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Dedication


This book, like everything I shall ever accomplish, is dedicated to my mom and dad. You are my heroes, my coaches, and my best friends. I am thankful for you every day for more reasons than there are words in this book.


Special Thanks


I have pretty much thanked the same people in this front section of my book since I began my author journey eleven novels ago. The very fact that you (the reader) are holding this creation now means you really understand I am not someone at a loss for words. That being said . . . I’m not sure a word exists that can adequately express how grateful I am to the people who have been right there with me on this epic journey in the most profound ways. In my book—both literally and figuratively—you will always be known as heroes:


Pearlie Tan, Olivia Swenson, and Ellis Dixon


Gallien Culbertson


Alexa Harzan


Veronica Reynosa


I also want to truly thank Terri Leidich and BQB Publishing, Julie Bromley, Robin Krauss, John Daly, Ian Culbertson, Christine Fine, Bree Wernicke, Jaret Cohen and // TECHYSCOUTS, Lori Nielsen, Girl Scouts of the USA, Girls on the Run, Molly Snow, Brooke Winters, Octavio Avila, Jennifer O’Connor, Geoffrey Middlebrook, Aimee Bender, Claire Bretzke, Michael Block, Andrea Lagatta, Kathie Bennett, Danielle Moore, and all the other wonderful people who have actively supported this series, and my many fans who I hope to continue to amaze and enthrall in the future.




Bonus Dedication


Some may think it was hard to decide who to dedicate the final book in this epic series to. The truth is that it was an easy decision, and one that I made a long time ago. This book is dedicated to YOU—my fans, readers, and wonderful supporters.


There is an analogy I make with the videogame Mario Kart in regards to how feedback affects me as a creator. In that videogame, as you’re driving your racecar, players can throw exploding mushrooms or other bric-a-brac at you. When they hit, your car spins or you crash temporarily or slow down. That’s what negative reviews are; they don’t take you out of the game, but they can still hit you hard. Positive reviews are like the magical stars or rainbows or bonus coins that you pick up as you’re driving. You could still keep going without them—and you should because in any endeavor the main motivation to keep going HAS to come from you—but those stars give you extra power and supercharge you.


That is what your positive feedback and support has been to me. Whether it’s a DM, email, physical letter, piece of fan art—every bit of love that you have sent from around the world has meant something to me. And for that, I thank you.


Years ago, when I started writing this series, I thought to myself: what is my ultimate goal? Naturally as the series has progressed I have had many other dreams and goals come about regarding my hopes for expanding my literary universe. However, the root aspiration was this: I hope that my series inspires others the way my favorite series have inspired me.


Whatever happens next, I can rest easy knowing that it has been my pleasure and privilege to achieve that.


While I may not have always responded right away due to the sheer number of items to respond to—I have read all your messages. I have genuinely appreciated each and every one, and feel honored when you reach out and vulnerably share what this series and its characters have meant to you. That warms my heart and gives me a little extra magic as I fight hard to keep bringing good things into the world.


I have never been a person who can answer the “Where do you see yourself in ten or five or even one year?” question because I have learned the hard way how change can make plans explode and planners feel foolish. That being said, I know where I WANT to be, and part of that vision revolves around continuing to create amazing, moving stories for you to love. For the world may turn unexpectedly, but if fantastic people like you are always connecting with and feeling joy from what I am creating, then that is a great place to be regardless of the specifics.


So again, thank you for being a fan. I know this finale will give you everything you hope for and more.


It’s funny; something I often say is “Never trust a writer.” This is because I have been burned constantly by writers of books and TV shows and films who don’t finish strong, who don’t create satisfactory resolutions, and who don’t care about the affect their poor choices have on fans. That is unacceptable to me. If people spend their valuable time investing in and caring about your work, you should not burn them. I can literally count on a single hand the endings I’ve experienced that were perfectly written.


That being said . . . I am going to ask you to trust me here. Because I am not a writer. I am a creator—of character, story, morale, and good vibes. I take that responsibility seriously. So while there will be emotional times in this book, and all others that I write, have faith in me, and have faith in happy endings. They do happen. And not just in books.








“I believe that it’s a duty—even though one knows that one can’t get through the world without making mistakes, without remorse or sorrows—to try to do right. I once read somewhere, ‘Some good must come by clinging to the right.’ What do I know of whether I’ll attain this or that goal—how can I know in advance whether or not the difficulties will be insuperable? One must work on in silence and await the outcome accordingly. If one prospect vanishes another will perhaps open up—there must be a prospect and a future too, even though its geography is unknown. The conscience is a man’s [and woman’s] compass, and although the needle deviates sometimes, although above all one detects inaccuracies in one’s orientation, one must nevertheless do one’s best to set one’s course by it.”


–Vincent van Gogh


To: Theo van Gogh


The Hague


Letter #294


December 1882












Prologue


Finale. A word that carries with it as much promise as it does reluctance. An idea that inspires both fear and faith in the future. And at its core, a reflection of what it means to be human and a chance to show our own individual talent for handling that gift of humanity.


I have been on this journey a long time. Yet it seems like only yesterday that the autumnal leaves were warping with their usual costume change and I was completely unaware of the inciting incident about to alter my YA life.


In the magical world of Book, one of fourteen realms in our enchanted dimension known as the Wonderlands, we lived for generations believing that an all-seeing Author decided our fates. She chose the main characters in our society—the pivotal few with the power and potential to shape the future.


The Author’s collected visions of a main character were compiled in a “protagonist book” that bore the name of each selected person on the cover. That branding alerted our realm’s higher-ups of the main characters’ identities. In turn, those young protagonists were sent off to appropriate schools, either Lady Agnue’s School for Princesses & Other Female Protagonists or Lord Channing’s School for Princes & Other Young Heroes.


While theoretically anyone could be chosen as a main character, traditionally all royals were protagonist material. As the daughter of Cinderella, I was shipped off to my preppy protagonist prison at the ripe age of ten. However, my protagonist journey didn’t truly start until my prologue prophecy appeared during my sixth term in the depths of teenagerdom.


The prologue prophecy was the most impactful entry that the Author ever made in a protagonist book. This collection of vague, rhyming lines outlined the gist of a person’s inevitable importance, and mine was a “whopper.” That’s the word my magical mentor and frenemy Merlin of Camelot used to describe it anyway.


He says that’s also the name of a fairly decent sandwich on Earth, but I digress. That guy is both brilliant and crazy, whereas I’m . . . You know what, we’ll let history be the judge.


Anyway, my whopper indicated that I would either be the key to stopping our realm’s antagonists from overthrowing our society or the principal force that helped them succeed.


See, Book has many kingdoms—twenty-six on land and one beneath the sea where the Mer people live. But there is also one additional kingdom that we don’t typically count called Alderon where our society imprisons its malevolent beings—villains, monsters, magic hunters. These baddies are kept separate from the rest of Book by a magical barrier known as an In and Out Spell. Such spells can work at different capacities. Alderon’s lets living beings pass in, but not out, allowing our government to shove antagonistic forces into a big prison without worrying about them escaping. Until now.


Lately some antagonists—immune to In and Out Spells thanks to a parasitic relationship with dark energy creatures called Shadows—have been breaking out of Alderon under the direction of their queen, Nadia, and her master plan to overtake our realm. That’s caused near disaster for Book on several occasions. For me personally, it has also made life a lot dicier.


When the antagonists first learned of my prophecy they decided to take me out before I could live up to the heroic version of my fate, which they initially believed was more likely. It was a fair assumption; I was a princess who’d been raised by heroes and royals, and who’d grown up surrounded by valiant, compassionate characters. I was meant to be a “good guy.” Past that, the harder the antagonists pushed me, the more I showed my knack for fighting back and fighting for others.


That being said, my prophecy wouldn’t have cited wickedness as a possibility for me if it did not see something darker brewing beneath my potential. Eventually the antagonists saw it too. And when Plan A of killing me didn’t pan out after many attempts, our enemies decided to force out my darker nature to turn me into an asset for their cause, inciting the other half of my fate. The main means they’d been taking advantage of to do that: Pure Magic.


Most magic can be given and taken from people easily, but for some, the magic mutates and becomes permanently bonded to its host in a condition called Pure Magic Disease. Those afflicted gain both a unique, powerful ability and the capacity to see the future through dreams. The downside? They are slowly corrupted by the magnitude of flourishing magic burning inside.


That last one is the reason my story got, shall we say, complicated.


I have Pure Magic. Everyone knows it and everyone is a little wary of me because of it. They have every right to be. The only known Pure Magic wielders who have escaped the dark effects of the disease are Merlin and the Author. The latter of whom turned out to be a former Fairy Godmother named Liza who was locked away to use her foresight to create protagonist books that her sister the Godmother Supreme and our realm’s higher-ups could control Book with.


Though it is not entirely certain why Merlin and Liza have been able to evade enchanted corruption their entire lives, both have been trying to help me avoid it too. A lot of that has to do with learning to control my magic and emotions while balancing on the tightrope of morality.


Unfortunately, my magical ability of life—being able to give and take it—causes more ethical conflict than most powers do. The antagonists have been taking full advantage of that by engineering situations that pull me toward morally gray areas, trying to trap me in the shadier side of my nature.


For a while I thought I was fending them off. Regrettably, villains are like acid reflux after spicy tacos—just when you think you got them down, they turn up again with bitter, crippling vengeance.


Sigh.


Maybe I should’ve been more cautious of how easy it would be to fall. Being a hero is hard. Dissecting the true meaning of justice while making calls between mercy and what people deserve is not a pastime for the fainthearted. When you mix anger, hatred, heartbreak, and desire into that . . . things can get dangerous for a main character real quick. I’d been swimming in that pool of moral ambiguity on my own for a while; having the antagonists drive me in deeper each month had made drowning in it an increasing possibility. Then came the summer when my enemies made a lot of headway with the endeavor by tricking me into taking on a Shadow.


I mentioned earlier that absorbing a Shadow allowed certain antagonists to slip out of Alderon. That was a positive side effect. The price they paid for becoming “Shadow Guardians” was these dark creatures feeding on their souls, dragging their hearts further into darkness as they got eaten away. Ergo, my already-questionable morality grew weaker while the creature I hosted clawed at the light inside me, replacing it with darkness.


The cherry on top of my corruption cake was that our enemies captured me after I absorbed my Shadow and took me to a dimension called Earth. Wonderlands magic isn’t supposed to work on Earth because that world has its own version of magic. However, the antagonists tortured and tested me until I became strong enough to overcome the land’s crippling effects on outsider magic. As a result, now that I’m back in Book—and Shadow-less thanks to my friends—I have turned into arguably one of the most powerful people alive.


Having that much inside of me can definitely be a good thing. The downside: being that unprecedentedly powerful has made me unpredictable. No one knows what I’m capable of now. Myself included. But I do have a suspicion. As I enter the finale of this saga between good versus evil, protagonists versus antagonists, Crisa and company versus Queen Nadia of Alderon and her cronies, I am as scared as I am anxious that the answer comes down to five simple words: I am capable of anything.


Which means that anything can happen in the finale of this journey.


That’s a beautiful and terrifying notion laden with untold possibilities, as it should be. Because “finale” is both an ending and a beginning. Finales require us to deal with change and test our ability to adapt and push onward after it occurs.


Whether that’s change you see coming or change that hits you by surprise. Change that excites you or change that scares you. Change that challenges you to evolve into something better or change that hurts you so much it takes every ounce of will you never knew you had to keep from shattering as you dare to make a different life for yourself.


That is why I said earlier that “finale” mirrors what it means to be human.


A finale is change. The greatest gift of humanity is the ability to change. And the greatest responsibility of humanity is wielding that power with a moral compass that helps us do the right thing even in the face of the cruelest adversity.


This is what I intend to do. This is what I have always intended to do.


Let’s hope I do this finale justice.









[image: Image]


[image: Image] t’d been a while since I’d seen Lucky and yet it felt like no time had passed at all.


“What if he’s not the same?” I worried. “What if he is the same, but doesn’t forgive me for betraying him? He trusted me and I did this.”


I stared into the stony eyes of my lifeless pet dragon, the September sunlight highlighting his fearful expression even from where we stood at the bottom of a canyon.


In July, after the antagonists had ambushed us down here, I’d had to drain the life from Lucky, turning him back to the statue he used to be. My pet still wore the enormous saddle we’d constructed to carry us all. Now I stared up at him with a slew of feelings, his spread wings casting a giant shadow almost as consuming as the one that marred my memory of this place.


“Crisa,” Jason said, putting his hand on my shoulder, “Lucky may have bonded to you because your magic gave him life at the start, but you’ve loved him and cared for him since then. Maybe he won’t be the same, but I’m sure he’ll still care for you too. You can’t keep beating yourself up about turning him to stone. You did what you had to do to protect him.”


I met Jason’s empathetic blue eyes and gave him a small nod.


“Besides . . .” Blue added as she stroked one of the Pegasus horses we’d flown here. “You’ve broken our trust before and we forgave you. Taking action that seems bananas-crazy but is actually done in the name of love and the greater good is kind of your thing.”


I raised an incredulous eyebrow. “Thank you, Blue.”


“Any time.”


Blue was as brazen and unapologetic as Jason was compassionate. Something they shared was that each had a famous sibling they couldn’t be more opposite to. Jason’s brother Jack (of Jack & the Beanstalk) was legendary for being a self-absorbed jerk. And the only thing that intense, ruthless, fierce Blue had in common with her passive sister Little Red Riding Hood was they each wore a cloak the color of their namesake.


That being said, there was something else way more important Blue and Jason shared. They were both incredibly loyal friends, and two of the people I loved most in the world. I was glad they were here with me now.


I’d only been saved from the antagonists about three days ago and coming all the way out here to retrieve Lucky was a big trip for me. I needed their emotional support. I probably should’ve still been under a blanket holding a mug of hot cocoa as I tried to deal with the trauma of being imprisoned and tortured for so long. Alas, there was no time for that. Lucky meant a lot to me and with school starting tomorrow, today was my only chance to make the journey to awaken him. Whether my mind and body had properly healed or not to perform such a task remained to be seen.


I glanced down at my hands. The silver genie cuffs bonded to my wrists caught the sunshine. These cuffs that our realm’s Godmother Supreme, Lena Lenore, had put on me to keep my magic partially under her control always looked so cruel no matter how warm the light of day. Although I’d gotten used to them, the new dark golden fractures running on my skin from my fingers to forearms were another story.


The antagonists had pushed me so hard on Earth that, as my power forced past the world’s block on Book magic, I’d literally started to crack. The magical fissures that’d formed on my neck and face had vanished since my return home. Sadly, these golden fractures had not. They’d faded, but it looked like the scars were here to stay. Tattoos to commemorate my kidnapping experience.


As if there was any chance I was going to forget.


I shook my head and took a deep breath, meeting Lucky’s eyes once again. His neck had been arched when I’d taken his life, so his head hung within reaching distance.


“Hey, guys,” I said, glancing at Blue and Jason. “Take the Pegasi back a bit; they may freak out when I do this. Also, I’m not sure how Lucky is going to react, but I think it’s best that this reunion is just between the two of us.”


As my friends moved away with our steeds, I exhaled and stepped forward. It’d been a while since I used magic without the pressure of a ticking clock, perilous threat, or persecution of enemies pushing me. These were all strong motivators and yet, despite my recent wear and tear, I knew I didn’t need them. The power within me was alive and itching to be used.


“Life,” I said simply.


My hands ignited like kerosene-drenched torches. Golden magic pulsed around my body as the cracks along my fingers and forearms shone. The rush of power made my spine tingle and my ego awaken. It was intoxicating to feel this strong, this potent. Then gray energy began to swirl within the gold, a reminder not to enjoy this too much.


My magical aura had originally been pure gold, utterly light like my heart. The gray had increased over time the more I’d used my ability to take life and lost control to my magic when my emotions and instincts overran me. That gray was almost always present when I used my powers now. I’d even seen it fluctuate to black. My heart had dabbled too much in darkness.


I placed my hands on Lucky’s head. Energy spread from me to him, consuming his entire form until he started to crack. The statue fractured, spider webs of light spreading from enormous snout to mighty, ridged tail. Golden light shone from the breaks until—


FLASH!


The statue detonated with a blinding boom of light like an exploding star. A huge blast of wind tossed me back and I rolled to the ground as my power extinguished.


After a moment, I cautiously got to my hands and knees, trying to peer through the massive cloud of dust that’d been kicked up. As I rose to my feet, two piercing golden eyes became visible through the smoke.


Lucky.


He flapped his wings and I shielded my eyes as dust and debris were blown away from us. When the air cleared, I got my first good look. Silvery skin glimmered in the afternoon sun as Lucky shook his head and rolled his shoulders like a sleepy teen who’d just risen from bed on the weekend. He tucked in his wings, glanced up at the sky, then zeroed in on me. My dragon’s irises glimmered pure gold—no gray in sight. He was pure, unlike me.


Lucky took several weighty steps forward, causing the stones around us to quake. I felt the urge to tremble as well, but I held my ground and stood tall to his judgment.


He bore over me before lowering his head so his eyes were level with mine. Smoke trickled from his nostrils. Then, like he’d done a hundred times before, he closed his eyes and nudged his head forward so it was inches from me, waiting for a pat. My heart swelled with joy and I threw my arms around his titanic face and hugged him, a tear of happiness escaping.


“I missed you, boy.”


Lucky released a small huff of smoke like he echoed the sentiment.


I stepped back and my dragon straightened to his full height. Jason and Blue began to approach, leading our pair of hesitant Pegasi. Lucky snorted, tail wagging when he saw my friends. He lowered his head in greeting for them.


“Looks like he remembers us,” Blue commented, petting his face.


“And he forgave me,” I said with relief.


“Well, of course he did,” Blue replied. “You could mess up a hundred times—and you probably have—but you’re still you. And life with you, no matter the circumstances, is better than life without you.”


I glanced over at her, touched and mildly surprised. “Blue, that’s so—”


She waved me off. “You know sentimentality isn’t my scene, but after so much time with you missing . . .” She swallowed slightly. “Sometimes I still can’t believe you’re here.”


I smiled at my friend. Sometimes I couldn’t believe it either.


As I said, Blue was intense, ruthless, and fierce. Intense in her devotion to what mattered. Ruthless in her defense of the people she loved and the ideals she stood for. And fiercely steadfast regardless what the world threw at her.


“I guess you have your own ride back to campus,” Jason said, scratching Lucky on the side of his face.


“Oh, absolutely.” I signaled my dragon and he crouched down. While Lucky’s saddle was for passengers, the driver’s position was on the back of his neck. I settled into the familiar spot as Jason and Blue mounted their Pegasi. On their tap-kick the creatures’ eyes ignited with color and their previously hidden holographic wings opened—radiant things composed of magic energy. My friends took off and soared for the sky.


As they reached the edge of the canyon, I leaned forward. “Let’s do this, boy.”


I gave Lucky gentle kicks behind ridges of his neck and his wings spread with a snap. They began to flap and we made a mighty leap into the air. I hung on firmly, fondly, and full of excitement as the sky opened around us.
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For years I’d considered the In and Out Spell around Lady Agnue’s to be a prison. But it sure was a pretty prison.


Normally invisible, the magical dome that encompassed our school rippled as we passed through—fluxing a flamboyant display of pink, purple, and tangerine in contrast to the dusky sky that characterized today’s final act. Our school’s version of the spell only allowed animals (dragons and Pegasi included) to pass through. However, a handful of my friends and I could get by because of an enchanted loophole we’d exposed during our original quest to find the Author.


