


Mom said she understood. Dad said Caedmon would get through it, though as far as Caedmon could tell, there was nothing to get through. There wasn’t one side and another, like the tunnels he and Jimmy used to race through, listening to distant trains screech.


There was only empty space where his best friend should be. Only the sound of plunking stones in water. Plunk, plunk, plunk, buzz and chirp and a whistling wind.


Caedmon preferred it to people speaking.


Mr. Barnsworth had warned Caedmon he couldn’t miss another class, and that next time, he really would tell the principal. Words like “expelled” and “failed” had floated through his ears.


Caedmon couldn’t bring himself to care.


He ran a hand through his floppy brown hair, scrunching his pale forehead. School had always been his thing, even to the point of letting Jimmy copy his homework.


But what was the point if your best friend could die, your life could change, and there was nothing you could do to stop it? No amount of learning could help him. Nothing helped him.


He flipped to his back and lay utterly still, despite the faint tickling of a worm inching across his ankle and the warmth against his cheeks warning him to wear sunscreen. Maybe, if he were still enough, he could stop time. Stop his mind from replaying those final days in the hospital.


No one knew how Jimmy got so sick, so quickly. No one knew why he died. Only that one day he was fine, and the next his heart stopped working.


And he was gone.


Sometimes he thought he saw Jimmy out of the corner of his eye. Laughing, as usual, his hair sticking up in all directions. Jimmy would’ve hated the funeral. If ghosts were real, Jimmy would’ve pulled pranks on everyone there. When Jimmy’s little sister slipped on a banana peel at the wake, Caedmon could’ve sworn he’d heard his friend cackle.


But it’d only been Jimmy’s mom screaming, afraid a second child of hers was about to die. Another sound Caedmon would have to banish from his embarrassing, terrified thoughts at night.


A faint rustling stirred the grass.


Probably a squirrel.


Though that didn’t explain the hairs rising on Caedmon’s neck.


The rustling grew louder.


Caedmon peeked through nearly closed lids. If his mom or dad had found him, would he run? Trudge home and sneak out again later? Groaning, Caedmon propped himself up on his elbows. “Sorry, Mom.”


Silence.


No one was there.


Even the brook seemed to have stopped bubbling. The cicadas didn’t stir; the grass stood still.


Something crinkled, like pieces of paper, as a red droplet appeared on Caedmon’s foot.


Red like… blood.


Caedmon lurched upright, though his ankle felt healthy enough, free from scrapes or bites. Something wet and warm dripped onto Caedmon’s neck—there, a letter, tied to a branch.


That explained the crinkling.


The paper was blank but for the dripping of blood from the corner. Like it hurt to reveal what it needed to say. The weeping willow creaked, listening. Waiting for him.


In majestic, looping handwriting, words began to scratch the page. Every fiber in Caedmon’s body wanted to bolt, but his feet refused to move.


Because his own name stared back at him.




Dear Caedmon Tuggle, depressed friend of deceased Jimmy Bensen, despicable grades for someone of above-average intelligence, crush on Mellie Melowski, modest upper-body strength, still believes in Santa Claus:





Caedmon’s cheeks flamed. Okay, it’s not that he believed in Santa Claus; he just thought it was stupid to rule it out completely just because nobody had met him. There was a difference. And he’d never told anyone about Mellie, not even Jimmy. He shook his head and continued reading, only to be reprimanded for ignoring a previous letter telling him he’d receive this letter. Come to think of it, his mom had mentioned something a couple of days ago—but he cared so little about anything these days, he’d promptly forgotten.




You have been drafted to serve as a Knight of the Round Table, Protector of the Twenty-Five and a Half Realms. Your escort will arrive at 9:00 PM sharp on the thirty-first of October, 2019 AD / 715 YATRDOC. Please bring the following required materials:


• Your finest fighting sword


• Your best example of craftsmanship in any art form


• One Familiar (Two can be requested upon application. Three is poor luck and worse manners. Must not exceed 1,000 pounds each. As of 710 YATRDOC, portapoofs are strictly prohibited.)