Ahead, the crème-colored, castle-style main building beckoned to me. It was covered with vines and beautiful purple flowers that crawled up its walls and towers. Silky violet and mauve curtains framed our dormitory balconies and the vibrant purple flags at the top of the twisted bronze turrets rustled in the breeze. Even in the dimming light, the institution’s gold crest emblazoned on the flags sparkled vividly.


Girtha and Mauvrey waited for us on the front lawn of the school. Given that this was move-in weekend for students, I was sure the campus had been aflutter with activity earlier. Now though, the area was empty. That was for the best. The school staff and students knew about Lucky, but some of our more delicate classmates still weren’t keen on having a dragon on campus. Girtha was not one of those classmates. She hustled over enthusiastically as Lucky’s massive talons touched the grass.


One of the tallest and toughest girls I knew, Girtha Bobunk did not intimidate easily. She had been a bully in our early years, but we’d all grown a lot since then and this younger sister to the famous Hansel & Gretel twins was now one of my closest friends.


Mauvrey and I on the other hand . . . Well, I didn’t know what we were. We’d really only just met.


While Girtha immediately began petting Lucky, the goldenblonde princess hesitantly held her position on the lawn. Although this wasn’t technically the first time our classmate and daughter of the famed Sleeping Beauty had encountered my dragon, it was the first time doing so as herself. For roughly eight years—unbeknownst to anyone but the antagonists—Mauvrey had been possessed by a villain named Tara Gold.


Having one of their own inserted within our fairytale ranks had given our enemies access to the world of protagonists they hoped to destroy in an up-close-and-personal way. Mauvrey’s consciousness had been aware of everything throughout that time; she’d just been riding shotgun, a passenger to her own life. We’d broken the spells that kept her in that state months ago, and Tara had fled to regroup with our foes, but Mauvrey was still adjusting to her new reality. It was a rough ride to say the least.


For starters, during the possession, Tara-Mauvrey had tried to assassinate Mauvrey’s parents, the king and queen of Tunderly. Tara had also been the resident “mean girl” at Lady Agnue’s, she’d manipulated my brother Alex into taking up villainy, and had tried to kill me many times.


I didn’t hold any of that against this Mauvrey, of course. She hadn’t been responsible. But while my friends had already gotten to know the real Mauvrey, I’d only been introduced to her when they freed me a few days ago. Our relationship was therefore still an awkward work in progress.


“You did it!” Girtha exclaimed as I slid off Lucky.


“What, you thought he’d flame broil me or something?” I replied as Blue and Jason landed beside us and hopped off their steeds.


Girtha shrugged her broad shoulders and blew brown bangs out of her eyes. “Honestly—”


“You know what, don’t answer that,” I said with a wave. I glanced at Mauvrey, whose folded hands fidgeted in front of her. “Mauvrey. Come say hi to Lucky. He’s friendly, I swear.”


 She strode over cautiously, her ponytail bouncing behind her.


“Lucky, this is Mauvrey,” I said, meeting my dragon’s curious expression and gesturing at our princess friend. Much to her discomfort, my dragon sniffed Mauvrey before turning away, uninterested.


Jason stared up at the sky. The last of the magical colors faded as the In and Out Spell became invisible again. “I’m surprised the spell around Lady Agnue’s is up already,” he remarked. “Doesn’t it usually activate at ten o’clock the night before school starts?”


“That was in the past when people were less uppity,” Blue replied.


Jason tilted his head. “By uppity do mean vicious, scheming, and homicidal?”


“Well, there’s no adjective to combine all that, so yes.”


“There are new security rules in place,” Girtha explained to Jason. “Lady Agnue and the higher-ups are trying their best to protect us from the antagonists and anyone else out there who wants to kill us. Though considering the number of breaches in the past, I think the school should be teaching the student body to defend itself like the boys’ school does, rather than relying on some magical border for safety.”


I nodded. I couldn’t have agreed more.


“As if Lady Agnue would ever go for that,” Blue huffed.


“I don’t know,” I mused. “She’s different than she used to be. People can change. Maybe it’s not wise to write them off because of what they’ve done in the past.”


My eyes inadvertently fell on Mauvrey as I said this. She shied away from my gaze as if she thought my comment was purposefully directed at her.


“On that impressively mature note,” Jason said, “I’m sorry to cut this reunion short, but I told Lord Channing I’d be back by dinner.”


I sighed. Lucky lived at Lord Channing’s during the school year. This was partly because of my classmates’ reluctance. More importantly, the boys’ campus provided him a better lifestyle. Their outdoor area was way bigger than ours, so there was a ton of room for my dragon to play and nap. And our male counterparts gave him plenty of exercise with their recreational hero drills. I trusted Jason, along with our other friends at Lord Channing’s, to care for my pet. Still, I’d only just gotten him back.


 “Yeah, okay,” I said, gazing at my magnificent pet.


“I guess I’ll see you in the morning,” Blue said to Jason.


“Morning?” I repeated. “We’ll be in class.”


“We’re seniors, Crisa,” Blue said, as if that answered everything.


I blinked, still confused.


“You haven’t looked at your schedule yet, have you?” Girtha asked me.


I shook my head. I’d bailed on traditional registration yesterday, not ready to be around so many people. Thankfully Lady Agnue understood and had my schedule delivered to my room last night.


“She hasn’t even opened the envelope it came in,” Blue answered on my behalf. Then she looked at me. “Even so, I can’t believe you forgot, given the boys in our lives.”


I paused. Boys were only allowed on the Lady Agnue’s campus when we took field trips together and on the days of our monthly balls. The only exception was—


“Ballroom Theory!” I exclaimed, clapping a hand to my head.


“According to SJ, it’s being called ‘Masters Ballroom’ now, but yeah. Class meets first thing tomorrow,” Jason said. “I know guys aren’t typically supposed to be stoked about fancy dancing, but since I have the world’s best-looking partner locked in, I’m actually kind of excited.” He put an arm around Blue and she shot him a look.


“Who says you have me locked in?”


Jason’s face shifted with confusion, maybe a little fear.


“Just kidding.” Blue grinned and gave him a kiss on the cheek. “I’m as locked in as cheddar in a grilled cheese.”


I smiled. After years of being best friends with secret crushes on each other, Blue and Jason had finally admitted their feelings and were in a relationship. As the keeper of both their secrets for far too long, I was greatly relieved.


“So cheesy,” Mauvrey remarked.


I released an unexpected huff-laugh. “Mauvrey, that was funny.” “Real me has a sense of humor,” she replied.


“It’s true,” Girtha chimed in. “It’s been a pleasant change of pace from Tara-Mauvrey’s condescending snottiness.”


Mauvrey raised a brow. “Not the words I would have selected, but yes.”


“You know I mean well,” Girtha replied. “Making light of a tough topic helps a girl get past it. Tara-you really messed with my self-esteem. You-you is nothing like her. You-you I like.”


“Well, me-me likes you too,” Mauvrey said.


Jason smiled with a hint of satisfaction that caught Blue’s eye.


“What are you grinning at?” she asked.


“Nothing. I just . . . I like seeing everyone getting along.”


Blue ruffled his hair and Jason swatted her away. “Okay, now I really gotta go. “


“See you tomorrow morning, then,” I said.


Our friend whistled to Lucky, who perked up and trotted over from where he’d been resting. Seconds later, my dragon and Jason broke through the In and Out Spell again. Girtha offered to help Blue take our Pegasi back to the stables. With a wave to us, they flew off, leaving Mauvrey and I awkwardly alone together. Eventually she cleared her throat.


“So, will you be coming to dinner tonight?”


“I’m not sure,” I admitted. The idea of so many people looking at me, staring at me, wondering about me . . . It made me feel like an old dog up for judgment at a show, spectators uncertain if it still had the ability to perform new tricks. Only in my case, I was just as worried about falling short on the expectations they had for “old Crisa” as I was about “new Crisa” bringing something to the stage they didn’t want to see. So much about me was different now . . .


Mauvrey and I headed across the lawn toward the main building. After a long silence it was my turn to clear my throat.


“Any updates on the plan to reach out to your parents?”


Mauvrey gulped. “I have not yet garnered the nerve. I learned a lot about myself in the last month. That self-discovery was fasttracked when I went on the quest with Daniel and SJ to save you and realized—in addition to being funny—I am brave, introspective, and full of gumption. But confronting witches and monsters is nothing compared to confronting your parents, especially when you are the one in the wrong.”


“Telling your parents that you were magically possessed for almost a decade and it wasn’t actually you who tried to assassinate them is a hard subject to broach. Take your time to find the words. For now, you can focus on school. The students and staff here just think you took last semester off for medical reasons and not that you—”


“Ran off to join the antagonists after Tara-me tried to kill you with a poisoned dress?”


“Exactly,” I said. “Lady Agnue covered that up and our friends certainly aren’t going to say anything. Try to relax and adjust to normal life before you take on bigger burdens.”


“Is that what you are going to do?” Mauvrey asked.


We stopped under the arched entrance that led into the main building, and she looked at me with surprisingly judgment-free eyes. I glanced around at the darkening campus, taking a deep breath before answering.


“I’m not sure I can afford to,” I responded.


She and I proceeded wordlessly under the great, gold-encrusted sign that bore our home’s name:


[image: Image]


[image: Image]


Things were ordinary in the most uncomfortable way.


Though I’d told Blue I wasn’t going to come to the welcome dinner, ten minutes after she’d gone I had a change of heart.


Hm. Funny. A change of heart is what I’m most trying to avoid in my story with the whole “don’t turn evil” thing.


Wearing a knee-length dress with a pattern of strawberries, I wandered down the quiet corridors of Lady Agnue’s, taking the long way to the banquet hall. Traditional suits of armor lined the path while living guards on patrol protected the halls. By my count, the number of guards had doubled—another security update I suppose.


Plush carpet squished under my brown ankle boots as silence and anxiety itched my skin. I’d been through so many stages of character at this school, but I didn’t feel a connection with any of them just now, and I didn’t know how this ambiguous version of me would be received.


 Apart from my friends and Lady Agnue, no one at school knew what I’d been through, but they already knew plenty about me. Last semester, the populace of Book had become aware of my Pure Magic, and because of the stigma with the disease I’d been looked at like a pariah and a piranha—both avoided and feared as a monster that could tear them to shreds. After an official trial deemed I was not a threat, most people had mellowed out and since then had generally regarded me with courtesy. Though it didn’t escape my notice that many students still avoided interacting with me directly.


I didn’t hold that against them. Making casual conversation with someone who could give and take life was a lot for anyone. I’d gotten used to my classmates automatically parting when I passed through the halls, girls whispering in my wake, and the not-so-covert stares across the room. That had been the new normal for Crisa last semester.


The problem was that—as mentioned—I was not last-semester Crisa.


I had been tortured over summer break, killed again and again to force my powers to reflexively take over and resurrect me. My magic grew stronger but wilder in that period—damaging the control I had over it while the experience damaged my psyche.


Though the time zone differences between dimensions meant that only a few days had gone by in Book; that equated to months for me on Earth. And yet . . . somehow school was resuming tomorrow and I’d have to attend classes, do homework, and say my name at roll call like it was any other semester. Would my classmates and teachers notice a difference in me? Would I be able to keep it together and embrace normalcy as I’d advised Mauvrey?


Girtha was right about how making light of a situation could help you move forward. Humor had protected me as much as any shield in the last year. However, this wasn’t a random magic hunter trying to kill me in the forest, a bad guy attacking me on a train, or a flying monkey attempting to carry me off. I was changed from my ordeal—stronger and weaker, harder yet more fragile. I didn’t want to think about it, but I couldn’t pretend like it never happened.


Sigh.


I had always tried to put on a brave face for my friends. Since I’d returned, that habit had been working on overdrive. They often looked to me as a leader and I was a leader in this conflict with the antagonists. With our foes only building and so many plot lines racing toward fruition, I really needed to be last-semester Crisa—that confident, make-no-apologies girl who led with power and the firm belief that she was strong enough to stay good no matter what her ailments and adversaries threw at her. But last-semester Crisa had not checked in at orientation, and she would not be on the roster for classes tomorrow. In her place would be this-semester Crisa, and I didn’t know what she was going to be like.


I entered the wide corridor intersection that housed the Treasure Archives. Book’s most valuable historical relics had been displayed here for decades—everything from the axe that Blue’s brother-inlaw had used to cut open the wolf that swallowed her sister Red, to one of the glass heels my mother Cinderella had worn when she first danced with my father.


I paused in front of a case. My reflection mirrored in the glass as I stood at eye-level with the ruby apple that had poisoned Snow White. The dangerous snack sat on a pedestal, angled to highlight the small bite the princess had taken out of it. Because it was magic, the apple had stayed the same all these years—an unspoiled gem unaware of all the heartache and headache that this realm had been through while it just sat here laughing at time.


I unexpectedly felt anger and frustration boil inside of me like bouillabaisse. The apple felt like this school did to me at the moment—a perfect and preserved, shiny thing that had no idea how much rotting my soul had gone through outside these walls . . .


Suddenly, the apple began to rot before my eyes—the glossy red skin shriveling into a brown glob. What the heck?! I took a brusque step back and saw my eyes in the reflection of the glass, fluxing with gold and black energy. I gasped and subconsciously grasped at my chest where my heart was supposed to be. My eyes reverted to normal and before the apple could disintegrate completely, I stretched out my hand.


“Life.”


My fingers and fractures glowed mildly with gold energy and the dying apple became consumed by the same light. The fruit rapidly revived, returning to its original shape and bright, healthy color as if nothing had happened. I lowered my hand, magic dissipating as my eyes darted left and right. Thankfully I was alone. No one had noticed my slip.


Despite that relief, my stomach churned. Worrying my magic was unstable and that I was more vulnerable to it taking over was one thing. Actually experiencing that was indefinably worse. In one instant, my dreads from the last few days had become concrete. I’d known my magic was way more powerful and would likely be more easily triggered by instinct or emotion. I hadn’t realized until now just how fast that could activate. I was going to have to be really careful . . .


I hurried the rest of the way to the banquet hall. When I finally slid through the enormous open doors, the warm illumination of dozens of candlelit chandeliers offered a welcome change from the colder lighting of the corridor. Gold flatware, porcelain china, and long-stemmed goblets reflected the light in small rainbows. Garlands of crystals draped from vases full of fragrant lilies.


Students sat at five long tables. Atop a stage to the left, our professors dined along a sixth table while watching over us. Out of the entire populace, only one person noticed my entrance. Lady Agnue, our headmistress, met my eyes from her place at the center of the teacher’s table. Always the picture of sophistication, her burnt orange dress was regal, her jewelry was understated, and her brown hair was pulled back in a half ponytail featuring loose curls.


Lady Agnue’s eyes held mine a moment before she nodded. I returned the nod then eased my way down the aisle between two tables toward my friends. The other girls were so immersed in backto-school, how-was-your-summer chatter that they didn’t seem to notice me as I passed. Sparkly dresses, lavender table runners, and shining jewels filled my peripheral vision as I hurried along to keep it that way.


When I spotted my friends at the end of the row where we usually sat, a smile slid across my lips. They’d saved me a place at the otherwise full table even though they thought I wasn’t coming. That—truly—was friendship. It lifted my heart enough to carry on my everything-is-fine façade.


“You came!” Girtha exclaimed across from me as I slid into the empty chair.


 “There was a rumor that stuffed pork chops are on tonight’s menu,” I replied with a shrug. “I couldn’t miss that.”


Blue put her arm around me and gave me a squeeze. I nodded to Mauvrey then turned to Marie and Divya on Girtha’s right. “How were the peace talks today?”


Divya Patel—the youngest of our group—put down her glass. Her normally large bright eyes, striking against her light brown skin, squinted from tiredness. It seemed getting up early to attend the talks while balancing being back at school would take some getting used to.


“It was spirited, I’ll say that,” Divya commented.


“All parties have been getting on better recently though, and we are starting to agree on some larger issues,” Marie Sinclaire chimed in. The circles under her eyes reminded me of the illustrations I’d seen of her grandmother, the heroine from the Princess & the Pea famous for sleepless nights. They contrasted Marie’s pale skin and short, white-ish blonde hair drastically. She had not adjusted to her demanding schedule yet either.


“Are you guys really going to be able to keep up with the talks and school? It seems like a lot,” Blue commented, noticing the same.


“The other emissaries agreed to adjust our meeting schedule to accommodate us. Instead of meeting every weekday like we did in the summer, we shall now meet on Sundays, Tuesdays, and Thursdays,” Marie replied.


“That’s good news.” I nodded. “When can I come sit in?”


She and Divya glanced at each other, but didn’t say anything. I didn’t like the way their faces changed as the question lingered.


“They do know I’m back, right?”


“Oh, they know,” Divya said. “When half of our group went on the quest to save you, we had to be partially honest and explain you’d been captured by antagonists. They were a bit concerned about your present state now that you’re back, but we told them you were fine.”


Fine.


Sure, let’s go with that.


“Then what’s the problem?” I asked. That’s when I noticed the other empty seat beside Blue. “And where’s SJ?”


“Probably still with the Godmother Supreme,” Divya replied.


My face dropped. “I’m sorry?”


 “SJ did not tell you about their new understanding?” Marie asked.


I stared at her then turned to Blue.


“Hey, don’t look at me,” she said. “You two have hung out since we got back to school. I assumed she told you.”


“Told me what?”


Blue scrunched her nose. “You should really hear it from her. I’ll just say that she probably won’t be joining us because she usually has dinner with Lenore after the peace talks.”


Why would SJ be spending non-mandatory time with Lena Lenore? The Godmother Supreme and I were on better terms now, but we’d been enemies for a long time. I rubbed at my genie cuffs. They were linked to a miniaturized genie lamp that Lenore wore around her neck. The outcome of my Pure Magic trial last semester made her my designated “master” for the foreseeable future. Her lamp could call me and contain me no matter how many kingdoms were between us. And although I could use my power with my own free will, if she gave me a magic-related command, I always had to obey.


“Fine. I’ll talk to SJ later,” I said. “But back to my previous question—what’s the problem with me coming to the peace talks? Don’t tell me they’re still angry that I killed all those rebels. It was self-defense. Those people were bad guys and Lenore made me do it.”


Truthfully, I would have used my magic to kill them even if my genie cuffs hadn’t forced me. They’d deserved it. But I didn’t mention that to the others.


“I wouldn’t say angry is the word,” Divya replied. My petite friend self-consciously twirled the long braid of dark hair that hung over her shoulder.


“Crisa.” Marie looked at me sternly but sympathetically. “As I said, we are finally making progress in the peace talks. You remember how things were just a few months ago with all those rebellion attacks plaguing the realm and distracting the Fairy Godmothers and higher-ups? We cannot risk a backward step now, not with the antagonists becoming so bold.”


I did remember. All too vividly. The people that the “Author” didn’t choose as protagonists were blanket labeled “common characters.” Over time, groups of commons had grown tired with how much favor protagonists received in Book and that distaste had boiled into volatile rebellion. Last spring that had escalated to coups, assassinations, kidnappings, and attacks, including on my own family castle. In response, Lenore, the Fairy Godmothers, and I had magically beaten down the rebels for a while until I advocated a change of course.


I frowned, processing what Marie implied. “Are you suggesting that I would deter your progress? I’m the one who proposed the peace talks in the first place. I’m the one who convinced Lenore and the rebel leaders to give moderation a chance so we could try to work out a way to coexist.”


“I know,” Marie said, tone soothing. “And they know. Nevertheless, they do not really know you. While we have developed positive relationships from continuously meeting, to them you are still the princess who can kill a room full of people without getting out of her chair.”


I blinked.


“Divya and I did raise the subject of bringing you in,” Marie continued, “but the majority felt that you are too much of a wildcard to introduce into the process at this point.”


Another blink.


“Don’t take it personally,” Blue commented. “I’ve never attended for the same reason. Our friends serving as protagonist reps in the peace talks are more even-tempered, so they’re better suited to this kind of diplomatic thing than we are.”


“Exactly,” Girtha agreed. “I’m not offended by not being asked for input.”


My fists clenched on the table. “But you’re not in line to be queen of your own kingdom. I am supposed to be good at this kind of thing.”


“The rebels and higher-ups haven’t seen that side of you though, Chief.” Girtha shrugged. “What they know about you has a lot to do with heated emotion and homicide.”


The same anger and frustration I’d felt in the Treasure Archives stirred within me. How was I supposed to prove to people I was different if they didn’t even let me in the door? I took a deep breath, trying to regain control of my emotions.


 “Having feelings doesn’t make me a hothead, Blue,” I said to my friend; then I pivoted to Girtha. “And making mistakes in the past doesn’t mean I’ll make them in the future. I can control myself and be diplomatic. Again, these peace talks were my idea.”


My friends didn’t look convinced.


“You wouldn’t want to go anyway . . .” Divya tried to placate me. “You have a lot going on with readjusting to school and your magic . . .” She took a nervous sip from her glass. “You should be glad you don’t have to get up at three in the morning to attend diplomacy meetings.”


“But I—”


A mighty toll rang from the stage and we all looked to the small glass bell that had produced the sound. Conversations ceased across the room as the doors to the banquet hall closed and Lady Agnue rose to her feet.


“Welcome back, ladies,” she said with more solemnity than I remembered from previous start-of-term addresses. “I only have a few announcements before we begin dinner. The first ball of the semester will be one week from Saturday. Due to increased demand, practice time in our new Twenty-Three Skidd arena and riding the Pegasi will now require advance sign-up. Please see our stable master, Madame Bronch, for details. First-year students, we hope you are making yourself at home. If you have questions or concerns, please do not hesitate to visit my office. Following the many requests and petition by the Accessories Club last semester, the school staff has decided to bring back Tiara Tuesdays. Lastly . . .” Lady Agnue stole a glance in my direction.


“I realize there have been a lot of rumors and uncertainty regarding the commons rebellion, the antagonists in Alderon, and the involvement of some of our students in dealing with both. As your headmistress, I want to address this directly, as protecting you starts with sharing knowledge of what is really going on.”


She took a breath. “The commons rebellion is nearing a peaceful conclusion thanks to the support of our government, the wisdom of our Fairy Godmothers, and the brave, continuous efforts of current students SJ Kaplan, Divya Patel, Marie Sinclaire, Javier Marcos, and Jason Sharp, as well as alumni Pietro Knight and Gordon Sinclaire. You should show them great respect as they balance their schoolwork with brokering this revolutionary peace treaty. In regards to the increased antagonist activity, that is the reason for the new security measures we are implementing across campus, including adjustments to the In and Out Spell, additional guards, and other precautionary changes.”


The banquet hall was still. Not even the candles seemed to flicker as the seriousness of the headmistress’s message soaked into our souls and the walls.


“Additionally, it is my duty to tell you that the whispers you may have heard about Shadow Guardians being able to cross In and Out Spells, villains trying to break out of Alderon, and a larger plot to overthrow protagonists are not rumors; these are real threats. I am sorry for the weight this understanding will cause you, and that you cannot simply be unburdened children the way you used to be. But the world has changed. And while I encourage you to concentrate on your classes and try to embrace the new school year, I would not be doing my job if I did not make you aware of the people out there who mean you harm. So be safe. Be smart. And make good choices. Thank you, and enjoy your supper.”


The room remained quiet as Lady Agnue sat down. Then the doors opened dramatically and the kitchen staff began pushing in carts of lavish food. The rich smells were a welcome distraction from the serious talk, and the spirit of the room began to slowly pick up as people were served. Even with a plate of stuffed pork chops in front of me though, I couldn’t lift my enthusiasm.


I was both super proud and surprised at how much Lady Agnue had changed over the last year. I had never associated our headmistress with transparency and caring, so this speech showed an impressive change of perspective. That being said, she hadn’t mentioned me in her address. Like my friends, Lady Agnue had acted like I had nothing to do with the peace talks. I wasn’t the attention craving type, but between the peace talks and the fact that I was kind of important when it came to the antagonists, I would’ve thought I’d get some sort of shout out.


“So . . .” Girtha said as my friends started eating. “Anyone want to lend me a tiara for Tuesday?”
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 I was lying on my canopy bed reading over my class schedule when our bedroom door opened and SJ stepped in. The clock on my nightstand showed thirty minutes to midnight.


“Where have you been?” I asked, folding my schedule and sitting up.


“I had additional business after the peace talks,” SJ said as she closed the door. She strode across the room to her desk and slipped off her shoulder bag. “When I returned to campus I had to meet with Lady Agnue in regards to tomorrow’s classes.”


“By ‘additional business,’ do you mean meeting with Lenore?” I asked, standing.


SJ paused before turning to face me, big gray eyes blinking in surprise. “Blue told you?”


“I durgh waaff anyfing to do wiff dis . . .” Blue’s garbled voice was followed by the sound of a spit, and then she poked her head out of our adjoined bathroom, toothbrush in hand. “SJ, you should have been upfront with her. I didn’t spill the details, but you need to before this gets awkward. I’ll give you some privacy. Nine out of ten dentists say I need to spend more time flossing anyway.”


She shut the door to our bathroom, leaving me and my other best friend alone.


SJ (aka Snow White Jr.) had dark-night hair and delicate features like her royal mother. As she’d come into her own, I felt like they’d taken on more sharpness though. Her perfect posture accentuated her exceptional height. She always held her chin up, proud and noble.


SJ sighed. “I wanted to tell you, Crisa, but with everything you have just been through, I was not sure how you would react to more people planning your future. Please know that when I agreed to this, I was thinking of both of us, but you first. I thought you would prefer this outcome and I wanted to accommodate that.”


I stared at her. “What are you talking about?”


“I know you hate the idea of those genie cuffs enslaving you to the Godmother Supreme for the rest of your life. I found an alternative. The Godmother Supreme has been impressed by my work at the peace talks. During the summer, she proposed a mentorship. She wants to help refine my leadership skills and mold me into a stronger future ruler for this realm.”


 My eyes nearly bugged out of my head. “And you said yes?”


“Actually, I said no. Until she adjusted the offer. The other higherups in Book trust her completely and that is why she was chosen to govern your genie sentence. However, she said if I become someone she trusts completely, she would pass that duty on to me.”


“You mean she would give you my genie bottle?”


SJ nodded. “I thought you would prefer that option. I am your best friend and I know you as well as anyone. I care about what your magic does to you, not just what your magic can do. Plus, I have seen enough of your power to understand when you need to be controlled.”


I leaned against the post of SJ’s bed, arms crossed.


“You are upset,” SJ said.


“Honestly, I’m not sure. You are a better option than Lenore; that’s true. But, SJ, do you really think I need to be controlled?”


She paused a little too long.


“Crisa—”


“My problem with the genie cuffs was never just about reporting to Lenore,” I interrupted. “It was about being controlled in general. After all the good I’ve done for this realm, it’s insulting that people don’t trust me. You talk as if it’s necessary to keep me on a leash.”


SJ sat on the edge of her bed and looked up at me. “I love you and I do trust you, Crisa, but it would be irresponsible of me to ignore what you are and what you can be. There always needs to be a countermeasure for the bold and the new.”


“There’s a lot of hypocrisy in that statement, SJ. If you trusted me, you wouldn’t be angling to take the lamp for yourself. You would release me.”


Her eyes narrowed in confusion. “How do you mean?”


“She’s talking about the genie master freedom clause,” Blue said as she stepped out of the bathroom. “Sorry, I just need to get my hairbrush then I’m going back into hiding.”


“No, stay.” I turned to readdress SJ and clarify. “People who are genie masters can grant genies their freedom, typically using one of their three wishes to set the genie free. It was on our Aladdin test first year. I am not a genie, so with no wishes to grant, these cuffs bind me to serve the owner of my bottle indefinitely unless that person just lets me go. I never considered that Lenore might do this, but you could. You can earn the lamp from her and then free me from these things permanently.” I held my wrists up, the cuffs reflecting the glow of our bedroom.


SJ didn’t say anything as Blue and I stared at her.


“Maybe,” she said eventually.


“Maybe?” I echoed.


“Please do not be mad at me, Crisa. There is no harm in having a safety net. It is no different than when you play Twenty-Three Skidd and they raise an actual net over the arena. You may not ever fall from your Pegasus, but having it there is a good idea just in case.”


I ground my teeth together, feeling so many things—offended, resentful, embarrassed, sorrowful, ashamed, and most of all hurt.


“You think there’s a chance I’ll lose, don’t you?” I asked after a moment of painful reflection. “To my magic, I mean.”


“Honestly, Crisa? Yes. Just like there is a chance that the peace talks could fail or the antagonists could win or our dangerous adventures will get us all killed one day.”


“SJ—” Blue stepped forward.


“I do not want bad things to happen,” SJ said firmly, rising. “I always try to maintain optimism that our plans will work out because I have faith in us and the universe. But bad things happen all the time, despite our best efforts and what is fair. Just look at you.” She gestured earnestly. “None of us could have foreseen that you would be captured and tortured. If there were any kind of safety net I could have implemented to prevent that, I would have. The genie lamp and those cuffs can intervene if your magic tries to corrupt you. I am grateful for that extra layer of precaution. Given any opportunity to protect you, and everyone else, I will take it.”


I glanced at Blue. “Do you agree with her?”


“It’s not the worst point, Crisa,” Blue replied carefully. “I mean, we still don’t really know how all that magic inside of you is going to manifest. I’m not saying you’re going to go all evil-crazy, but you have had magical outbursts before. Having a failsafe for those kinds of incidents could be a good thing. Right? Then you wouldn’t have to worry about losing control and making a mistake because there’s a way to stop you.”


My eyes fell to the wooden floor.


“Tell me that there is not the smallest part of you that worries that your magic has evolved beyond your control,” SJ said. “Tell me that and I will believe you.”


My eyes stayed on the floorboards.


The face I thought I had been putting on for my friends—that I was still in control, that I was fine—hadn’t fooled them. They thought I was too volatile to attend the peace talks and too unstable to be in charge of my own magical well-being. They thought I was a liability.


In a word, that sucked. In a more eloquent word, that felt discouraging. How was I supposed to have faith in the heroic version of my prophecy and retain the belief that I could stop the antagonists if the people I was closest to were worrying about how to stop me? It wasn’t right and it wasn’t fair. I’d only ever tried to be good; yet twists of fate had put me in bad positions and made me into someone people feared.


I couldn’t tell SJ I wasn’t afraid of my potential. I was an emotional, powerful person, which made me a wildcard, and more unstable than others. I didn’t want to pretend like I wasn’t. Sure it would have been easier, but that wasn’t my style or my truth. So the only way forward for me was to find a way to deal with my instability and power on my terms while convincing my friends that they didn’t need to dwell on my fractured reputation.


I may not have been last-semester Crisa, but there was no reason this-semester Crisa couldn’t be just as strong and inspire the people who used to count on her. How hard could it really be to step back into my old life once I got my routine going? I at least deserved the benefit of the doubt from the people who had known me the longest as I tried.


Sigh.


I wasn’t getting that from them now, and I needed to forgive them for it. People, even those closest to you, couldn’t see into your soul. They could only see the actions you take and the choices you make. In a sense, the Crisa who’d returned to campus was starting with a clean slate because she had yet to properly prove herself. I would have to instill renewed faith in my friends and in myself. Show them that I was still the epic hero I used to be.


“Life doesn’t come with a safety net,” I finally said to SJ and Blue, looking up. “Or an instruction manual. I am afraid of making mistakes and not being strong enough to live up to the good inside me, but I am not going to lead with fear. I’ve been through a lot and I am sure I still have plenty of struggles on my path, but I’ll prove myself in spite of it all. I’m still the hero you’ve come to know, and given time, I’ll show that there’s no reason to doubt me.”


My eyes fell to SJ. “I am not mad at you. Keep your mentorship. If it works out, you can keep the genie lamp too. You won’t need to use it. I don’t plan on faltering.”


With that, I nodded to my friends then moved past them toward the bathroom. “Excuse me, I need to wash up and get a good night’s sleep for tomorrow. Senior year and the world are calling.”
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[image: Image] even dragons darted across the sky, breathing fire. The largest was Lucky. My dream changed with a flash and I was walking up the grand white steps of our realm’s Capitol Building—my parents to my left and my eldest brother Pietro on my right. Another flash.


Dream me floated underwater alongside Blue, Jason, our mermaid friend Lonna, the queen of Adelaide (formerly the Little Mermaid), and a half-octopus girl I didn’t know. She had bronze hair, peach skin, and six pinkish-red tentacles instead of legs. Another octo-woman with silvery hair, indigo-gray skin, and purplepeach tentacles floated in front of us, flanked by two mutant shark monsters.


I observed the scene from the side of the undersea cavern where they all gathered. My two schoolmates and dream me had shimmering turquoise neck gills and webbing between our fingers.


“I hear you like to make deals,” dream me said to the octowoman, who could only be the infamous Sea Witch from The Little Mermaid. “So do I.”


The dream started to fade.


“Pause,” real me said. And just like that, the scene froze.


I drifted around the cavern, inspecting those present. The Sea Witch concealed a jagged dagger in one of her rear tentacles, visible only when I went behind her. More concerning was the additional trio of shark monsters approaching from a tunnel behind my friends.


My eyes narrowed. “Trying to get the jump on us, huh?” I said to the frozen Sea Witch. She obviously couldn’t hear me.


The scene flickered and started to fade again. I was running out of time.


 Pure Magic wielders had the power to see the future in their dreams. The stronger the Pure Magic, the stronger the holder’s capacity to see, understand, and even control the visions. One of the outcomes of being tortured by the antagonists was my development of these nocturnal abilities. I had walked through dreams as an observer plenty of times, but now with enough focus I could temporarily pause certain visions and move through them like I was actually present. I couldn’t change anything—I hadn’t teleported to the future; I only had access to what would be there eventually. But that meant I could learn from and interact with what was around me.


I hastened to use whatever time I had left to get additional information from this vision. I swam up to the cavern’s bookshelves and scanned the titles. Then I darted to dream me. Floating around her neck was my SRTracker—part enchanted lanyard that kept a person clean and part magic watch that allowed me to navigate across realms.


As the dream slipped away, I grabbed the SRTracker and brought up its holographic map display, which confirmed my suspicions; we were near the underwater kingdom of Mer. I also learned the date was October 23rd.


The vision vanished and I found myself in a familiar unending white void. I decided to take this opportunity to try and contact Natalie Poole again. With a deep breath I channeled my magic. My form glowed softly and splashes of color started to appear in the distance. They grew brighter as shapes formed and expanded to create a window to another world. It was like someone had taken a bread knife and carved a scene out of one reality and placed it here.


That bread knife was me. And I was looking for a slice of Natalie Poole’s future.


I became surrounded by a blur of cerulean blue. Graduation caps fell from the sky as gowns of matching color danced around me. Among the hundreds of students in the crowd, Natalie Poole and Ryan Jackson came into a distant focus.


Natalie was special in the inconvenient way I was special. We each held potential that made us valuable to the antagonists and could destroy us, as well as our worlds. While my “specialness” had led to direct persecution from my enemies, Natalie’s had resulted in a life of being tormented behind the scenes. I guess we could both blame Liza, the Author, for that. The prophecies she came up with were the result of her crazy-advanced Pure Magic dreams of the future.


Long ago, Liza used to create protagonist books for people in other worlds, in addition to Book, and she’d had one for Natalie that indicated she had the potential to open the gate to a legendary construct outside our universe called Eternity. In this place, inhuman guardians watched over the magical balance of all dimensions—i.e., the balance of dark versus light and evil versus good. Their job was to ensure that no world ever became overrun with dark magic, which could then infect other worlds like a virus, spreading from one to the next.


In places like Book and other enchanted Wonderlands, magic was easy to understand. On Earth—where Natalie was from—magic was not measured with spells or surreal abilities. Power in that dimension came from the energy people felt and expelled into the world. Liza called it “aura magic,” magic that you couldn’t see or touch but could feel around you nonetheless.


Dark magic on Earth was created through acts of evil, including feelings of hatred, revenge, heartbreak, cruelty, and malice. Good magic on Earth came from feelings of pure, wholesome, complete belief—belief in another person, belief in one’s self, and belief in the world at large. Natalie’s prophecy foretold that she had the potential to generate enough dark magic energy to dangerously tip the scales of Earth’s magic ratio, and that would trigger the opening of the Eternity Gate.


The opening of the Gate was the beginning of an evaluation period when the keepers of Eternity decided if the offending world was worth saving. If during this judgment period the people of the world proved their capacity for good could outweigh their capacity for darkness, the keepers would return the realm to its magic equilibrium. However, if not redeemed and darkness won, the world would be destroyed.


Why did the antagonists care about this?


They actually had no interest in Earth or what would happen to it if Natalie opened the Gate. The poor girl was simply their means to an end.


Legend said that when the Gate opened, a powerful energy surge would echo through every realm in the universe—temporarily shutting down all forms of “normal magic.” That was a setback for all realms in our dimension, as they were full of magic, but it was particularly a problem for Book. Normal enchantments such as those produced by the Fairy Godmothers who protected our land, and In and Out Spells like the one around Alderon, would cease to work. Even worse, Pure Magic wielders would not be affected, which was great news for me, but I was a rarity. All the witches and warlocks who’d been corrupted by Pure Magic Disease were in Alderon now. If the spell went down, they would walk free and come after protagonists alongside the other villains and monsters gunning for our extinction.


Hence why Natalie mattered so much.


I pushed my way through the celebrating graduates populating my dream void. Their features sharpened and the colors of the world refined with every step I took. The dream got clearer as my glow pulsed stronger. Natalie jumped into her boyfriend Ryan’s arms. Her maple-colored, curly locks covered her face as he spun her around.


She was about my age in this vision, but with our time zones being so different (Earth moving twenty times faster than Book), I’d been dreaming of Natalie since before she even existed. It’d almost always been hard to watch.


The antagonists had been tormenting Natalie throughout her life, priming her with pain so she’d be ripe to open the Eternity Gate on her twenty-first birthday as Liza foretold she could. This slice of Natalie’s future I experienced now was a high school graduation, which meant the day in question was still a few years away for her, but only a few months away in Book time for me. That was terrifying.


A graduate bumped into me. Pivoting slightly, my eyes grew wide and I leapt back. It was Tara, the antagonist who had formerly possessed Mauvrey. She didn’t notice me. This was my dream after all—she was just a reflection of the real thing. Nevertheless, seeing the face of one of my greatest enemies, and captors on Earth, was so jarring that the whole vision vanished before I could progress any further.


Dang it. What a waste.


I shook my head in scolding. I shouldn’t have been so surprised to see Tara. From other visions, I knew that she would eventually enroll in Natalie’s high school to torment her in the traditional mean-girl manner and would be responsible for the death of Natalie’s parents.


Poor Girl.