• Sir Artemis the Great’s Lessons Learned Throughout the Realms by Sir Unken Fendlefiemmer (Available in most local bookstores, though an order form for the Fairy Godmother Shop of All Things has been included should you not find it or live in the nonmagical realm.)


• Three common poisons of your choosing (Rogle root, pixie’s breath, and gargoyle toe are all appropriate options.)





Poisons? Knights? And what on earth was a rogle root? Was pixie’s breath a flower? Caedmon turned the paper over, his mind catching up to his fear. That couldn’t actually be blood. There had to be a trick to it. But no matter how many ways he turned the paper and squinted at it, he couldn’t find the trick.


Unless… ghosts really were real and Jimmy was playing one of his darker pranks. Goose bumps rippled up his arms.


He dropped the letter in the dirt and ambled toward home. Pranks or no, Jimmy was dead.


And it was unfair to remind Caedmon that all Jimmy could ever do again was play pranks from the grave.


Footnote


1 Which happens to be the same as 715 YATRDOC, for those of you who have not taken my Lessons for Children on the Importance of Timelines in the Twenty-Five and a Half Realms; How Realm Thirteen, the Dragon Realm, Severely Miscalculated the Length of Its Existence, Sending All Realms into Chaos for a Hundred Years; and How We Shall Not Forgive Them No Matter the Price, Particularly Stanley.
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CAEDMON NEARLY FORGOT IT WAS HALLOWEEN UNTIL trick-or-treaters showed up on his doorstep wearing costumes. Of course, it wasn’t actually Halloween; Boulder Falls’s superstition banned trick-or-treaters from asking for candy on Halloween because the last time they did, the mayor fell into a beehive. So instead, kids dressed up a week earlier. Tonight, a goblin, a princess, and a ghost held out plastic orange jack-o’-lanterns.


The smallest—the ghost—grabbed Caedmon’s hand, her fingers sticky. “Do you have lollipops?”


For a moment, Caedmon only stared at her. He hadn’t thought of Jimmy’s ghost note in days, banishing it to the back of his mind along with everything else, so all that existed in his head was a pleasant buzz. A complete absence of anything.


But the girl’s oversize white sheet reminded him of Jimmy’s ghost sending him letters. He didn’t like being reminded. Caedmon glowered. “No.” He slammed the door and stalked back inside, ignoring the little girl’s wails of protest.


From the living room, the TV flicked off. “Were those trick-or-treaters?” his dad called. Though Robert Tuggle looked like a ferocious bear with his wild beard and broad frame, he was one of the gentlest people Caedmon knew and probably wouldn’t approve of his behavior.


“No,” Caedmon lied. Lying felt good. It was the only thing that did these days.


“I made apple pie, bud,” his dad continued. “Your mom and I were about to have some. Come join us?”


“No,” Caedmon repeated, jumping the stairs two at a time so he could escape to his room.


Once inside, he leaned against the door. His blue walls were the same. The orange bedspread was the same. The comic books on the floor, the abandoned Xbox in the corner he hadn’t wanted to play since Jimmy died.


All the same.


And all… empty.


Caedmon didn’t even reach the bed before collapsing in exhaustion, sprawled on the floor. He squeezed his eyes shut as hot tears prickled. Crying was stupid. It wouldn’t change anything.


“That’s an odd place to spend your time,” murmured a strange voice.


Caedmon’s eyes flared open. He screamed.


Upside down from his spot on the floor, a woman with a sparkling blue dress, tiara, and violet spiky hair swung her legs from his windowsill. She pouted. “Wait, why are you screaming? I put my face on and everything!”


“You… you put your face…?” Caedmon shook his head. “Who are you and why are you in my room?”


Rather than answer him, she hopped off his windowsill and started picking random items off his bookshelf and flicking through them. “Peculiar taste in books, too.” She pulled out his school textbook on ancient civilizations and squinted at it, turning it upside down, her strange silver eyes roving over the pages. Eyes that didn’t look… human. “What’s this Rome place?”