I stood in the void and tried to concentrate on finding her again, maybe even more directly. When Natalie was also asleep I could kind of communicate with her through her dreams. Powerful Pure Magic wielders were able to contact people in that way, and I’d gotten better at it over the years. Unfortunately, this time, the wrong person answered the call.


“If it isn’t my favorite magical princess,” said Merlin. The midsixties wizard from Camelot strode across the barren white landscape, dragging his velvety robes. “You never call. You never write.”


“Sorry, my prison wasn’t on Earth’s post office route,” I said, crossing my arms. “Can you go? I was trying to reach Natalie.”


“Why? Is your brilliant plan for finding and saving her not as foolproof as you hoped?” He stroked his trimmed, close-cut beard.


“SJ told you?”


“SJ is my potions apprentice. She is fabulously skilled; I am fabulously skilled. We have an unspoken bond of trust.”


“Yet you speak about it constantly.” I rolled my eyes. “What I said to my friends is foolproof, Merlin. I’ve learned a lot about Natalie’s life through my dreams and those visions confirm that when she’s nearing twenty-one I will journey to Earth to find her and protect her. I know about the college she attends, what city she’s in, and a timeline of events that will play out around her birthday. While I was on Earth, I also reached out in my dreams enough times to plant warnings in her head so that even if she’s spooked at first, when we eventually meet, it will be easier for her to trust me. Which is what I’m trying to keep doing now. So again, if you’ll excuse me, you’re blocking my signal.”


I started to glow.


“Crisanta . . .” Merlin said kindly, holding up a hand. “I know that you and I have had a colored past—”


“By colored you mean messed up.” My glow stopped, heart inadvertently beating faster and fierier.


“You’ve helped me push past certain magical and personal boundaries, Merlin. I appreciate that, and I respect how you’ve eluded the corruption of Pure Magic and have dedicated your power to protecting Arthur, Camelot, and its people. But I know you don’t trust me. We most certainly do not have an unspoken bond. You told me outright that you’re wary of what my magic can do. So the reason I haven’t reached out to you since I returned is simple. I know you—like so many people around here—are concerned about what my enhanced power has turned me into. But unlike them, you are merciless. I am big enough to admit that I am afraid of you and what action you’ll take if you decide I am too much of a liability.”


“Is that how you see yourself?” Merlin raised an eyebrow.


I stood my ground, feeling perturbed. “My faith in myself has been on trial enough. I’m entitled to keep my heart to myself once in a while. Just because prophecy made me an issue for all our realms doesn’t mean I have to answer to them. Or to you.”


“Trust is a two-way street, Crisanta. I wish that as my unofficial magical mentee you weren’t afraid of me, but what you said is correct. Like you, I am committed to protecting what’s good, and I would not hesitate to bring down anyone who threatened that. I know you feel the same way. So let’s proceed with that understanding of each other. Hopefully trust will one day be a side effect of what we accomplish together.”


He glowed with gold energy. “Best of luck with the new school year, kid.”


Merlin vanished in a swirl of impressive magical sparks. I stalled in the void for a moment. Then I yawned—which was weird given that I was currently asleep. I guess I was tired of navigating through my dreams. Being awake could be less draining sometimes.


I summoned my magic and was cocooned in a tornado of light and power. When my eyes reopened, I was staring up at the maroon canopy above my bed. Gray light streamed in from our balcony doors. Day was near, but not yet arrived.


I sat up and glanced at my slumbering friends. Then I slipped out from under my covers and felt the cold wooden floor against my feet.


Time for my last first day of school.


[image: Image]


It was strange to see boys wearing casual clothes in the hallways of Lady Agnue’s. Normally they were only allowed on campus for balls, and that meant fancy suits. My guy friends were an occasional exception, but their visits were usually preceded or proceeded by peril. This was a nice change of pace. Especially since they came bearing beverages.


“Coffee,” Jason said, offering Blue a to-go cup.


She, SJ, and I joined him, Girtha, and Marie by the closed doors to the ballroom. The area was swarming with our classmates—chatting and buzzing with energy despite the early morning.


“I know you guys probably already had breakfast,” Jason continued, “but I figured with it being the first day, you would appreciate the extra boost of sugar.”


“You mean caffeine,” Girtha said as she looked up from the cup she’d been drinking from when we arrived.


“For you, yes,” Jason replied. “But Blue takes her coffee with nine sugar cubes.”


Girtha’s eyes widened. “Geez. And I thought my siblings had a weird relationship with sweets.”


“Don’t knock it ’til you’ve tried it,” Blue said, taking a slurp. She thanked Jason and gave him a peck on the cheek.


He pivoted to SJ after. “Don’t worry; I didn’t bring anything for you or Marie. Princess Rule Eighteen, right?”


SJ smiled. “Princesses do not drink from to-go cups. I am impressed you know that. Double points for saving us from Princess Rule Twenty-Seven as well—never refuse a gift.”


Blue groaned. “It’s our last year, SJ. Can’t you relax a little?”


“I have a class standing and reputation to protect,” SJ replied. “If I am going to be valedictorian this year, I cannot start shirking my princess ways now.”


“Whereas I have four older sisters who are Lady Agnue’s alumna,” Marie chimed in. “I have been trained well and do not think I could break the rules if I tried.”


“I guess that skill just comes easier to some people than others,” I said with a smirk. “I also have a reputation to protect, and I intend to finish the year voted ‘Most Likely to Rebel Against Authority.’”


“Somehow, I think you locked up that category a long time ago.”


I pivoted at Daniel’s voice as he joined us. I don’t know why, but my breath caught in my throat when I looked at him. The bright sunlight from one of the grand windows across the hall outlined his tall, muscular frame in a slight glow as if he could radiate magic too. I had to hold up one hand to shield my eyes for a second.


Daniel breathed a sigh of relief. “Glad I made it before the doors opened. I was running late this morning.” He held out a cup to me.


“Um, thanks,” I said, taking it. “For future reference, I’m not really a coffee person.”


“Not my first day knowing you, Knight,” Daniel said. “It’s hot chocolate.”


“Oh. Well then, double thank you.” I took a sip, my gaze locked in his brown eyes—such a rich color they’d rival any hot chocolate.


Daniel was one of my best friends—right up there with Blue, SJ, and Jason. However, while getting along with the others had always come easy, my relationship with him had required a lot of work and patience. Daniel’s protagonist book had only appeared last year, so he’d arrived at Lord Channing’s and become Jason’s roommate as a junior. When he did, we did not hit it off.


You’ve heard of meet cutes? This was a meet ugly.


His whole “brooding cool guy who could read you like a book” thing was not particularly endearing. To make matters worse, Daniel’s prophecy foretold that I had the potential to be a great ally to him and the girl he loved, but that I could also destroy her. As a result, our introduction was followed by a lot of distrust and pushing each other’s buttons.


But then we changed.


Such a simple statement to define such a complex journey. I smiled to myself in reflection of that. My life was so much better with him in it that I found it hard to believe he hadn’t always been there. He was to me what wings were for a Pegasus—we were fine without them, but with them we were capable of reaching untold heights.


“Well, this is awkward.”


Now I turned at Chance’s voice and saw he also held a to-go cup.


“Morning, Prince Charming,” Girtha said with a grin.


“Hey, Girtha. Everybody.” Chance nodded.


“Man, where were you this morning?” Jason asked.


“Sorry, I had to call my parents. A lot is going on in my kingdom. I’ll fill you guys in later. Anyway, I’m glad I’m not late for class, but it seems I’m too late for you, Crisa.” The prince—arguably one of the most handsome boys at Lord Channing’s—alluded to the cup in his hand, then at the one in mine.


“I wanted to surprise you with hot chocolate,” he explained.


“Looks like I beat you to the punch,” Daniel replied plainly.


I took the cup from Chance to help him save face. “I’m sure I can handle both—”


“Good morning, seniors!” The ballroom doors burst open in sync with Madame Molina’s enthusiastic, booming voice. “Please, please, come inside.” She glanced at my group. “Leave all beverages and schoolbags in the cubbies and form three lines at the back of the room.”


This may have been the first time I’d ever felt happy to put down treats. Interacting with Daniel and Chance at the same time could be uncomfortable. Chance used to be a major jackwagon—the kind of pompous prince that inspired countless jokes (which I’d happily come up with). He was the grandson of King Midas, a royal from one of the wealthiest kingdoms in Book, and even had magic powers inherited from his ancestor that allowed him to turn anything to gold with a snap of his fingers. That package hadn’t jived well with Daniel’s backstory as a scrappy orphan who grew up on the streets of the capital, fought intensely for everything, and was as unpretentious as they come.


The two didn’t have much in common on the surface. Regardless, an important element they did share was how much they’d changed. In the last seven months the prince had transformed completely. We’d learned more about his family, upbringing, and why he had put on such airs at school. And he’d demonstrated his true character to be that of a kind, shy, fierce ally.


Overall, Chance had proven to most of us that he was a friend and hero who could be trusted. The only person who hadn’t accepted this change was Daniel, which made things weird because I’d come to care for the prince a lot. Perhaps not as much as he cared for me though . . .


Like Daniel, Chance had risked his life to save me from the antagonists. We were good friends, but Chance’s motives beyond that itched at me like a mosquito bite. The boy had made it very clear that he had feelings for me and had been trying to win my affections since last spring. My feelings about this were . . . conflicting.


As my classmates and I strode across polished floors, my eyes wandered to the prince. Chance was great mix of considerate, loyal, attentive, and sweet. He was also hotter than a fully-realized summer sun. All factors equated to a recipe for a fine romantic interest and yet . . . I just wasn’t sure I could commit to that idea.


Chance caught me staring and smiled. I darted my eyes forward, hoping that I wasn’t blushing. I’d never been like other princesses or girls my age. Boys were just people to me—not meant for gawking at or chasing after, but for interacting with in the same way I interacted with my girlfriends. I didn’t know how to treat them any different.


I’d held hands with Chance a couple of times, but my comfort zone didn’t extend beyond that at the moment. It was all so new and I wasn’t sure if what I felt when I looked at him was comparable to what he felt for me.


I shook away the thoughts and focused on our “classroom,” aka, the school ballroom. We normally only came in here for our monthly balls. It was strange to see it so empty—no smartly dressed students, lavish food tables, orchestra, wait staff, and so on. A lone cellist and two violinists were in the corner. The natural grace of day flooded through the windows and spilled across the grand dance floor.


We paused in our line ups. Daniel stood on my right while Chance stood on my left.


Madame Molina clapped her hands twice. “Welcome, young ladies and gentlemen.”


Our dance professor was a tall, slender woman with blonde hair in a ballerina bun. Beside her stood a short man with semi-spiky hair and the most erect posture I had ever seen.


“First of all, I would like to say congratulations on beginning your final year at Lady Agnue’s and Lord Channing’s,” Madame Molina continued—her accent vague but present.


Several shouts of “Whoo!” went up amongst our group.


Madame Molina smiled. “Yes, well that aside, this is not the time to slack off. For the boys who do not know who I am, my name is Voros Molina, and I have had the privilege of being head dance instructor at Lady Agnue’s for eight years.”


 “For the young ladies, I am Professor Pasha Lodell,” said the posture-perfect man. “I have been charged as head dance instructor at Lord Channing’s for the last five years. Prepare yourselves bothmentally and physically. Masters Ballroom is a very rigorous course, especially considering we only meet twice per week. Over the course of the next three months, Madame Molina and I have the responsibility of getting you ready for the Ball of the First Frost. You will arrive to class on time. You will work hard. You will do the exercises we give you and practice on your own time as well. Then—Author willing—when you are formally presented to the student bodies and faculty per tradition in December, you will shine like polished stars.”


“Well said, Professor Pasha,” Madame Molina picked up. “This week we are going to ease in with various exercises and free dancing to shake off the summer cobwebs. Why don’t we start with half of the group up here for now?”


Our teacher glanced around and her eyes landed on me in the center of the group. “Everyone to the left of Crisanta Knight, grab a partner. Everyone to the right, please have a seat. We will switch in ten minutes.”


“Um, Madame Molina.” I raised my hand. “Do I go left or right?”


“Do you have a preference?”


I glanced at Chance and Daniel on either side of me.


Uhhhh . . .


“Go right,” Professor Pasha answered for me. “Hustle, everyone.”


Phew!


Daniel, SJ, Marie, Jason, and Blue headed toward the chairs positioned against the wall. I followed. Girtha had been standing on Chance’s other side, so she elbowed him and offered her hand. He took it with a small smile but glanced over his shoulder at me as he walked away.


Professor Pasha clapped his hands. “Waltz positions. Men—proper frames. No stooped shoulders; you’re not pouring drinks in a saloon. Ladies—chins up, even if you are taller than your partners. And waltz!” He pointed dramatically at our musicians and they began to play.


My classmates moved to the music as Madame Molina and Professor Pasha prowled around observing and correcting them.


 “I still don’t get this tradition,” Daniel commented from our seats. “There’s already a ball every month. Why do seniors have to put on this big show at the end of fall semester?”


“Tradition does not always need a reason, Daniel,” Marie replied. “Sometimes it is simply there because it is beautiful. I personally love the Ball of the First Frost.” Her eyes got a dreamy look. “All the seniors dancing in sync in their specially made attire . . . You did not get to see it last year because Tara-Mauvrey tried to kill Crisa, but trust me, Daniel, it is quite a sight.”


“My bad,” I said.


Daniel and I exchanged a smirk. Then I glanced at Marie. “Speaking of Mauvrey, I just realized she’s not here. Where is your new roommate?”


“Mauvrey asked Lady Agnue if she could postpone her graduation,” Marie explained. “She feels understandably cheated of her youth since Tara possessed her for so long. As one of the few adults who is fully aware of the situation, the headmistress was sympathetic and agreed to hold Mauvrey back a year. The cover story is that Mauvrey failed too many classes and needs to repeat her junior term.”


“If that’s what she wants, then I’m happy for her,” I said. “And hey, now she’s in the same grade as Javier.”


“Maybe they can be dance partners for this next year,” Blue suggested. “They got along really well over the summer. Good chemistry makes dancing, fighting, and everything easier.”


“Agreed,” Jason said, casually putting his arm around Blue. She smiled at him.


My eyes went to Daniel’s. He opened his mouth to say something but was cut off when the ballroom doors opened. A guard came in and moved to speak with Madame Molina as Professor Pasha continued instructing the dancers. After a moment, the guard departed and she approached our group at the back of the room.


“Crisanta Knight?”


I sat up straighter. “Yes?”


“Lady Agnue would like to see you in her office. If you do not return before the end of the period, please get the homework assignment from one of your friends.”


 I nodded and our teacher returned to the dance floor. My crew looked at me.


“It’s the first day, Crisa. How are you already getting called to the principal’s office?” Blue commented.


“I have no idea. I thought Lady Agnue and I were kind of cool with each other now. Maybe she just wants to chat?”


“Careful,” Blue said, leaning back with her fingers laced behind her head. “Casual buddy-buddy conversations with our headmistress will probably disqualify you from ‘Most Likely to Rebel Against Authority.’”


“Oh hush,” I replied. “I’ll see you all later.”


I picked up my book bag and both to-go cups from the cubbies. As I moved away from the ballroom, I caught a guard passing by and offered him my second hot chocolate. “With my compliments,” I said.


“Um, wh—”


“You’re welcome.”


I continued on my way, sipping my remaining drink. The halls were clear with everyone in class, allowing me to navigate the school quickly. On the final approach to Lady Agnue’s office the serious portraits of all our former headmistresses gave me the shivers.


Running this academy had been an Agnue family tradition for generations. As such, the women in these portraits shared common features like brown hair and sharp chins. Based on their unforgiving stares, I imagined they also shared personality traits like rigidity and pragmatism. Though that could have been wrong for me to assume . . .


I paused briefly at the last painting in the row. My headmistress, Cornwallace Agnue, had a lot more layers than I’d originally given her credit for. As a girl who was all about defying expectations, perhaps it had been hypocritical of me to ever believe I knew everything about her. Yes, she’d been an uptight, rigid authority figure on my case for years. Even so, as seasons changed maybe I should have tried to see her for everything she might be, the same way I’d always wished others would see me as more than a princess or Cinderella’s daughter.


I entered the secretary’s office, which doubled as the waiting area outside my headmistress’s den. Ms. Mammers sat at her extraorganized desk and looked at me with a pout, bronze bangs grazing her eyes. “A little early in the semester for your first scolding, is it not?”


“I couldn’t agree more,” I replied, unfazed by the woman’s condescending tone. No one with a haircut shaped like a ski helmet could make you feel bad about yourself. “Is she ready for me now or should I have a seat so you and I can swap summer stories? I bet mine are super boring compared to yours.”


“Go on.” Ms. Mammers waved at the door with a scowl.


I swigged my last gulp of hot chocolate, dropped the cup in the trash, and stepped into my headmistress’s office, closing the door behind me. Lady Agnue sat at her desk. Her hair was half up and half down again, like my mood recently. The large window behind her magenta velvet chair filled the room with warm morning sunlight.


She looked up from her paperwork and smiled mildly at me. “Good morning, Miss Knight. How are you?”


“Uh, good morning, Lady Agnue. Can’t complain.” I couldn’t recall ever coming in here and having such an amiable welcome.


She gestured at the vanilla-colored chair opposite her desk. “Miss Knight, I realize this ship has long sailed, but it is our first interaction of the semester and—”


“I know, I know. Princess Rule Twelve. Never use contractions.” I gave her a sheepish smile. “Sorry. Breaking that rule is a habit.”


“Correcting you is one of mine,” she countered. “Maybe we cannot change completely.”


“Maybe that’s a good thing.”


We traded a look of vague, tentative camaraderie.


“So what can I do for you?” I asked.


“That is actually the question I intended to ask you,” Lady Agnue replied. “When your friends returned from saving you and recounted the gist of what you had experienced on Earth, I . . . well, I was deeply affected. I wanted to check on your physical and mental well-being. Starting school like everything is normal surely must be difficult.”


I blinked.


I couldn’t believe that of all people Lady Agnue was the first person to ask me directly about this—to recognize my state of being. At least out loud, anyway. My friends probably had it on the tips of their tongues constantly, but none had articulated it yet. Perhaps they were trying not to think about the horror in too much detail. Or maybe they were afraid that reminding me of it would unsettle or break me.


“I’m . . . managing,” I replied honestly. “It is only the first day of school, after all.”


“Well, if you would ever like to talk to me, or require extra time on your assignments, or need anything else to make your reintroduction more endurable, please let me know.”


“I appreciate that. We’ll see how it goes.” I awkwardly glanced around the office, eyes moving from the shelves with Pegasi bookends to the generic landscape paintings to the small picture frame on her desk. It featured a teenage boy behind the counter of an ice cream shop; he faced away from the photographer. The angle and colors of the shot made it look kind of artsy.


“How’s Mr. Zappoli?” I pointed at the picture to break the silence. “What?” Lady Agnue raised her brows and her tone.


“David Zappoli. That’s him in this picture, isn’t it? Chance took me to that ice cream shop when we stayed in Clevaunt over the summer and I met him. You grew up there, right?”


Lady Agnue eyed me carefully, a touch of the sharpness I used to see when she looked at me shone through her copper irises.


“Sorry. Did I cross a line?” I asked.


Lady Agnue finally took a deep breath. “It is fine . . . David and I have a long history. I may be a tad sensitive about it.”


“Oh. Well then, you don’t have to—”


“I took this photo,” Lady Agnue said, picking up the frame and gazing at it for a moment before placing it back down. “Before I was chosen as the next headmistress for this school, I thought about becoming a photographer.”


My eyebrows furrowed. “You didn’t always know you were going to be headmistress? I thought running this school was a generational thing for your family.”


“It is. The headmistress title and responsibility have been passed to women in my family since this institution was established. However, not necessarily from mother to daughter, as the women who run this school cannot be married. My aunt bestowed the role upon me when she married and moved west.”


 I sat there, dumbfounded for a second. Then I huffed with indistinct amusement.


“Something funny to share with the class, Miss Knight?”


“No, I just . . . I’m sorry again.”


“For what this time? I need to keep a list with you.”


“For thinking that just because you made the rules for us didn’t mean you were free from dealing with those others set for you.” I blinked and processed this seriously and humbly for another moment. “You had no more of a say about ending up at this school than I did.”


“We all have a say in what happens in our lives, Miss Knight, regardless of the Author. Rules, prophecies, tradition, authority—they have influence, of course. But I educate main characters at this academy, not ensemble characters. So although I want my ladies to do as they are told while on campus for their own good and protection, when you graduate and enter the real world, I expect you to take the reins and make something of yourself with the tools you have acquired here. Princess voices were meant for more than just singing to woodland creatures. Everyone has a voice in where their story takes them. The difference between a protagonist and an ensemble character is using it out loud, not just in your head and heart.”


I held her eyes for a beat, then nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”


She picked up her quill and made a note in a planner. “Do not call me ma’am, Miss Knight. Respecting authority does not suit you.” She looked up briefly, the tiniest smile lifting a corner of her lip.


“All right then.” I returned the smile and stood. “I guess I’ll head back to class?”


“Actually”—Lady Agnue reached into a desk drawer and pulled out a sealed envelope—“no need to return to your ballroom instruction. Instead, I would like you to please deliver this to Mrs. Fofferman in the library. I would send Ms. Mammers, but we have a meeting after this. You are excused until your next period to allow for the detour.”


“Um, okay.”


“It is a list of books on social planning, treaty writing, and ethics that I thought would help your friends as they enter a more advanced phase in the peace talks.”


“I didn’t ask.”


 “I am sure you would have.”


Fair.


I took the envelope and fiddled with it briefly before moving my gaze back to the headmistress. “Lady Agnue . . . why didn’t you mention me in your speech last night?”


She looked at me perplexed. “Did you want me to?”


“Yes and no,” I replied. “I am not in a place right now where I want all eyes on me, but I figured because of my involvement with the antagonists and the start of the peace talks, you would have.”


“Miss Knight.” Lady Agnue folded her hands over her desk. “There is no one who has done more to quell this conflict with the antagonists than you. If it were ladylike to wager, I would bet that there is a high chance we would have already suffered a horrific fate if you and your friends had not intervened so frequently over the past year. I know this, as a selection of other characters do. We also know that you took the courageous first step to convincing the rebel leaders and Godmother Supreme to agree to the peace talks. However, I chose to leave your name out of my speech for two reasons. First, you have never been the type to like a lot of attention. Add on everything you have just been through and I thought it would be a kindness to shield you from the spotlight as much as possible.”


“And I appreciate that. I guess . . . I don’t know, with there being so many people that expect bad from me, maybe I subconsciously wanted some credit for the good I’ve done too.”


“That is understandable,” Lady Agnue said. “Though I advise you to remember that a hero does not do good for the notoriety. In fact, heroes often have to deal with more negative press than anyone. You do not need the approval of others, Crisanta. You have certainly made that clear to me with years of defiance and sass.”


“You’re right. You’re right.” I sighed then nodded as humility and acceptance set in. “It was an immature reaction. Like I said, I am just trying to find a way to stand in the face of people’s fears about my future. It’s a harder job now, given what I went through recently.”


“I cannot imagine . . .” Lady Agnue responded. “Which brings me to the second reason I did not mention you in my speech. You have a lot of potential, Miss Knight. For good, for bad, for change. And I believe anyone with that level of influence should—as the kids say—play it close to the vest.”


“Come again?”


“Is that not the saying? I apologize. I do not own any vests.”


“No, that’s it. I’m just not sure what you mean.”


“What I mean is that the smartest people I have ever known do not leave everything out on the table. The scope of their full power is their business. Not sharing it with everyone allows them to plan and prepare while remaining unpredictable. That has always been Lena Lenore’s philosophy. You do not care for the Godmother Supreme, but I am sure you would admit she usually has the upper hand.”


My headmistress wasn’t wrong.


“So you’re basically giving me a chance to figure things out for myself?” I surmised.


“More or less. It has worked out well for you thus far, has it not?” Depends who you ask.


“Well, thanks. I think.” I alluded to the letter in my hand. “I better go. I’ll deliver this to the library. See you around, Lady Agnue.”


“Be good, Miss Knight.”


I stopped at the door, startled. “What?”


“I mean, behave yourself. You are still my pupil and under my dominion for the next year. We may have a new respect for one another, but I will not tolerate any mischief.”


“Does fighting evil count as mischief?”


“Not if you do it right.”


We exchanged another amiable look.


As I opened the door, Lady Agnue called after me. “Have fun in your second period. I have a feeling you will like the new instructor.”


I decided not to ask the headmistress to clarify. I didn’t think it cast a positive light on my senior status if I forgot what my next class was.


Geez, I really need to memorize my schedule.


With a nod to Ms. Mammers as I exited, I proceeded to the library on the other side of the school.


“If it isn’t our favorite enchanted princess,” Nick said genially when I arrived.


Nick and Russell, the gossipy Guardgoyles perched atop pillars on either side of the library entrance, had the bodies and tails of lions, the wings of dragons, and the heads of Doberman Pinschers. They were partially animate—able to move their wings, heads, and necks. That was it though.


Guardgoyles were examples of what normally happened when anyone tried to use magic to restore life to the dead. I was the first person to be able to harness that power without things going outrageously wrong. Not even Fairy Godmothers and genies had my ability. If anyone ever tried to give life in any capacity, they ended up with mutated creatures like Nick, Russell, and the other stone hybrids on campus.


“Is that a competitive category in your eyes?” I asked Nick.


“Maybe,” he replied.


“You could seal the deal if you hit the books every day this week and happened to bring bacon with you,” Russell said.


“It’s a bit early in the semester for a late-night study session, but the good news for you is that I already come bearing gifts.”


I took a plastic baggie out of my book bag, revealing two strips of bacon. “Hickory-smoked,” I said, tossing a piece up to each of them. Russell caught one in his mouth. Nick used his tail to grab the meat midair then shoved it in his maw.


Russell smacked his lips. “You, Crisanta Knight, are a hero amongst heroes, a leader amongst women, and a titan amongst mortals.”


“Wow. High compliments.” I put away the bag. “Next time I feel like people are throwing shade my way, I should come to you guys for a pep talk.”


“If you bring us applewood-smoked bacon, we’ll throw you a parade,” Nick added. “Now then, off with you. Unless you have any news as juicy as that meat . . .”


I shook my head. Lady Agnue had been spot-on. Although it was natural to want people to know about what I’d done right amidst so many fears of what I could do wrong, it was better for me to move under the radar. My friends, enemies, and neutral third parties could believe what they wanted while I discovered my path for myself. The proof of what I am would be in the pudding, and I was still mixing that.


I entered the library and found Mrs. Fofferman at her desk. Her wild, curly hair had grown a lot over the summer; she looked like a Labradoodle after it rolled around in the grass. I was pretty sure I even saw a leaf sticking out of her hair.


“Miss Knight. Shouldn’t you be in class?” She eyed me over ginormous spectacles.


“Lady Agnue asked me to deliver this.” I handed her the envelope.


She opened it and skimmed the contents. Then she nodded. “You can let SJ know I will have the books ready for her at lunch.”


“Thank you, Mrs. Fofferman.”


I checked the clock on the wall—ten minutes left in the period. May as well head to my next class. I fished my schedule out of my bag. Next up, Potions: Level Seven. The name of the professor wasn’t written though; it just said TBA. Considering our last potions professor helped magic hunters poison and try to kidnap me, anyone non-homicidal would be an improvement.


I started across campus and climbed the stairs to the fifth floor. So far I was getting in more steps than lessons today.


When I was nearly there, the hour struck nine and the halls flooded with students. I made it to the desired potions lab before any of my classmates and our new teacher, then picked a stool at a desk in the front row.


I kind of loved potions labs. They were colorful and weird like me and so many of my friends. A collection of vials, beakers, and mortar dishes resided at each place setting. Hundreds of jarred ingredients lined the walls, everything from crab claws floating in gelatin to rosemary and rice cereal. Meanwhile, hefty crystal vats filled with a rainbow array of liquids were bolted to the back wall, just daring you to make the craziest smoothie of all time.


My eyes wandered to the professor’s desk at the front. The floor-to-ceiling windows beside it illuminated the area and suddenly brought back the memory of the last time I’d been in a potions classroom.


“Crisanta, no!”


Real life hazed over as the memory played across my mind. My former potions professor held up her hands in surrender as my angry Pure Magic willed desks to corral her to the broken window, lab equipment firing at her mercilessly. “I beg you! Please, don’t! I’m sorry!”


Gold and gray magic swirled around my form and filled my eyes—my power completely in control. “Well, that makes one of us.”


Then that magic hunter Parker charged me from behind and my magic surged with a rush of black, sucking the life from him in one fell swoop. His mouth opened like a fish pulled from water as a cloud of energy yanked out of him. His corpse collapsed to the ground.


In real life I gasped sharply, clutching my chest. My senses reoriented and I realized my heart was pounding. I looked down. Small sparks of magic danced across my fingertips. The memory had triggered too much emotion—fear of what I’d done, anger at the people who pushed me to that point, and the vaguest, troubling tingle of satisfaction for being powerful enough to give them what they deserved.


“Well, look who is vying for top of the class,” SJ said as she came in.


I shoved my hands under the desk. “I would never. I know that’s your shtick.”


Other students started filing in—Blue, Girtha, and Marie amongst them. The three sat in the same row as me. I stole a glance and saw the magic had vanished from my fingers.


“I am afraid I will not be able to claim that mantle in this room though,” SJ replied to me, still standing. “I have a new role to fill.”


I tilted my head, confused.


The last of the desks became occupied and SJ closed the classroom door. Then she put her book bag on the professor’s desk and addressed the class.


“Hello, everyone. You all know me as SJ, but for the sake of decorum, as the interim potions professor for the semester, please call me Professor Kaplan when lab is in session.”


My mouth hung open.


“Since our former potions professor was found to be in league with antagonists, and our realm is currently dealing with a tumultuous climate, the headmistress thought it unwise to bring in new faculty at this time. As I have been at the top of all potions classes since first year, Lady Agnue has asked me to teach a number of potions courses this semester in exchange for class credit—specifically the junior and senior courses, and Introduction to Potions for new students.”


“Does getting good grades really qualify you to be a teacher?” Princess Jade asked from the third row.


“Does being the daughter of Aladdin automatically mean you’re an awesome, streetwise magic carpet rider?” Blue countered, glancing back at Jade. “Because I guarantee two out of those three things don’t describe you.”


SJ shot Blue a disapproving look before turning to our classmate. “A valid concern, Jade. While my strong performance in potions classes provides a solid background, my experience goes beyond that. My apprenticeships with Merlin and the Wizard of Oz—two of the greatest potionists of all time—and the eight patents and three copyrights pending for my own potion innovations definitely qualify me for this position. I trust you will give me a fair chance as a teacher just as I will give you a fair chance as a student. Now then . . .”


She picked up a piece of chalk and began writing on the board. “We will begin with a pop quiz to gauge how much you have retained from last semester. Quill and paper out please.”


Groans sounded across the room as we obeyed. I pivoted to Blue, dumbfounded.


“Don’t look at me,” she said. “This exposition is news to me too.”
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After dancing coeds, compassion from my headmistress, and potions taught by my best friend, I had Senior Thesis Study Hall where I was supposed to come up with a research topic I’d work on throughout the year that highlighted my “essence as a protagonist.” Outline due this semester; fifty-page paper due next semester.


The rest of my day consisted of Hair Dos & Don’ts, Public Speaking for Young Rulers, and Escape! Getting Out of Locked Closets & Other Places You’re Trapped In.


I sure could have used that class last semester.


Finally we’d arrived at the conclusion of the day—my free period. That meant I had an hour to dedicate to my own pursuits. Usually, that meant sparring practice.


I trotted toward the practice fields on the east end of campus. The area consisted of a track, obstacles for horses, a rock-climbing wall, a pole vault pit, and a mass amount of open field, of course. Farther left stood the newest addition to the area—our smaller-thanregulation-size, but still awesome arena for Twenty-Three Skidd, the most popular sport in our realm.


Traditionally it was an all-boy sport. In a satisfying turn of events, so many girls had shown interest and prowess in Twenty-Three Skidd since last semester that Lady Agnue’s was finally given a small stadium for practice and granted the chance to try out for Lord Channing’s teams. I looked forward to getting back into that activity very soon.


On the right, my destination came into view—the barn and stables where Blue and I typically met during free period to work out. My favorite tree grew next to the barn. Despite the seasonal death that had already begun to darken some of its leaves, and the charring on the bark from the fire it’d survived last semester, I knew the tree was full of vitality underneath. I touched the bark softly before moving inside the building. Blue, Girtha, and Mauvrey were already there.


Girtha cracked her knuckles. “I’m so pumped we all have free period at the same time now. I don’t usually get so many sparring partners.”


“Same,” Mauvrey added. “Tara-me used to spend free periods doing research in the library or spying on classmates. I am looking forward to a change of pace.”


She flexed her hands, showing off her fingerless, mechanical gloves that shot out wires and generated electric shocks. Tara-Mauvrey used to employ this weapon and my friends had built a pair for real Mauvrey over the summer. I’d been told she had already honed her skill with the combat accessory to match that of the villainess who used to inhabit her body.


Blue had her own trusty tool in hand—her beloved hunting knife, complemented by the enchanted utility belt at her waist that magically replenished throwing knifes as she threw them. Meanwhile, Girtha had no weapon. She specialized in hand-to-hand combat.


I pulled out the sparkly hairpin clandestinely clipped to my bra strap.


Lapellius, I thought.


In half a second, the accessory grew into the magic wand that my godmother Emma—my mother’s Fairy Godmother—had gifted to me when I was little along with a spark of her power that let me wield it. Fairy Godmothers needed their wands to conduct their magic, and each wand only worked in response to a Godmother’s unique magical touch. When Emma retired from the Godmother Agency, she wanted to give me a tool to protect myself. She had her wand separately enchanted to transform into any weapon that the wielder willed; having her magic energy within allowed me to operate it.


Now that she had passed away, I was the only person who could.


My eyes fixed on the wand for a second. It was sad how sometimes good intentions could snowball into devastating consequences. Emma had gifted me this wand for protection, but that sole spark of magic she bestowed is what mutated into my Pure Magic Disease and thus caused my life to be fraught with peril. And later, the antagonists had murdered Emma in one of their many attempts to exploit my emotion and the power within me—


“Crisa?” Blue said.


“Right, sorry. I spaced out.” I cleared my throat. “Should we do free-for-all, one-on-one, or team sparring?”


“Why don’t we start with one-on-one?” Blue suggested. “Ease into it.”


“Fine by me,” I said. “Mauvrey, how about you and I give it a go? I haven’t gone up against those gloves in a while.”


“Okay,” Mauvrey said. “Technically I have never fought you though, so go easy on me at first, Crisa. It may not have been me in control, but I am very aware of the beatings you gave Tara-me on more than one occasion.”


“Understood,” I said.


Spear.


My wand elongated to a five-foot staff with a sharp blade at one end. This was my favorite weapon and the one I most employed in battle.


We spread out across the barn’s open floor plan. Thick, dark blue sparring mats covered much of the area. Towers of stacked hay bales created barricades of assorted sizes.


Girtha and Blue went left while Mauvrey and I took a more expansive section of the barn on the right. Both our weapons worked better with space. We stood about ten feet apart.


I twirled the staff. With the command Lapellium it changed to its discreet hairpin shape. Lapellius returned it to normal. Beyond that, I only had to concentrate on what weapon I wanted and the tool transformed instantly. It was a fighter’s dream, which worked out given that combat was my favorite activity. My magic was incredible, but the battle arts were what made me feel truly powerful, truly good about myself. I’d forged my own strength in combat over the years through hard work, dedication, and passion. I never felt more like me than when I harnessed these skills I’d earned.


“Ready?” I asked Mauvrey, itching to get started. It’d been way too long since I did this. The wand in my hand felt like a phantom limb had finally been restored.


 “Ready,” Mauvrey responded.


Much to my surprise, once I signaled with a nod she immediately took the offensive. Mauvrey flicked her right hand and dual shimmering wires ejected from her glove. I side-stepped to avoid them and raced toward her as she recalled the wires with a double squeeze of her fingers over her palm. Simultaneously she shot out the wires from her left glove.


Shield.


I smacked the wires away.


Spear.


I twirled my weapon toward her head and she ducked around to elbow me in the back. I didn’t block in time and stumbled forward as Mauvrey whirled whilst calling back her wires. She fired another set at my legs. I leapt to elude them, but she had already activated the next pair. They wrapped around my shin and Mauvrey yanked me off my feet. I landed on my back on the mat, wand rolling out of my grip.


“I said you could take it easy on me, Crisa, but you do not need to humor me that much,” Mauvrey said, releasing my leg and resetting her weapons. “Trust me, Blue had no problem laying me out when we trained this summer.”


She thought I’d let her win . . .


“Uh, okay,” I said, grabbing my wand and getting to my feet.


We faced each other. As before, Mauvrey made the first move.


Shield.


After blocking her wires, I whipped my weapon at her head like a discus. She dove to the ground, giving me a chance to rush in. Mauvrey reeled in her wires as I extended a reverse axe kick. Surprisingly, she ducked and rolled away from it. My heel hit the mat where she’d just been and she clapped her hands together.


Oh sh—


Her gloves ignited with electricity and she sprang upward, pushing her hands against my chest. The charge shot me back several feet and I slammed against a hay wall.


Mauvrey’s face filled with panic. “Are you okay?” She dashed forward.


My brain fizzled like freshly poured soda. “Yeah, I just . . . forgot how your gloves worked for a moment there.”


 “Oh, sorry. That is on me then,” she replied, full of remorse. “Quick recap—I have to cross my pointer and middle fingers to activate the electricity of the wires, but just clapping ignites the gloves, so watch out.”


“I’ll do that,” I replied with a slight grunt.


All right, self. Get it together.


I shook out my arms, exhaled, and we reset. This time I went on the offensive with shield in hand. Mauvrey fired wires when I darted at her. I ducked. She fired again. I pivoted and lunged close, slamming my shield low as her wires retracted. I thought I had her, but she twirled around, evading me again.


Sword.


I moved toward her as my weapon grew, but Mauvrey’s arm collided with mine, blocking. Then she punched me in the chest—hard—thrusting me back.


Spear.


I flipped the weapon to bring it down upon her. She spun to the side—golden blonde ponytail bouncing behind her as she clapped her hands.


Crud.


Mauvrey punched toward my head with an electrified fist. I ducked. She swung again. I skidded out of the way. She just kept coming until she grabbed hold of my staff. It converted into a lightning rod that sent an assault of electricity up my body. I cringed at the painful shock, releasing my weapon. It fell to the ground, but I didn’t. Mauvrey still had one glove ignited and she rushed at me, about to collide—


“Stop!” I shouted.