“That… that’s for school!” Caedmon protested, flipping upright and inching toward the door. “Rome is… it’s a city in Italy and… the ancient Romans were really powerful.…”


He grabbed the doorknob. It didn’t budge.


The woman threw her head back and laughed, the sound too large for someone so small. “Oh, I forget how delightful it is to talk to New World recruits. You have nothing inside your skull, little knight, and it pleases me.”


Caedmon took some offense to that. If nothing else, he was good at school. Maybe not these days, but still.


“Who are you and what are you doing here?” Caedmon tried again.


“Roxie, Roxie, I go by sweet Roxie,” she chanted. “And trust me: This is the worst part of the job. But you know, it pays the bills, and I like my rum collection.” She pulled out a bottle of rum from her poofy dress. “Rum?”


“I’m twelve,” Caedmon stammered.


Roxie shrugged. “Legal age is fourteen in the Dragon Realm. Though that might be because they’re terrible mathematicians and miscalculated… well, everything.”


“The Dragon Realm? What?”


Roxie grinned, revealing pointed, glittery teeth. Caedmon flattened himself against the door. He was embarrassed to admit it, but for the first time in weeks, he wished for his parents.


All they’d done since Jimmy’s death was rush upstairs to coddle him, and now was the time they chose to leave him alone?


“It’s a realm far from here.”


“Like… a parallel universe or something?”


Roxie cackled. “Oh, you delightful fool. Not that far. All this universe, all this world. Realm is the ancient word for kingdom, and our kingdoms are ancient, honored things. The magical realms are simply unknown.” Her eyes sparkled. “Secret.”


“That’s impossible,” Caedmon whispered.


“Nothing is impossible with a healthy dose of magic, dear one. There are twenty-four and a half magical realms hidden around the world, with walls of fire and ice and brittle bone to keep out sneaky, pesky, prying things.”


Caedmon cleared his throat. “Sure. Okay.” He had a feeling if there were walls of bones around the world keeping them from magical kingdoms, someone would have put it on social media by now.


Her eyes narrowed, as if reading his mind. “You would never see the walls from this side. All you would see is barren nothingness that stretches into the rest of time. It fills human hearts with such sadness, such unending grief, their souls unable to understand why they cannot touch and taste our magic, that they ignore. They do not see. So, what is empty to your eyes remains magical to ours.”


Caedmon blinked. Her description stirred something in him. Some long-forgotten emotion. Like… want. Curiosity. He buried it back down. “I don’t believe you.”


“Little knight thinks he’s cleverer than Miss Roxie! Little knight, little fool. The Dragon Realm is”—Roxie twirled his globe and pointed somewhere in the middle of the Mediterranean Sea—“there. Surrounded by flames as glorious as the sun. But don’t worry: Actual dragons have been dead for centuries. If they ever existed at all.” She winked. “‘With arrows in their wings and ice on their tongues, they plunged to the sea, one by one. The curse of Camelot had wrought its worst, its screaming people all dispersed. The children cried when the dragons died, now their memory remains mere legend-spun.’” Roxie sighed. “Sometimes I wish I could fly back to the time of the curse and understand what we lost that day. And see if the dragons really did exist, once upon a time.”


“They didn’t,” Caedmon said flatly. She sounded really confused.


Her eyes twinkled. “You have so much to learn, young knight.”


“Knight? I…”


Jimmy’s ghost letter. Blood pounded in Caedmon’s eardrums. “I’m not a knight,” he managed to whisper. “I… I’ve never used a weapon.” He took archery class at camp one summer, but he was pretty sure that didn’t count.


“Not yet. But you’re going to become one of the twenty-five. Would you rather stay here, Boy Who Reads Books About False Histories? Whose best friend died, leaving him alone? Or would you rather come with me and learn about every secret the world’s been hiding from you? Would you rather become someone special, guarding ancient, terrible secrets that could send cities tumbling to dust if left with the wrong person?”