She froze.


I hunched over with my hands on my knees, panting.


“Hey, what’s wrong?” Blue asked as she and Girtha hurried over.


“I . . .” I met the concern in my friends’ eyes, unsure of what to say. “It’s just been a while and I’m not used to Mauvrey’s fighting style.” I pivoted to face her. “You’re really good.”


“Thank you,” she said, shaking her hands, which extinguished the remaining electricity.


“Says something about my teaching abilities I guess . . .” Blue ventured. She picked up my staff and handed it to me. “I trained her a lot over the summer, so I’m more used to the gloves. Why don’t we trade partners?”


“Uh, yeah. Fine.”


I set my staff to the side. Hand-to-hand would go better; I was certain of it. There was a time last year when Girtha and I trained every night together.


We squared off.


Girtha seemed a bit hesitant. However, when I nodded for her to go ahead, she charged. I raised my knee to plant a powerful thrust kick into her chest. At least I thought it would be powerful. Girtha was a big opponent, but I was strong and could usually knock her back. This kick barely caused her to stagger and she quickly followed up with a jab. I hastened in retreat as she drove in. She hook-punched; I bobbed under. Then—BAM!


She rammed me with her weight and I went flailing to the ground. Stars filled my eyes. Girtha’s face hovered overhead when my vision cleared, looking down at me with worry.


“Do you need a minute?”


“Nope.” I swallowed the pain and clambered to my feet, drawing into a fighting stance. “Again.”


She attacked anew. I lasted thirty seconds before a reverse armbar in the chest sent me tumbling to the floor.


“Crisa, why didn’t you duck?” Girtha asked, offering me a hand up. “I thought for sure you were going to bob under that and nail me with a hook.”


“Right,” I said, dusting myself off. “I should’ve done that. Let’s go again.”


“Are you sure, cuz—”


“Again.”


We fought. My frustration built as my strength and reflexes continued to fail. They only got weaker and duller as we went on. Girtha took me down a third time, slamming me to the mat and pushing the air from my lungs like I was a deflating accordion.


She frowned. “Why didn’t you clear after your kick? You had the room.”


“I know, okay? It was a mistake. Go again.”


Twenty seconds later, Girtha’s leg swept mine out from under me. I landed flat on the sparring mat, hair spread out around me like a pancaked butterfly. Girtha stood over me and offered another hand up. “You should have—”


“Redirected the force instead of trying to block it. I know,” I snapped. I got up hastily. “Hey, Blue?” I called. She and Mauvrey had stopped fighting and were observing me and Girtha. “Let’s switch again. You and me please. Knife on spear.”


“Uh, sure,” Blue said.


I picked up my staff. This would be more familiar. I had been training with Blue for years. I was way more used to her than Girtha.


“Ready?” Blue asked.


“Yes.”


You sure? my inner voice asked.


I ignored it and engaged as Blue ran straight at me. I swung my staff, but she slid on her knees beneath the strike. Her right shoulder rammed my back leg, pushing me off my feet. I fell to the mat—wand—but rolled before she could pin me. Blue was already back on her feet and she struck down.


Shield.


I blocked her knife then reared back and propelled force into my bottom half to kick her with both boots. Blue stumbled back as I scrambled to my feet. She charged in again.


Sword.


Shield.


I ducked.


Spear.


My breaths were short and muscles fatigued. Blue side-stepped and thrust toward my arm. My brain registered her attack, but I wasn’t fast enough. There was a split second when my friend seemed to realize I wasn’t going to block in time and she tried to redirect the strike, but it was too late. Her hunting knife sliced a shallow cut into my bicep.


“Argh!”


I dropped my staff as Blue’s face fell.


“Crisa, I’m so sorry!” She tossed her knife aside and rushed over to inspect my injury, taking my arm in hand. “You’ve seen me do that move a hundred times. Normally you would’ve just blocked it with your shield or a spin or—”


“I know!” I snapped, pulling away from her.


 Girtha and Mauvrey came over to us.


“Let me see,” Blue said, reaching for my arm again.


“I’m fine,” I said, taking a step back. “It’s barely a scratch.”


I picked up my staff—winced—and transformed it to wand form. I felt Blue’s eyes scanning me. “Maybe we should go back to practicing with armor like we used to,” she said.


“I haven’t needed to use armor in like a year, Blue. Don’t insult me.”


“I only meant until you’re back to normal,” Blue said. “You seem a little . . .”


“What?” I glared.


“Rusty,” Girtha finished. “That’s nothing to be ashamed of though. You became an awesome fighter last year because of so much practice. Now you’re out of practice. You lost some of that strength and skill.”


It was such a flat, firm, merciless statement—not intended to be cruel, but landing ruthlessly nonetheless. My chest tightened like my heart was being strangled by a tight towel. I felt embarrassment. Anger. Shame. Sadness. Pain.


“I said I was fine.” I looked at Girtha irritably. “Sometimes people just lose fights. Let’s not make a whole thing about it.”


“But, Crisa,” Blue tried. “Maybe this is honestly too much, too soon for you. We should have realized and been more sensitive about the time you lost. It may have been days to us, but you were imprisoned for months. It’s not like you got to spar or train at all. I mean, on a daily basis what did you even—”


“Are we sparring or rehashing the past?” I asked heatedly.


“I think you should go to the nurse and get a healing potion and a bandage,” Mauvrey said. “We can train again tomorrow.”


“And if I say I don’t need to see the nurse?” I asked.


The blood from my cut had started to soak through my sleeve.


“Crisa, you’re hurt,” Blue said. “We’re not going to spar you like this.”


“You do realize I’ve been hurt worse, right? This is nothing. Arian used to kill me on a weekly basis. I’m not going to cry about a simple knife wound.”


Silence.


“Crisa—”


 I cut Girtha off with a wave of my hand and turned away. I was losing this fight as badly as I’d just lost all those others. “I’ll see you guys at dinner.”


I reverted my wand to its pin state and reattached it to my bra strap. Then I grabbed my book bag and left the barn, slamming the door as acid filled my stomach. I marched until I came to my favorite tree. Then I shouted in aggravation and stomped my foot.


It was a mistake. I hadn’t noticed the magic fuming off my hands. The moment I released my frustration on the earth, a surge of gray and gold swirled out of me and infected the ground. The energy sped over the surrounding grass—killing it—then scaled the tree. My power caused the trunk to wither then consumed all remaining green leaves, turning them brown.


Dead now, I watched their slow, tormented fall. When they landed, I crushed their crisp carcasses underfoot as I headed back to the main campus.
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Though he’d been out of commission for as long as I had, unlike me, his muscle memory seemed to be working fine. At Daniel’s command, my dragon had flown solo to Lady Agnue’s today to pick up Girtha and me for Twenty-Three Skidd practice. The two of us—plus Divya and Blue—had made it onto the boys’ teams during spring tryouts last semester. We were the only girls currently on those teams. Hopefully that number would grow in the years to come.


My team, the Seven Suns, and Girtha and Divya’s team, the Lyons, typically practiced on Tuesdays, Thursdays, and Saturdays. Blue’s team, the Crusaders, met on Mondays, Wednesdays, and Sundays.


“Are you going to be okay?” Girtha asked, gesturing at the arena.


“I’ll be fine,” I said a bit shortly. “You should be more worried about Divya. It’s going to be difficult for her to stay in sync with your team if the peace talks interfere with your practices.”


“I’ll help her get extra training in the Lady Agnue’s arena when she has free time. It’ll be hard for her to balance, but she knew what she was getting into. I’m not so sure you know what you’re getting into though, considering yesterday.”


My shoulders tensed and I shrunk into my skin a little.


She was right, but I didn’t want to vocalize that and give the idea any more power than it already had. I was scared that what happened in the barn would repeat itself today. I couldn’t even summon the nerve to go to the practice fields during my free period this afternoon. What if I really had lost the strength and skill I spent so many years honing?


“I’ll see you later,” I said to Girtha. “Go play, boy.” I patted Lucky and headed into the stadium entry tunnel. Girtha would hang out in one of Lord Channing’s many training facilities until it was her team’s time to practice. We’d meet up in a couple hours and fly back together.


When girls made it on the Twenty-Three Skidd teams, Fairy Godmothers created time-cracks—openings at the top of our In and Out Spell that formed at preset times of day—to allow travel to and from Lord Channing’s for practice.


Pebbles crunched under my feet as the circle of light from the other side of the tunnel grew bigger. I found my heart pounding faster with each step. This wasn’t excitement though. I was nervous.


The grand arena opened around me—a donut-shaped construction with a pristine grass field at the center. Cushioned bleachers surrounded the sight. Six-hundred-foot tall goal posts shot up on opposite ends, making the sky seem so far away.


Suddenly a curdling scream filled my mind—a memory of the last time I’d been here swirling around me like ghost echo. Emotion clenched my heart and seized my soul.


The antagonists had attacked our championship game last semester. The same scream haunted my eardrums again—it came from Jacqueline’s parents. In my mind’s eye I saw their daughter Jacqueline Day Ripley just before she hit the ground. The girl had been a friend and the last Lady Agnue’s student to make it onto one of the Twenty-Three Skidd teams. Her parents ran onto the field. When they realized their daughter was dead their pained shout pitched high enough to shatter glass.


As the scene replayed in my mind, I felt traces of the same anger and desperation I’d experienced watching it happen live. Then a very different sensation overcame me. Power. My subconscious dragged me deeper into the past and I remembered the satisfaction of letting my Pure Magic take the reins—consuming every enemy in the arena until their life force was totally sucked out of them. My heart was on fire and soon after I felt heat burning my fingertips. In real time. Looking down, I saw them sparking.


 “Knight!”


I shook my head out of the trance and glanced up. Daniel jogged over to me.


Crud.


I clasped my hands behind my back before he was close enough to notice.


“You okay?” he asked on reaching me. “Looked like you were spacing out.”


“Yeah, I’ve been doing that a bit lately. Sorry, I just . . . I’m taking it all in.”


“Well, come on. It’s time to take in my amazing leadership skills.”


I smirked and followed him toward the dugouts where our teammates were putting on the communal armor all teams shared for practice. I stole a glance at my hands on the way. Thankfully they’d returned to normal. Daniel had a way of making me feel better. A different kind of magic.


“I’m going to run a couple more things by Javier. Go put on your armor,” Daniel told me. He took a nervous glance at the clipboard in his hand. I don’t know why that was endearing, but it was. Maybe because Daniel was a never-let-’em-see-you-sweat kind of guy and always seemed so cool and composed.


When our friend Gordon graduated last year, Daniel had been chosen to co-captain the Sevens Suns with Javier. It made sense; Daniel was an awesome Twenty-Three Skidd player. But based on the look on his face, it seemed formal leadership was not in his natural comfort zone.


“Hey,” I said, putting a hand on his clipboard. “You’ll be fine. The secret to being a leader is looking for ways to highlight people’s strengths, helping them overcome their weaknesses, and inspiring with confidence.”


“You learn that at Lady Agnue’s?”


“No, I learned on the job.” I winked and patted him on the arm before joining the others. I was nearly done fastening my second shin guard when a shadow cast over me.


“If it isn’t our team’s cat.”


“Excuse me?” I righted myself and met Dillain Bardó’s condescension with a bored stare.


“Cats have nine lives. You can resurrect yourself, so when you go out there you can be way more reckless than the rest of us because you get a do-over if you’re killed.” He smirked. The guy thought he was so clever.


“Dillain, we’re seniors. Aren’t you over this rivalry between us? Wouldn’t you rather stop throwing petty snipes at each other?”


“Not particularly.”


My mouth elongated to a wicked smile. “Good. Me neither.” I grabbed my helmet off the bench and thudded it against his chest plate. “By the way, if there’s any way I’m like a cat, it’s that I have claws. So watch yourself. I would say let’s settle this during a match, but you rarely make it to the end without getting sent to the nurse.”


“Huddle up!” Javier’s voice called from the field.


I proceeded past Dillain up the dugout steps. The team circled around our captains. Javier gave me a smile, his coffee-colored eyes expressing a dozen kindly things in a nanosecond.


Javier was genuinely one of the nicest people I knew. He was diversely talented—a skilled Twenty-Three Skidd player, swordfighter, pianist, rider. And he had a huge part in brokering peace with the rebels by being one of our peace talks reps.


“Welcome back, everyone,” Javier said. “We’re excited to get started, especially given how close we came to winning the championship last year. Daniel and I have a lot of ideas for how we can build a stronger team this semester.”


He looked up at Daniel, who was solidly taller. The latter nodded and cleared his throat. “Today we’ll do a practice match, just to get back into the groove of things. Starting next week, we’ll split our practice time between scrimmage and partner-based drills.”


“The purpose of the drills will be to work on athletic skill in a more one-on-one format, specifically with people you don’t usually sync with. This will improve how we perform as a team,” Javier continued.


“Javi,” Bailie, a teammate I didn’t know well, raised a hand. “When will fall tryouts be?”


“Fall tryouts?” I repeated. “I thought tryouts only happened in second semester.”


Javier turned to me. “Lady Agnue’s students are only invited to watch spring tryouts, but we have them in the fall too. The spring tryouts are mainly used to fill slots vacated by guys who didn’t meet first semester’s crazy-high academic requirements. Fall tryouts are primarily used to fill slots left by guys who graduated. Our team, for example, needs to fill two this semester.”


“The tryouts are also held to determine if current players still cut it,” Dillain said, looking at me pointedly.


“It doesn’t happen often,” Javier explained. “That’s why we only announce the number of slots officially available. But if captains see hopefuls who are stronger than their current players, we can swap them out. It encourages team members not to be complacent.”


“Uh-huh . . .” I felt my stomach churn.


Redwood, Lord Channing’s unfathomably tall groundskeeper, came onto the field with his assistants leading Pegasi.


It’ll be fine. You’ll be fine. You are still you.


Yesterday was just a bad day. I knew Twenty-Three Skidd like the back of my hand. Eleven people on a team—nine first string players and two alternates. Each player wielded a lacrosse sword, basically a staff with a basket at one end and spear on the other. The net end caught or lobbed the ball; the blade end combatted opponents. An extender function increased the staff’s length another couple of feet with the push of a button. Each player rode a Pegasus while trying to score in the opposing team’s goal. First to twenty-three points won. Easy peasy.


At least it always had been for me. I’d almost never needed the ginormous safety net that rose from beneath the arena once a match was in session.


Sigh.


If only confidence translated to performance. As the scrimmage proceeded and my steed Sadie’s purple and green wings cut across the clouds, I realized that while my muscle memory was there, it was slow as syrup. As a result, the net and I became much better acquainted.


Kurt’s lacrosse sword collided with mine. I gritted my teeth and shoved him back. We exchanged a few more strikes before he spun his staff while pressing the extender function. The weapon elongated and he smacked me across the chest. I was knocked off Sadie. My lacrosse sword fell from my grip and my helmet came off.


I wasn’t scared. As I dropped through the sky—again—all I felt was sadness pushing me down with more force than gravity. After I hit the net and bounced a few times, the pain of that sadness stung more than the hit.


In regular matches once a player was knocked to the net he or she was out for the rest of the game. Had this been a real contest, I would have been removed from play ten minutes in. As this was practice, my humiliation was ongoing. This was my fourth time landing here.


While other Pegasi would have wandered off after losing a rider, loyal Sadie flew after me. I waved her closer as I stood, wobbly, on the net. I had to get back in the game.


“Crisa!”


I glanced down. Javier had stayed on the field to work on plays while Daniel managed everybody in the air. Javi—megaphone in hand—motioned for me to descend. I mounted Sadie and we flew to the sidelines. I threw my leg over her neck and slid off. “What’s up?” “I was about to ask you the same thing,” he said. “I think you’ve fallen more times in this practice than you did all last semester. Are you okay?”


My shoulders tensed. “I’m having an off day.”


“Are you sure that’s all it is?”


“My ego is bruised and my body is bruised, but I’m fine.”


He studied me. “You know it’s okay if you’re not okay, right?”


I gave him a harder look. “Is it though?”


Javier opened his mouth to reply but then glanced up to see the other players descending. He checked his watch. “I have to get to a study group after this, but if you need to talk about anything, just say the word. I’m more than happy to help if you, um, have more off days.”


I nodded and led my Pegasus back to Redwood and his assistants.


“It’s really considerate of you,” Dillain said, appearing beside me.


My brow raised suspiciously. “What?”


“Letting other people have a chance to be on a Twenty-Three Skidd team. Based on your performance today, I assume you’re giving someone else the opportunity to claim your spot when fall tryouts come around.”


My fists clenched. Past that, all I could do was bite my lip. I didn’t have a comeback. How could I? You can’t talk the talk if you’re not walking the walk.


I turned on my heel and joined the huddle. Javier and Daniel gave some notes, but I didn’t hear anything. My brain fumed while my pride wilted.


“So what do you think?”


I blinked. The huddle had dispersed and Daniel was standing in front of me with an expectant look. He’d been speaking to me, who knows for how long.


I uncrossed my arms. “Sorry. Spacing out again. What?”


“Do you want to hang out in the tree trap gym until you go back to Lady Agnue’s?”


Say no. You’re not ready for this.


“Uh, sure,” I said.
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Well, I asked for it.


The tree trap gym was a crazy combat room at Lord Channing’s that involved a sixty-foot mechanical tree with fast moving roots, spinning branches, rock climbing holds that randomly appeared and disappeared, and robotic vultures that tried to yank you off. It was a fun and dangerous workout. More notably . . . it was the last place I should’ve agreed to go with Daniel. If I had gotten beaten up during a regular sparring session and humiliated at Twenty-Three Skidd practice, I had no business being in a training center for the cream of the heroic crop.


Too bad my need to prove myself sometimes outweighed my good sense.


A tree branch thwacked me hard and I went flying. The vultures may have been the final obstacles of the course, but they were synced with the safety backpacks that we wore. If the birds detected a body in free fall they intervened. One zipped across the gym and snatched me from my fall, then lowered me a safe distance from the tree.


I gazed up at Daniel as he climbed onto the platform at the top of the contraption where he triumphantly pressed the big button that signified triumph.


“WINNER!” an automated voice announced through the gym speakers. The tree trap shut down and the vultures that had been circling returned to their perches. He looked around until he spotted me on the ground. Using the zipline, Daniel descended with a gallant swoosh.


 “Are you okay?”


“That seems to be the most popular question of the week.”


He tilted his head, waiting for me to elaborate, but I didn’t.


“Listen, I’m sorry, but I’m going to finally let wisdom overpower my pride here and call it for the afternoon. I’m not . . .” I shook my head. “I can’t do this right now.”


The traces of sympathy in his eyes made me look away.


“Hey, do you want to see my favorite outdoor training area?” he asked after a moment, perking up. “It’s a peaceful walk when the weather’s nice. Good for clearing your head.”


“I can’t believe it’s only the second day of school and I already need that so badly.” I sighed. “Sure. Lead the way.”


Daniel picked up his sword sheath, powered down the gym equipment, and showed me out. We strode across some grassland then delved into the woods. It didn’t take long until school felt a million miles away. Daniel was right; it was peaceful out here. No sounds cut into the setting except the crunch of our footsteps and the occasional chirp of birds.


The sun glinted through the trees—rays skimming the back of Daniel’s leather jacket. All of a sudden my foot caught on a root and I stumbled forward, landing on my forearms in the dirt with a groan. Daniel whirled around and hastened to me. “Are you okay?”


“Ugh, that question again.”


I let him help me up. He pulled a giant leaf out of my hair. “Sorry. I guess I should’ve caught you.”


“It’s fine. Heroes catching princesses is a played-out trope anyway.” I dusted my sleeve, disgruntled. “I wasn’t paying attention. I deserved to fall.”


“But are you o—”


I gave him a look.


“Sorry. I won’t ask again.”


“A boy after my own heart,” I joked dryly.


The greenery became denser with every bend in the path.


“You don’t really appreciate the size of the Lord Channing’s property until you’re all the way out here,” I said after a bit.


“I know,” he replied alongside me. “And it’s not like the faculty offers guided tours of all that’s out here. I think it’s the headmaster’s way of encouraging students to explore on their own. Hero Rule Twelve is Always Have the Heart of an Explorer.”


I raised my brow, lips sliding into a smile. “I didn’t realize you guys have Hero Rules the way we have Princess Rules.”


He nodded. “I don’t always follow them though. If they seem unnecessary.”


“My kind of main character.”


We trekked in silence for a few more minutes until Daniel abruptly paused by an elevated tree root. His expression changed into something almost haunted—what I imagined I looked like when bad memories tried to take me under.


“What’s wrong?” I asked.


He didn’t answer. After a couple seconds, he shook his head and forged on silently. We continued through a steep uphill section before the forest began to thin and brighten. Daniel and I pushed past some branches and my eyes widened.


The level ground, open area before us had trees on three sides, forming a perfect space for sparring. I strode to the fourth side where a mighty canyon dropped two hundred feet to a wide valley extending to the horizon. Pillars of rock protruded from the base like giant, branchless trees. Thin fissures cracked across the rocky floor, perhaps leading to belowground caverns. Verdant woodlands grew to the edge of the canyon’s two sides, which at the top were hundreds of feet apart.


“This is your go-to training area?” I put my hands on my hips. “I’m properly humbled. The girls and I train in a barn.”


“You and I both know when it comes to training the where doesn’t matter as much as the who. Awesome settings are great. Awesome partners are better. Did you bring your wand?”


Oh no. I can’t handle another beating today.


“Actually, can we sit for a minute? I’m pretty tired.”


“Uh, sure.”


I sat down at the edge of the cliff. It was terrifying yet oddly relaxing to dangle my feet there. Daniel joined me. We stared into eternity for a beat.


“Kai.”


I didn’t know what made my skin crawl more, her name or the sound of it on Daniel’s lips. A shock clenched my chest like I’d choked while swallowing a vitamin tablet.


I tried to gulp down the feeling. “What about her?”


“That place where I stopped by the tree root, it’s where she and I had our first real fight before we went to save you. That’s why I got so weird. I haven’t been out here since then.”


“Oh.”


I wasn’t sure what to say past that. There was no cheat sheet for right things to say to a guy regarding his psycho ex-girlfriend.


Daniel and Kai had grown up together. After he was orphaned as a child, she was the only friend he’d had and the two eventually fell in love. Once I learned about his prophecy and we became good friends, I promised to help him protect her at all costs. In the end, this choice just about destroyed me, and the aftermath still had the potential to. Kai’s hatred for our realm’s protagonist-based order and hatred for me personally had made her the perfect antagonist asset.


They say keep your friends close and your enemies closer. Well, they are idiots.


We’d taken Kai into our inner circle and she’d used it to her advantage. She’d sold me out so the antagonists could capture me. Worse still, she’d known the whole time where I was on Earth and hadn’t told my friends. She’d left me to be tortured while she was sleeping in my room, striding through my school, and hanging out with my friends—


“Knight, your hands!” Daniel exclaimed.


“Huh?” I glanced down. They were practically on fire with gold and gray magic.


“And your eyes,” he said, more taken aback. “They’re glowing too.”


I panicked at first, then reined it in and focused. I closed my eyes and inhaled and exhaled slowly, letting the anger run off me like rain. When I checked again, mercifully, my hands had returned to normal. Hopefully my eyes had as well. I looked at Daniel.


“Better?”


“Yeah. What the heck was that?”


“My magic. Since I got back it sort of acts up when I get upset.”


“That’s not good.”


 “You think?” I swallowed down the reflexive sass and shook my head. “You’re the first person who’s seen it happen, but I doubt other people would be as cool about it. I’m handling it though. I just have to find better ways to avoid negative emotions.”


“Maybe that’s not the best approach.”


“How do you mean?”


“Knight, you can’t avoid negative emotions. Even if you were the most patient, pure-hearted person alive, no one can keep it together all the time. Sometimes a person just loses it. It’s part of the package of being human and that’s okay.”


“Um, did you miss the last few chapters of my saga? Because for me it’s definitely not okay. When I ‘lose it’ my magic gets violent. If that happens in a big way again, a lot of people are going to have a problem with me. I haven’t even done anything wrong since I got back and they’re acting like I’m a ticking time bomb.”


“People are just scared of what you’re capable of.”


“So am I. And that’s the point. People in the shadows can afford to have feelings. People like me who put themselves out there for everyone to judge, we have to keep it together.” I sighed and leaned back on my hands. “Sometimes I wish I didn’t feel anything.”


“I don’t,” Daniel said bluntly.


I glanced at him.


“It seemed like an appealing option for a while—especially when I was younger and lost my family, and then again a week ago when I found out about Kai.” He released a truly sad sigh. “She ripped my heart out, Knight. The person I thought I loved most was filling up with darkness and I didn’t even see it. Maybe if I had, you wouldn’t have . . .”


He gulped then shook his head. “Look, the point is even with all the pain that experience caused me—that it still causes me—I wouldn’t wish the emotion away. Feelings have a much longer shelf life than memories do, and I don’t want to forget what I’ve been through. I wouldn’t be me. And I wouldn’t be able to open myself up to something better.”


He looked down for a moment then gazed out at the canyon. After a beat, he spoke again. “It’s strange how things can seem so normal, but you know that everything is different.”


“Trust me. I know exactly what you mean.” I shifted to better look at him, though he didn’t look at me. “Do you have any idea where she is now? Kai, I mean.”


“No,” he replied. “After we got back and you were recovering, we told Lenore what happened and she sent Godmothers to Kai’s home, but it had been cleared out. Her father and their stuff were gone. If I had to guess, she’s with the antagonists. Now that her cover with us has been blown, there’s no place for her except with them.”


“I hope they don’t turn on her like they turned on Alex once he’d served his purpose.”


Daniel tilted his head my way. “You don’t?”


“I’m not like Merlin, Daniel. As long as I’m not in a magic rage, I’m not a vindictive person. You don’t want her to rot in an antagonist cell, do you?”


“No. But I don’t really know what I want. Obviously I don’t love Kai anymore, but I haven’t seen her since that day. Even though she betrayed us, it’s not like that deletes every good memory.” His brow tightened. “I’m not sure how to feel.”


I nodded. “That was my headspace after Alex threw away his birthright as heir to my family’s throne to help the antagonists and commons rebellion. Conflict of interest doesn’t even begin to describe how I feel about my brother’s fate now.”


“Especially considering you saved him from Dreamland in the summer only to have him hang you out to dry again.”


I released a pensive breath and stared up at the sky. “People we love have let us down.”


“Love? Not loved?”


I thought on it. “It’s hard to say. My situation with Alex is like yours with Kai. When there’s distance it’s easier to see things in black and white. This person was good and now they’re bad. We were connected and now we’re changed. It’s simple until you have to look that person in the eye. I felt so conflicted when I ran into Alex in Dreamland, even after he betrayed us. You can’t honestly tell me that after everything you’ve been through, you wouldn’t step in if Kai was in trouble? It’s still possible to feel love for someone who has hurt you.”


Daniel gazed into the abyss. “Maybe I could still feel love for someone who has hurt me,” he said eventually, turning to meet my eyes. “But I could never love someone who has hurt you.”


 The sunshine highlighted his face in full—not a shadow, not a misgiving. Just two brown eyes full of sincerity and a steady expression. Then a glint drew my gaze down.


My genie cuffs had started to glow.


I glanced back at Daniel. “It’s Lenore. Make sure Girtha gets back to—”


A magic cyclone swirled me away.
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Next thing I knew, I was in a pink room with mint sofas and a glass coffee table holding a vase of orchids—the inside of the genie bottle linked to my genie cuffs. This was where I ended up when the Godmother Supreme summoned me.


Just as brusquely I’d arrived, I was sucked out of the bottle. When my vision adjusted, my boots stood on pale blonde wood and I found myself in an unfamiliar large room, mostly empty except for a few pieces of furniture, some plants draping off chrome sconces, and a couple fancy decorative mirrors. On my left—closed white double doors engraved with elaborate emblems. On my right—an open balcony where Lena Lenore stood, arms crossed and bright afternoon light at her back. Impressive how a woman could be highlighted like an angel and yet still project the crushing intimidation of a dark abyss.


“Welcome back, Miss Knight.”


The Godmother Supreme was over six feet tall, not including whatever shade of pumps she wore. Her black hair cascaded past her dark shoulders, and per usual she wore an elegant, fitted business dress that showed off her athletic figure. If the woman looked this powerful in her forties, I wondered what she’d been like as a young adult.


I wasn’t wary of Lenore the way I was of Merlin. She was likely much more powerful given the anti-aging spell she’d been under for over a century and a half. However, whereas I knew Merlin would not hesitate to remove me from the equation if I became too dangerous, after months of doing Lenore’s bidding per my genie cuffs, I knew she saw more value in keeping me alive and on her side than dead or out of the way. Frankly, I felt the same about her.


 Our relationship was tenuous, tense, and kind of toxic. It always had been. We were too different, and for a woman dedicated to protecting protagonists, she’d thrown no small amount of antagonism my way. But just because we had incompatible characters didn’t mean we couldn’t keep it civil and fight on the same side. At least, I hoped that remained true. My welcome back to Book had been riddled with mistrust thus far, and Lenore was as intense as she was merciless.


“Uh, thanks.” My eyes flicked over the room twice more. “Where are we? Shouldn’t you be in Gallant at the peace talks right now?”


“This is Gallant Castle.” She gestured at the balcony, beyond which I could see the heights of a large city. “Our session let out a few minutes ago. We end earlier now, partly in consideration of your classmates, but also because we can due to the astounding progress we’ve started to make. I would not be surprised if we finalized a treaty in the next few months. It is very fortunate. And we have you to thank.”


“Hm. You’re one of the few people to actually recognize that.”


She shrugged coolly. “I have never liked you, Crisanta, but I am a leader and therefore have the wisdom to admit when I am wrong. I was wrong regarding my original tactics for handling the commons rebellion and handling you. And so I ask my next question in all seriousness: Are you okay, Miss Knight?”


I crossed my arms in instinctive defensive position.


Lenore strode toward me. Skyscrapers may have passed out from the magnificence she conveyed. “SJ told me the full story. I know you have been through a lot.”


“I haven’t gone magic-crazy, if that’s what you’re worried about.”


“That wasn’t at the forefront of my concerns yet . . .” Her drawnout tone made me question the assertion. “Actually, what I care about now is just the opposite. I understand you may be weaker than you used to be.”


The statement was a slap in the face, lemon juice on a paper cut, escargot on an empty stomach. “Sorry?”


“Do you know what the commons rebellion taught me?” Lenore said, walking over to a table piled with folders. As she leaned over to grab one, my genie bottle swung from its delicate chain around her neck. “Our world is too full of magic and resilient characters to be taken down from the outside. The strongest lands have to be taken down from within. Which is why I thought we should reconnect, and why I care about your well-being.”


She handed me the folder. I flipped it open and almost immediately closed it from dismay. At Lenore’s stern look I continued passing through the pages with partially glazed over eyes. The file contained photographs of burned towns, dead bodies being loaded into coroner trucks, and buildings with giant holes blasted through them.


“The antagonists have started their prelude,” Lenore explained. “While the majority remain trapped in Alderon alongside the land’s monsters, Shadow Guardians have been working with allies they have on the outside to instill fear across Book. For the last two weeks, there have been periodic attacks on villages on the outskirts of various kingdoms—too far from major citadels to receive help in time. One-off attacks in bigger cities have also occurred.”


She leaned over me and turned a few pages then pointed at a picture of an office building with shattered windows and giant burn marks framing vast holes.


“You remember FGWs?”


My eyes narrowed. “The weapons the antagonists developed using the magic of the Fairy Godmothers they murdered? Yeah. I remember.”


“We did good work collecting Fairy Godmother Weapons when I enlisted your help last summer, but far more Godmothers than you realize have been a victim to this mad science. The antagonists who are loose are using FGWs to stir up panic—shoot quickly, kill clusters of people or damage prominent buildings, then escape into frightened crowds.”


My fingers tightened around the folder, crimping the pages. “They want people to think they’re not safe, that the higher-ups—that you—don’t have things under control.”


Lenore nodded. “Villains are exceptionally good at PR.”


“You’re not so bad at it yourself. I seem to remember a time when you convinced the realm that I was a threat to society.”


Lenore took a seat in the white armchair beside the table, crossing her legs and leaning back. “You are a threat, but you are also potentially a great help. Hence our arrangement. But as much as it does keep me up some nights thinking of how your unstable magic and tumultuous heart may have changed since the antagonists experimented on you—”


“Tortured,” I corrected. “I’m not an amoeba; I’m a person.”


Lenore shrugged. “They wanted to yield a result and pushed you through trials to see if they could achieve it. Let’s call a spade a spade, shall we, and get back to the point, Crisanta. There is a fifty percent chance that what the antagonists want will play out. Your magic has grown too powerful, and as a result there may soon come a time when you can no longer control it and your heart forgets the hero you wanted to be. Nevertheless, there is also a fifty percent chance that you can live up to your optimal potential.”


She tilted her chin up, holding it inquisitively with a delicate, manicured finger as she examined me the way a mathematics professor pondered a new problem or a proposed answer.


“When my sister first divined your prophecy, she told me that persecuting you would only push you closer to the less desirable side of your fate. She told me to bet on you. I told her I don’t bet on wildcards, which is what you are—someone who could go either way. This is only emphasized by the fact that you were able to take on a Shadow.”


I had been bothered by the same thing. A person needed to be exactly half light and half dark to host a Shadow.


“But . . .” She leaned back again. “I was wrong to ignore Liza’s advice and automatically treat you like a villain. It’s in the best interest of this realm if I continue working with you the way I did when we hunted down rebel outposts. The Crisanta I know is efficient, highly motivated, and fights harder than anyone I’ve met in my centuries of magically-prolonged life.”


“Um, thank you,” I replied, dumbstruck.


“The antagonists’ attacks are only going to get worse,” Lenore continued, standing. “I am sure they have plenty of surprises in store before they try to bring down Natalie Poole in a few months.” Her eyes hardened, as she tangented for a moment. “Your friends told me about your plan for her. Are you sure you shouldn’t try to find her sooner?”


I shook my head. “It wouldn’t work. With Earth’s timeline moving twenty times faster than ours, she’d be too young for us to save now. Plus, I only know where she is going to be when her date with destiny gets closer.”


“Very well.” Lenore nodded. “Then let us return to my original question, and the reason you are here. Are you okay, Miss Knight?”


My teeth ground together a moment. “Yes, Lenore. I’m Fine.”


“I certainly hope that is the truth . . .” she said incredulously. “The reason I brought you here is because I want to work with Crisanta Knight the powerful ally I collaborated with over the summer. And to be honest, I am not sure if she is still here.”


“Lenore,” I shut the folder as she gestured for me to return it. “Didn’t you just state awareness that I’m even more powerful than before?”


“I don’t mean your magic, Crisanta.” She placed the folder on the table. “I have no doubt that if you unleashed your true force, you could do things that would even shock me. I mean you.” She crossed her arms and looked me up and down. “I hesitate to tell you this, given your pride and tendency to overreact, but since school resumed I have activated projection orbs across Lord Channing’s and Lady Agnue’s to keep an eye on the well-being of the students. We can’t have another incident of poisoning or kidnapping on campus. The Godmothers monitoring the orbs’ surveillance feeds have called my attention to your—shall we say—deficiencies in the last two days.”


“You’ve been spying on me?” I said bitterly.


“Not you specifically, but yes.”


I clenched my fists and turned away. I wasn’t really upset about the orbs; I understood the logic Lenore was employing. I was just embarrassed that she’d apparently seen me epic fail at everything I used to be good at.


“We cannot rely on magical you just yet because I don’t believe either of us is sure she can use her full power in a controlled state.”


I turned back to meet Lenore’s gaze, feeling exposed and vulnerable, but trying not to let her see it.


“I want the Crisanta who succeeded on numerous quests before her magic was at this level,” Lenore said, drawing closer. “The Crisanta who had quick-thinking creativity, incredible skill, and heroic strength at the helm—driving the power versus the power driving her. I need to know if I can continue to count on that person.”


 My fists tightened. So did my heart. “You can.”


“Do you have your wand with you?”


I raised an eyebrow. “Yes.”


She gave me a challenging look and strode past me. “Then show me.” Lenore removed her ring, which transformed into her magic wand. In less than a breath, she aimed it at me and a beam of raspberry magic shot into my chest and sent me sprawling across the floor.


Ugh. How many times am I going to get smacked today?


I clambered to my knees as Lenore wove an abundance of red magic around her like a caterpillar creating a cocoon.


“Lenore, what are you—”


The magic she’d spun twisted around the room. As her dance ended, the enchantment separated into six globules that took the shapes of a tall ogre, four magic hunters wielding daggers, and a flying monkey with bared fangs. The energy solidified into dense but incomplete red bodies, as if each creature had their skin ripped away to expose red muscle and ligaments. They radiated a glittery aura and formed a menacing circle around me.


“Lenore—” I stepped forward. When I did, the frozen monsters did too. I stopped; so did they. My eyes darted to the Godmother Supreme, who had taken a seat in her chair. “I thought you and I were on the same team. Why are you doing this?”


“Because actions speak louder than words and we both need a clearer answer to the question that a lot of people who care about you have been asking. Are you okay, Crisanta? Having known you for some time, I have a sneaking suspicion that you were lying to me a minute ago when I attempted a more delicate iteration of that.”


My breath caught in my throat. I pivoted slowly and took in the monsters.


“The you we need you to be could handle this,” she said. “Without magic.”


She was right. I’d faced fiercer enemies and crueler circumstances than this. If I really was still the hero that she and everyone needed I’d be able to take care of this on my own.


“Well?” Lenore said.


“Challenge accepted,” I responded. Lenore snapped her fingers. The creatures became animate, creepily stretching to life slowly, then rushing in. I grabbed and morphed my wandpin.


Spear.


The magic hunters came at me first. I stabbed the closest guy on my left with the blade then reversed the staff’s force to ram the blunt end into the assailant on my right. The first guy dropped, then vanished into raspberry sparks. The second was thrust back. I flipped the weapon and smashed the spear down on the third magic hunter. My feet never stopped moving as I darted and dashed to avoid the ogre’s grabs. Meanwhile, my peripherals clocked the flying monkey flapping around the room. I back-kicked the second magic hunter and thwacked the third before the monkey’s shadow fell over me from the center of the skylight.


Shield.


I protected my head from its outstretched claws then threw myself to the ground to evade one of the magic hunters’ daggers. I landed at the feet of the ogre. The creature clasped its hands together and slammed down. I barely rolled out of the way. The flying monkey grabbed one of my ankles and dragged me across the floor.


Spear.


I stabbed the primate and it disintegrated, then scrambled to the side to avoid the ogre’s stomping foot. I made it to my feet only to be punched in the face by one of the remaining magic hunters. I stumbled and was kicked by the other.