This was too much.


Everything this woman said was ridiculous.


And yet… there was nothing for Caedmon here. He was nothing here. Just emptiness. Suddenly, the past few months of darkness, of living in his own shell, threatened to engulf him. What Roxie promised meant escaping, and escaping sounded good. Escaping sounded like it could make him whole.


And it was that flicker of hope that made him hesitate. “I… can’t,” he protested, then shook his head. He knew better than to believe in the impossible. “You’re lying.”


“Naught but facts, naught but truth, naught but reasons, little knight. Reasons you seek, answers you must know, of a death that should have never been.” Her strange eyes watered. “Of lost life you still mourn.”


Breathing became difficult, his lungs frozen, everything frozen. “What reasons? What are you talking about? How… No one knows how he died.” His voice broke on the last word.


He hadn’t mentioned Jimmy by name, but Roxie’s eyes whirled, like she knew. Like she saw.


“The world changes, little knight, and my bones like it not. Because you’re a nonmagical recruit, you have more time to prepare. Be ready in a week, Caedmon Tuggle. The Knights of the Round Table are waiting for you.”


With that, she hopped onto his windowsill and fell headfirst to the earth. Caedmon yelped, lunging for her—but she was gone.
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ELLIE
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ELLIE WOULD NOT WAIT FOR KNIGHTS TO DECIDE HER fate. As October 31 loomed and the Fairy Godmother Academy had yet to deem her worthy, she hired one of the school carriages.


The Daily Fairy had mentioned her stepsister would choose her wedding dress at the Mistoria Palace that afternoon, which meant the Fairy Godmother would surely be there.


And Ellie would arrive to impress.


She clutched her satchel of handmade veils, each spun with the finest fairy magic she could muster. What was more impressive than a veil woven from frothing sea spray? Or another with flowers that never wilted? Or her favorite, spun with glittering stars? The Fairy Godmother might just grant Ellie admittance to the academy on the spot! And come July, Ellie would attend Bella’s wedding celebration. Mother would coo in delight; Olivia DeJoie, the meanest girl alive, would cringe in jealousy; and Ellie would be the belle of every ball forevermore.


She peeked at her starlight veil to make sure it was still there, still perfect. Ellie was unusually gifted with starlight magic—bottled, woven, sparkling in soups.1 Most people damaged the starlight somehow, so it eventually lost its splendor, or worse, its pure light and hope-giving magic.


Never so for Ellie. It would dance in her palms, sparking and wild and beautiful. She even kept a tiny fragment of starlight in her pocket for luck. The essence of starlight was rather common, but figments of stars themselves? Ellie considered herself blessed by every saint to have found such a treasure.


The carriage jerked, jostling Ellie out of her daydreams.


“Stay sharp, mademoiselle,” the driver said. “Looks like trouble on the border.”


Ellie nearly toppled out of the carriage to glimpse the commotion.


The Daily Fairy often reported tales of teenagers trying to break the walls with shattered glass or young children turning left when they ought to turn right, staring at the walls for hours upon hours as if waiting for the walls to slip or yank them through and imbue their hearts with untold magic.


Ellie understood. The walls were magnetic. Hypnotic. Forged with some of the most powerful magic of the realms.


And all were heavily guarded.


This one was pale, translucent, and swirling with brightly colored mists.


Soldiers surrounded the fleeing culprit with pointed swords, a glowing golden light gathering in a maelstrom around their weapons.


A middle-aged woman screamed, fingers scrabbling for the wall, hair burning in the light.


“Look away, mademoiselle,” the driver instructed.


The woman shot a bolt of silver light toward the sky. Something in Ellie quivered, like it was listening, watching. It yearned to help.


A second bolt of light speared the walls. They shuddered and quaked, the vibrations rippling into the earth and the curling cobbled path beneath their carriage. Ellie’s blood went cold as she slammed against the gleaming wooden door. Her grip on her satchel tightened. This was not a mischief-seeker or a wandering lonesome child. This was a witch. She’d heard rumors of witches trying to sneak into the New World to hide, hoping, as Ellie did, they would find kinder souls, but she’d never seen an attempt herself.


“Curtains, shield!” the driver commanded. With a reluctant twitch, the curtains wriggled shut. Ellie tried tugging them open, but they wouldn’t budge.


The woman’s screams filled her ears—claws raked down her heart. What was happening? What had they done to her?


The driver gasped. “What in the name of Saint Guinevere?”


Ellie clutched her fingers to still their trembling. “Is it not always like this?”


His face colored, as though he hadn’t meant to speak aloud. “Ahh, no. The Knights of the Round Table are generally at the border to prevent fighting between fleeing citizens and the—ahh—temperamental DeJoie soldiers guarding the walls.”


He frowned. “The Knights of the Round Table are meant to protect us, but there have been reports of their failures as of late. And by the saints, if they fall, we all fall.” He glanced at her, face pinched. “Oh, please don’t worry, mademoiselle,” he assured her with an unconvincing wobbly voice. “Whether or not I always agree with the DeJoies’ methods, they keep us safe from the evilness of witches.” He smiled, calmer now. “She won’t hurt you,” he added, mistaking Ellie’s fear for the witch as fear of the witch. “I hear the greatest sorcerers in the realms make the DeJoie weapons. Not even a witch could best them.”


Something curdled inside her. Something like jealousy. Her finishing school mistresses would have a fit. Jealousy was highly unladylike. It was highly unfairylike for that matter. But still, her heart twisted. Witchcraft, girls’ magic, was considered wicked; sorcery was merely dangerous. No one seemed to care they were the same.


“She was going to the New World,” Ellie whispered.


“To inflict pain upon those innocent, frail people, who won’t even have magic with which to defend themselves, no doubt.” He shivered. “Nothing more terrifying than a witch. The power to destroy… create… make something out of nothing? Never know what they’ll do. It’s unnatural. Gives me a fright, I tell you.”


Ellie nodded numbly, for that was right and that was good. Ellie had decided to live the life of a fairy, not a witch. If she had any hopes of impressing her mother and attending Bella’s wedding, of finally being accepted, she had no business thinking about witchcraft. No business feeling that bolt of light pierce the clouds and wishing to hurl one in response, just to let the witch know she was not alone.


But as the carriage rumbled forth and the curtains trapped her in musty velvet, all Ellie could hear was the witch’s screams.


And her own buried witchcraft—rumbling, furious, and silenced.
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“No, no, no, we must use ivory. The pure white is far too harsh. Just think how lovely ivory will look beneath the candlelight!”


“This is a royal function, not a clandestine soirée. Ivory sends an inappropriate message!”


Ellie raised her fairy scepter for courage, heels clicking on echoed stone as she wended through swathes of tulle and silk, dresses billowing and bustling in her wake. The grand ballroom of the Mistoria Palace was one of the greatest in all the magical realms, gilded and glittering, thousands of fairy crystals swooping across the ceiling like frosted garlands of ivy.


Fairy Godmother Apprentices, demure as swans, swished from tablecloth crises to flower-arrangement debacles. Ellie’s heart raced, the horror on the road nearly forgotten as she beamed at the fairy magic on display.


These were her future peers. One day, she would wear the silky blue robes and carry the Fairy Godmother Apprentice scepter.


“Hello?” she ventured. “Is Bella here? I’m her stepsister.”


“Who let that girl in here?” one of the apprentices muttered. “She looks like she needs a bath.”


Ellie flushed. She’d nervously sweat through her dress throughout the carriage ride, unable to banish the screaming witch from her thoughts.


Her grip on her scepter tightened. It was chipped, was missing most of its gemstones, and always pointed east when she asked it to point north. But it was hers, and wings or no—witch or no—Ellie was still a fairy.


She still belonged here.


“I’m Bella’s stepsister,” she repeated, loudly this time. Where was the Fairy Godmother? “I’m here to help.”


At last, one of the apprentices turned around. She might have been pretty if not for her scrunched expression, like she lived in perpetual disgust. “You’re Ellie Bettlebump?”


“Yes! That is I… er, me. Erm. Hello.” She waved awkwardly.


“You traveled in from Tragevelia, right?”


“Yes, I—”


“So you must have seen the fight near the border?”


“Some of it.”


Her friend wrinkled her pert nose. “To think—a witch on the loose, so nearby.”


Ellie leveled them a look. That was three hours away by fairy coach—hardly “so nearby.”


“Our Princess Bella deserves better.” The first girl smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes, so her face only turned scrunchier and meaner. “I’m Nina. And I heard the witch was smuggling the blood of forbidden creatures across the border to the troll courts. And then she tried to murder all those soldiers.”


Her friend shuddered. “Trolls and witches belong together. The fairies should have kept the witches out when they made their walls.”


“Perhaps it’s time to change the law.”


Ellie’s heart raced. She knew witches were hated, but she never considered her world would ban them entirely.


“Did you see it?” An all-too-familiar cold, clear voice turned Ellie’s skin to ice. Mother, impeccable as usual, in her pearled jacket, glided toward them, dark hair arranged in an elegant chignon. Ellie winced. Mother deplored when Ellie left finishing school. But she also deplored traveling; Ellie never anticipated she’d bother venturing this far from home.


None of the apprentices spoke. Whatever they thought of her, they’d never dare say before Lady Eleanor.


Mother’s eyes flashed. “Back to your work.”


The fairies scuttled off, leaving Ellie all-too-aware of her unbrushed hair and sweat-dampened dress.


“What are you doing here?” Mother’s voice was quiet, lethal, pleasant in tone if you didn’t know her.


But Ellie knew her. “I brought veils,” she squeaked, inwardly scrambling for the excitement she felt in the carriage.


“Hmm,” was all Mother said, guiding her toward a private alcove. Ellie followed, wishing her feet could turn to stone and keep her safe in the bustle of the crowd.


Mother’s words always reminded her of needles, poking again and again, just to make her bleed.


“I made them and they’re beautiful and the Fairy Godmother will love them and I’ll be a good fairy,” she explained in a rush, fingers shaking as she unfastened her satchel and displayed her best, her favorite, her perfect veil of starlight.


Just holding it sent waves of calming energy from her fingers to her toes.


Mother clasped Ellie’s wrist. She blinked up at her in surprise. “Mother?”


“What is that?” she hissed, glancing around them, as if Ellie had just exposed a poisonous snake.


“It’s starlight magic. Isn’t it beautiful?”


The apprentice closest to them gasped. “Oh, how pretty! Did you make this yourself?”


Ellie beamed, a glimmer of courage returning. “I did! With starlight.”


“I’ve never seen starlight woven so beautifully before. Oh, this is just perfect for the wedding. The light and hope it will give!”


Ellie was bouncing now. “Exactly!”


The apprentice appraised her. “Have you ever thought of applying to the Fairy Godmother Academy? You know, if you do, we’d love your help preparing for the wedding. We could really use you.”


Ellie mashed her lips to keep from squealing in delight. They wanted her. She would, at last, be part of something. It was all she’d ever wished for.


“Back to your work,” Mother demanded, pulling Ellie outside the great hall, into an enclosed garden, empty but for dancing statues and a gusting, biting wind.


“Mother?”


“Starlight is witches’ magic.”


Ellie blinked. “But… I… I’ve never heard anything of the sort.”


Mother looked around, eyes wide and darting. Ellie retreated. Mother never lost decorum. “It is not commonly spoken of.”


“But fairies use starlight, too.” Even nonmagical people could use bottled starlight in potions—if they were very, very careful and didn’t mind losing a finger or two.2


“Not like this. Only witches are powerful enough to touch pure starlight. They call it a witch’s hope.”


Ellie’s throat tightened. She was always taught witchcraft was magic of the night. A shadowed thing, wherein wreaths of black smoke wended around fingers. Not gleams of glittering stars. She let the veil cascade through her hands, the stars’ pinpricks of pale light, bright against her skin.


“But… it’s beautiful,” was all Ellie could think to say. And yet it was a lie, her lie, witchcraft concealed by threads of fairy magic. Her two selves, hiding behind each other.


Mother tore the veil from her fingers and ripped it into pieces. “It is evil.”


“No!” Ellie screamed, voice cracking, heart breaking.


“I’d hoped finishing school would help you, but…”


“It has! I’m all finished!” Hot tears prickled her eyes.


“But you are not fit for society. Go, Ellie. Before you make a scene.”


Ellie jutted her chin, so Mother would not see and would never know, how her words speared. “I shall become a fairy godmother of the realms and renounce all witchcraft. I swear it.”


“Did you master your secret charm yet?”


Ellie flushed. It was one piece of fairy magic she’d always struggled with. And Mother knew. Although a relatively simple charm meant to conceal small objects, it backfired whenever Ellie attempted it, detecting Ellie’s hidden identity as a witch.


But it was only one charm. She performed other charms splendidly. “I would be a good fairy godmother. Nobody would ever know I’m a witch.”


“There can be no hiding what you are. Go.”


Ellie would never recall leaving the palace grounds, trudging over the hills to her carriage on the side of the road, replenished with fairy fuel. Her driver didn’t ask questions, and she didn’t provide answers as he whisked her away from Mistoria, past the border wall, into the network of tunnels connecting the magical realms of the world.


The moon hung low, a crescent jewel curled around ancient spires, by the time Ellie traipsed into her bedchamber. Her heart was somehow both shriveled and bloated, weighing heavily, yet too crumpled to find any light.


She didn’t notice the letter until she sat on it, parchment crunching beneath her skirts. Ellie gasped, shooting to her feet. Another note from the Knights of the Round Table?


No… Ellie’s shriveled heart ballooned, fairy lights casting a golden glow upon the gilded crest. Bianca meowed, pouncing on the letter—a letter from the Fairy Godmother Academy. Saints, she was saved! Nudging a reluctant Bianca aside, Ellie tore open the envelope.






Dear Ellie Bettlebump,





We regret to inform you that while your application was admirable, we do not have space for you in the Fairy Godmother Academy. Best wishes in life, Ms. Bettlebump. May you forever sparkle.





Tears welled in Ellie’s eyes. This wasn’t real. This wasn’t happening. Before she could fall to the floor and cry, a horrifying pop cracked the silence, cracked through Ellie’s world. A woman in a sparkling blue dress and glittering tiara appeared on her windowsill.


No, not a woman.


A skeleton.


Ellie stifled a scream, scrambling for the door, but the skeleton was inhumanly quick. She gripped Ellie’s wrist with lethal strength and flashed pointed teeth. “No time for dawdling, fairy girl. You’re going to become a Knight of the Round Table. Now.”


Footnotes


1 Such soups are known to spontaneously combust. Please stay clear unless you are a highly powerful witch or have plans to travel to the Fae Courts of Nighever, in which case, bring the soup and give it to Stanley.


2 As I describe in my masterpiece, Protecting Oneself Against Everything That Might Ever Kill You, elvish gloves will protect your fingers from the use of bottled starlight, though you must proceed with caution, as it will likely still spear into your mind and mix up your Thursdays and Tuesdays forevermore. ’Tis an insufferable way to live, dear reader. Trust Madame Mystérieuse.
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CAEDMON






[image: image]







ROXIE HADN’T COME LIKE SHE’D PROMISED.


Caedmon stared at the moon from his bedroom, eating leftover casserole he’d snuck upstairs so he wouldn’t have to listen to his little sister Carly ramble on about pigtails or dolls or whatever she talked about these days. Like clockwork, in about five minutes his parents would come upstairs and ask if he wanted to talk, he’d say no, they’d leave and whisper in the hall, and Caedmon would put his headphones in and forget about it all until tomorrow.


But tonight…


He sat on the edge of his bed to make sure he had a full view of the street, just in case Roxie got the wrong address.


Tonight, he’d hoped Roxie would show.


He knew it didn’t make sense but… what if she wasn’t lying? What if there really was a secret fallen empire, castles of knights, and lost dragons? And—he squeezed his eyes shut, hardly daring to believe it—what if Roxie really did know what doctors couldn’t understand? What if she knew why Jimmy died?


Shivers crawled down his spine—like someone was watching him.


He opened his eyes.


But no one was there.


Nothing but darkness curling around the moon.


“Caedmon?” his mom called from outside his door.


“Can we come in?” his dad joined.


Before waiting for a response, the door clicked open. Carly lurked behind them, her chocolate hair swinging from her signature pigtails, tied with perfect pink bows.


“What do you want?”


Carly pouted. “Why won’t you play?”


“Mom, make her go away.”


“Carly, sweetie, why don’t you go brush your teeth?” his mom prodded.


Carly nodded, but when his parents turned back around, she stayed behind them, hugging her stuffed bear to her chest, eavesdropping.


Caedmon flopped back on his comforter and closed his eyes. He couldn’t deal with this tonight. “What do you want?” he repeated.


Though he couldn’t see them, he could clearly picture his parents: His mom would be wringing her hands, dark hair slipping out of its messy bun, while his dad wrapped a burly arm around her bony shoulders to calm her down. They’d exchange some sort of our-son-has-problems look and leave. He started counting backward in German to pass the time—a trick some bizarre old lady at Jimmy’s funeral taught him.1 It kept his mind busy.


“I know you said you don’t want to talk,” his mom hedged. “But I think it’s time we all sit down. This has gone on too long.”


His dad cleared his throat. “What’s going on in your head, Cad? We’re here. We want to know.”


Stop it, he wanted to scream. Shut up, shut up, shut up. But the words wouldn’t come. His tongue was a useless slab of concrete inside his mouth, refusing to move. He refocused his thoughts on his German numbers. Where was he? Forty-three? Thirty-four?


“Please, Caedmon.” The bed creaked as his mom sat near his feet. She just didn’t get it. He didn’t want to talk. He’d told her a million times, and she still didn’t listen. Nobody did.


Blood pounded in his ears, his cheeks warming, heart thumping. He felt close to exploding.


“You can’t keep missing school. Your dad and I have been thinking, and we’ve decided we’d like you to speak to a therapist.”


Talking to more people was the last thing in the world Caedmon needed. What he needed was to be left alone. “No.”


“Cad—”


Caedmon sat up, fire igniting in his veins. “I’m not going.”


His mom placed a hand on his knee. “I know you’re upset, Caedmon. I really do. But talking to us like that isn’t kind or acceptable. This has to stop.”


“Shut up.”


“Caedmon,” his dad warned.


But his mom just kept trying, infuriatingly, relentlessly nice, no matter how awful he was. Caedmon couldn’t take it. Something inside him cracked, emotions flooding past a broken dam, and before he could take the words back, he said, “I wish you’d died instead of him.”


His mom recoiled as if he’d slapped her.


Carly sulked from the doorway. “Caedmon, that’s not nice.”


“I wish you’d died, too. Not even instead of Jimmy. Just because I hate you. I wish a truck would run you over.”


Time itself stopped as the weight of his words settled in the room, shoving aside furniture and happy memories to make space for their sickly, oozing presence.


Dad was the first to speak. Glowering, cheeks reddening: “Caedmon Tuggle, you apologize to your mother and sister immediately.”


He kept speaking, but Caedmon couldn’t focus. His gaze was glued to his mom, whose composure slipped as tears welled in her sea-blue eyes.


He’d never fought with his parents this badly.


And he’d never made Mom cry. She was stalwart, facing challenges with a lion’s gaze. But not tonight. Tonight, she trembled, tears drying on her jaw. Caedmon’s gaze slid to Carly, who hugged her stuffed bear, tears leaking from her wide, earnest eyes.
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