Shield.


I blocked the next strike and hastened across the wood floor, desperately trying to avoid getting crushed, punched, or grabbed. I managed to stop about two thirds of the magic hunters’ strikes, but with every breath my strength diminished and they started to overpower me. A jab to the body I wasn’t able to block in time. A cut with a dagger that skinned a limb when I couldn’t get out of the way.


Spear.


I managed to stab and disintegrate a magic hunter. In reversing to block another, I got punched and lost my spear. Suddenly the ogre snatched me. A split second later the monster slammed my body to the ground. I was shocked that no bones cracked. My vision wobbled as my body seized in shock. The ogre kicked me across the room before I could recover.


 I landed near my spear and adrenaline propelled me to reach for it. I didn’t make it in time. A magic hunter grasped me by the hair and threw me to the side. I scarcely raised myself up a few inches before the ogre smacked me back down.


Pain replaced oxygen in my body as the ogre lifted me by one arm, dangling me like a chunk of hide in a butcher’s locker—dead meat. I glanced over at Lenore, watching intently. I wiggled and struggled, heart racing. One magic hunter bolted toward me, dagger raised. The other picked up my spear and aimed it at my chest. He drew his arm back.


“Stop!” I shouted. My body ignited with gold and gray light that blasted out with vicious force. It hit all three evil beings like a tidal wave, instantly disintegrating them into red smoke.


When the ogre disappeared and dropped me, I landed flat on the ground and lay there breathing shallowly for a moment. Once I lifted my head, I found Lenore encased in a protective energy sphere. Then I realized why. My magic outburst had hit everything in the room.


Every plant had died. The wooden floors had rotted. Even the furniture, formerly shiny and new, looked ancient now—worn and weathered like antiques. My magic hadn’t just taken life from the enemies surrounding me; it had drained vitality from anything in the area.


I struggled to get up, but couldn’t. My body was more banged up and bruised than it had been in a while. The injuries didn’t last long. Lenore waved her wand once, extinguishing her dome. Then she waved it again and her magic encircled me. Tingling and stinging radiated from my injuries as they mended themselves—blood vanishing, swelling decreasing.


“I was afraid that would happen,” Lenore said with surprising sadness.


She strode over to me. I got on my knees and—to my great shock—Lenore offered me a hand up, looking at me with concern, possibly even care.


“Come on, Crisanta. I’ll take you to your friends. You can head home with them.”


I was no longer in physical pain. Too bad. I would have preferred that to this—my pride, heart, and soul hurt more than any bruise or broken limb ever could.


I waved off the Godmother Supreme’s assistance respectfully and stayed seated on the ground. “If it’s all the same to you, can I have a minute?”


Lenore nodded. Then she gave me an uncharacteristic pat on the shoulder and stepped out of the room. When the door shut, my eyes fell to my reflection in the mirror hanging on the wall across from me. I stared at it long and hard. For just a moment, energy sparked in my irises. Mocking me. Reminding me.


You’re strong in the wrong way, my magic conscience whispered. I am all you have now. The old you has withered.


I took a deep breath, shuddering inadvertently as I exhaled. Then I lay down on the floor and stared up at the reddening colors pouring through the skylight.
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“Crisa!” Debbie hugged me tightly and I returned the embrace, grateful that Lenore had healed me or the gesture would’ve hurt.


She pulled back and beamed at me, loose strands of red hair escaping her ponytail and framing her face. Debbie had been my assigned Fairy Godmother for about a year. Though she had started as a Fairy Godmother trainee, since last fall she had risen in the ranks and was now a leader in the Godmother Task Force assigned to hunt down FGWs, and one of only three Godmother emissaries present at the peace talks.


“I have been wanting to visit you so bad, but the Godmother Supreme told me to give you space. And with the peace talks taking up so much time, and the antagonists, I just—I’m sorry.”


“Deb, don’t worry. I’m happy to see you now.” My heart warmed at the sight of one of her classic magical ensembles. Every Fairy Godmother had a specialty or two. Debbie excelled in weather manipulation and fashion design, both of which worked to form her wardrobe. Today that equated to a knee-length, ochre yellow dress with a bodice decorated in red and orange leaves. I watched as a few changed colors within the material before floating down to the bottom of her dress where brown leaves decorated the hem.


“What did the Godmother Supreme want?” Jason asked as the rest of my friends—SJ, Divya, Marie, and her older brother Gordon—gathered round.


 “To check on my well-being,” I said. Then I glanced behind them. “Where’s Pietro?”


“He had to take a call. He said he’ll meet up with us at our usual extraction point,” Gordon replied. The prince’s eyes nearly always held mischief and his blond hair was lighter than Marie’s—comparable to what a moon spirit might have. My tall friend gave me an amiable smack on the back and an impish grin. “How was your first Twenty-Three Skidd practice? Was it a train wreck without me? I know I am the glue that holds the group together.”


Marie rolled her eyes. “Must your mouth always lead with your ego?”


“Our family therapist would say that it’s healthy to express confidence in the face of a changing world.”


“Gordon, this is not about—”


“Hush, Marie. Listen to your elders.”


“You are only a year older than me,” Marie protested.


Jason cleared his throat. “Crisa, the Godmother Supreme said you were going to ride back with us. You good?”


Loaded question.


I nodded. “Let’s go.”


I followed my friends through the corridor. Crystals decorated the walls and skylights were interspersed amongst chandeliers on the ceiling.


“A lot of people here may not recognize you by face, only by name,” SJ said, coming beside me. “However, given your previous interactions with the commons rebellion, I would keep your head down. Do not draw any attention to yourself.”


“What self-esteem building advice,” I commented. I noticed that Debbie and my friends had formed a protective guard around me. My gaze narrowed and I glanced back at Gordon. “Can I have the name of your family’s therapist?”


We proceeded down a flight of stairs. People moved around us, most of them rebels presumably. This had been their base for a while, and remaining here during the peace talks was one of many compromises our side had made.


It felt surreal watching them mill around. Not long ago, Lenore would’ve had me wipe them out and I would have gladly done so. Bad people deserved what they had coming. And lately in our world, when someone did wrong, I was what they had coming. My view on the morally correct action I took next had fluctuated over time. Mercy and vengeance were like lemonade and iced tea in an Arnold Palmer—the ratio of what was right changed from person to person, begging the question: Was there a perfect formula? If there was, I still needed time to figure it out. My magic, however, didn’t like waiting for me to.


As we continued down the black marble corridor, my friends periodically nodded and waved at different people. Eventually our group entered the foyer and headed for the main doors.


“Crisanta Knight?”


We froze. I turned and saw Elias Fray, one of the rebel leaders. She’d recognized me from across the room. I’d only met her once, but I guess I’d had an impact.


I tended to do that.


Everyone else in the vicinity stood still. After a moment, Elias strode forward. Gordon and Marie parted to let her pass between them, and she stopped in front of me. The woman was in her late twenties with tan skin, dark, curly hair like Javier’s, and unforgiving eyes.


“What are you doing here?” she asked bluntly.


“Nice to see you too,” I replied, not moving an inch. “Lenore wanted to talk to me. Don’t worry, I’m not here to interfere.”


“Good. Though you may want to advise her to hold your future meetings elsewhere. Your presence has an unnerving effect on my people.”


I glanced sideways at some of the uneasy faces. “I can see that. There’s no need to be freaked out, you know. I want what everyone here wants, a peaceful conclusion to the conflict between our different kinds of characters.”


“I do know that,” Elias said. “But given your history with the rebellion, you can understand how your presence doesn’t inspire peaceful feelings.”


“By ‘history,’ do you mean me wiping out the dangerous people in your group who kidnapped realm leaders, killed Fairy Godmothers, and attacked castles, including mine and the Darlings’?”


“Crisa.” SJ gave me a warning look.


“The point is . . .” Elias said evenly, though her eyes reflected slight annoyance. “I think it would be best if you stayed away.”


Show her who’s boss, my subconscious whispered. She can’t talk to you that way.


I summoned every ounce of my patience and focus. “You’re right, Elias. I don’t mean to stir up trouble, and I don’t want to detract from what you’re achieving here. Keep doing what you’re doing. I’m leaving.” I turned hastily and headed through the doors.


Ugh. That sucked!


“I’m proud of you,” Divya said as we trotted down the stairs outside.


“For what? Basically being thrown out of a castle?” I said.


“For swallowing your pride, at least at the end there,” SJ responded.


I paused at street level. My brain gears turned as my stomach churned. Ultimately I released a frustrated breath.


“Okay, here’s the deal.” I pivoted to my friends. “For now, I’m going to respect everybody’s wishes to keep away from here. But if I can’t come to the peace talks, I want to know everything you guys are discussing.”


“Why?” SJ asked. “We have it handled.”


“This isn’t about questioning your capability, SJ; it’s about me being able to contribute. What everyone here seems to have forgotten is that the reason this diplomatic venture is even happening is that Lenore trusted my view of what our realm could be, and I convinced the rebels to trust in that too. Past that . . .” I took a breath. “The very thing that makes everyone here afraid of me is what makes me an effective person to offer input. I have seen and lived up to the best and worst a human being can offer. I have traveled to more realms than any of you. And I have learned a lot about what it takes to work with people—from friends to enemies and everything in between. If you’re not going to trust me to be present in the day-to-day of the peace talks, then respect me enough to consult me on the outside.”


My friends exchanged glances. Eventually SJ nodded. “You are right. You do have great insight to offer and should be included.” She sighed, genuine sadness crossing her expression. “I am sorry, Crisa. You do not deserve to be slighted. And no one here means any disrespect. It is just that none of us know how to deal with . . . what has happened to you. We are only trying to proceed as normal while we all figure out the consequences of what the antagonists did.”


 She shook her head. “I believe in order and planning. Your character and story often elude both, which makes it difficult for anything around you to be steady. But steadiness is required for peace with the rebels. We are on the precipice of putting a bow on this one endeavor while so many other problems are brewing on the horizon. I—we—only want to keep the sanctity of that. Still . . . that should not mean shutting you out.”


“Which is why we’re not going to,” Jason said. He slid the heavy bag off his shoulder and handed it to me. “The peace talks don’t meet again until Thursday. I keep really detailed notes since Javier and I trade off here. This should catch you up on everything.”


I accepted the bag gratefully, my tormented heart feeling a little lighter. “Thanks.”


“You sure you’ll be able to handle that along with your homework?”


I whirled around at my big brother’s voice. “Pietro!” I gave him a massive hug.


Unlike my other older brother Alex, Pietro was as loyal and trustworthy as siblings could come. He may have been adopted, but whatever ran through his blood had more in common with the Knight family than whatever flowed through Alex’s. Pietro’s nobility, compassion, bravery, and heroic heart made him an excellent choice for a protagonist rep at the peace talks.


I beheld him with fondness. The warmth I felt melted a great deal of the anger welling inside of me. Pietro was a decade older, so we hadn’t been super tight growing up. However, after everything we’d been through in the last six months, we were much closer.


“I’m glad to see you out in the world,” he said, gazing down at me with his kindly dark brown eyes. “How is school going?”


It’s weird, uncomfortable, and wrought with disappointment.


“It’s good. How’s Evette?”


“Well, with exactly seventy-four days until the wedding, the fiancée is getting very intense,” Pietro said, running a hand through his thick black hair. “I have to go meet her now, but how about I call you tonight and we catch up?”


“Sure.”


“Crisa, our rides are here,” Gordon said.


Three Pegasi-drawn carriages pulled up in front of us just as Lena Lenore descended the stairs alongside Debbie and the third Godmother emissary for the peace talks, a tiny blonde named Daisy. The women joined our group.


“Since Fairy Godmother magic isn’t all-powerful, they can’t just teleport us home in one shot,” Divya explained on seeing my confusion. “Getting us to and from school for the peace talks has several steps First we’ll be teleported to the nearest kingdom citadel where Godmothers are stationed for security. They’ll send us to the next checkpoint. It’s a total of five jumps before the Pegasi complete the last leg of the journey on their own.”


I opened my mouth; Daisy cut me off with two handclaps. “Questions can be answered in the carriage. Chop chop. We Godmothers have other matters to tend to.”


“Night, everyone,” Pietro said. “We’ll talk soon, little sis.” He gave me another squeeze then climbed into the first carriage.


“So will we, little sister,” Gordon said, patting Marie on the head.


“Oh joy,” she said sarcastically, but she gave him a quick, sincere hug too before he boarded his own carriage.


The rest of my friends and I got into the transport bound for our schools. Debbie waved at me through the window, and I smiled and waved back. The smile faded when I noticed Lenore studying me. She didn’t know what to make of me now. I was no longer just a wildcard; I was an exploding wildcard—every moment of my story another tick, tick, tick, leading to a grand boom. Now it was only a matter of whether my firepower would help or hurt the desired end result.


“This is going to feel weird, so brace yourself,” Divya told me. I was sandwiched between her and Marie on one bench while SJ and Jason sat opposite us.


“Divya, I’ve traveled by teleportation b—”


Raspberry-colored magic swallowed our carriage. A single surreal flash filled my vision.


WHOA.


Although I felt lightheaded and dizzy, I managed to glance out the window. We were now on the roof of an extremely tall building in the midst of a new city. There was no time to figure out which one. A trio of Godmothers was waiting for us there. I barely blinked before their magic coated us. The teleportation process repeated several times and we didn’t pause for more than ten seconds between stops. These Godmothers were clearly keen on punctuality.


When we had jumped for the fifth time, my stomach felt like it did last year when I ate an ice cream sundae right after a fried rice burrito—deeply unwell. I had used Fairy Godmother teleportation to move around before, but never so many times in a row. It took very focused deep breaths to quell the urge to lose my lunch in the vehicle.


The carriage vibrated slightly and I grasped the edge of my seat. Divya, who looked perfectly fine, patted my arm. “That’s the last one. It’ll just be a normal flight from here.”


I nodded and glanced out the window again just as our Pegasi leapt from the roof of the current landing point, driver jolting us into the dimming sky. My gut did another flummoxed flip and I placed my hand on my stomach.


I leaned back. “Ugh, kill me now.”


“Can’t kill you, remember?” Jason said.


Still holding my stomach, I cracked a smile.


“It took me a while to get used to this too, Crisa.” Marie said caringly. “I have some stomach soothing tablets in my purse, if you would like?”


“No. I’ll be fine. Thank you though.” I took a deep breath and steadied.


“Too bad regular Godmothers can’t teleport the way our Author can,” Jason said.


“Liza has Pure Magic,” SJ said. “Like Crisa, she lives by a different set of rules. If any.” She paused then focused on me. “Have you reconnected with her since you got back?”


I shook my head.


“She was your magic mentor, Crisa,” Divya said. “Maybe she could assist you now with . . . whatever you’re going through.”


“That bridge is burned,” I said regretfully, staring at the floor. “Before our Dreamland quest I basically told Liza to shove it. All she ever did was try to help me control my magic, but when her nagging overwhelmed me I said I was better off handlings things on my own and I didn’t need her doubts getting in my head.”


 “And how do you feel now?” Jason asked.


“I feel like I don’t want to go groveling back to her. Even if I did, it wouldn’t matter.”


Suddenly my Mark Two started buzzing.


I freed the compact mirror from my boot. The magical communication device allowed the owner to simply speak the name of the desired person and, if that person also had a Mark Two, regardless of realm or even dimension they were in, the called connected.


When I opened my compact, a man’s face filled the mirror.


“Hello, Crisanta Knight.”


My brow furrowed. “Um, sorry, who are you?”


“How quickly heroes forget the friends they owe favors to. It’s Joe. You remember a little pub called Once Upon a Tavern?”


I blinked as my brain scanned back to, like, three story arcs ago. SJ and I looked at each other; she was doing the same thing. Then it hit me.


“Joe! From Neverland,” I exclaimed.


“I’m ready to call in my magical favor. Come to Neverland this weekend.”


“Uh . . . now’s not really a good time to—”


“Backing out on your promise?” Joe said gruffly. “Don’t tell me the word of the infamous Crisanta Knight isn’t worth the salt I put on my eggs?”


“It’s not that. I’m just not sure if—”


“Come or I’ll personally sell Hole Trackers to Captain Hook and the other pirates who have a score to settle with you. Then they can stop hassling me and sort out their affairs with you directly. I am tired of warding off death threats because I once assisted you. Call me back once you’ve found your senses and I’ll give you specific time and place meeting details.”


He hung up.


“Who was that?” Marie said, aghast.


“Joe once helped me, SJ, and Blue when we were in Neverland,” I explained. “If it wasn’t for him, we’d never have found and freed King Arthur, Peter Pan, and some of our other Camelot friends. I promised him one Pure Magic favor in return.”


“What kind of favor do you think he wants?” Divya asked.


“That is an issue to deal with once you get there,” SJ said. “You have to see this promise through, Crisa. I do not want to have to worry about a band of angry pirates crossing realms to pick a bone with you. You have enough going on.”


“That’s an understatement,” Jason said. “Plus, if this Joe character has been getting death threats because he helped you, it’s not right to leave him hanging.”


Three dozen thoughts skimmed my mind—flashes of ideas sparking like sharp skates against a fresh ice rink.


“I’ll go,” I finally said. “Not only to keep my word and avoid the pirates, but for another reason. A final conflict with the antagonists is coming. Lenore told me about the moves they’ve started to make; we should be prepping for our endgame too. We’ve made a lot of powerful allies in different realms. Even if I manage to stop the antagonists from forcing Natalie Poole to open the Eternity Gate, our enemies our infamous for backup plans. Having friends across realms on standby would be smart. Any one person could mean something in the end.”


“So you want to talk to Peter and the Lost Boys and Girls to see if they can help in some way?” Jason asked.


“It’s a good start. You never know unless you ask, right?” I glanced at SJ. “You’re the most rational person here. What do you think?”


She pursed her lips. “I think you are right. We are in the first act of a pending climax. It would not hurt to compile a list of who, what, and where we can turn to for reinforcements. While you are in Neverland you can also check on Peter for me. He has been ghosting me and Merlin lately, and I am worried about him.” She paused. “You will need people to go with you.”


I tilted my head. “Is this a protect-other-people-from-Crisa or protect-Crisa-from-other-people thing?”


“As I have lived through the frightening experience of seeing you kill a lot of people when you lose control of your magic, and the much more horrifying experience of dealing with my best friend getting captured, I would say it is one hundred times more the latter.”


She gave me a sad, small smile. “But try not to kill anyone all the same.”
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I passed on training with my friends during our free periods. After finding a projection orb mounted in the corner of the barn, I’d decided against practicing on my own too. It was one of five I’d spotted around campus so far, and I didn’t need Lenore seeing me epic fail any more than she already had.


Unfortunately, I couldn’t bail on Twenty-Three Skidd practice. I had a responsibility to my team. Add to that, with my last performance I was clearly in jeopardy of losing my spot on the Seven Suns, even if Daniel and Javier cared for me too much to say so. Dillain on the other hand . . .


“Should I tell the other guys to actually treat you like a princess today?’ he asked as we headed across the field in our armor. “You certainly seemed a lot more fragile in our last match.”


Smack him. Smack him across the head.


“Just focus on the game, Dillain,” I said.


He gave me a look. “That’s your best comeback? You are slipping.” “Okay, team,” Javier said enthusiastically as Pegasi were distributed. “It’s going to be another day of scrimmage matches. Same goes for practice on Saturday. Next week we’ll assign partners for those concentrated drills we mentioned. Saddle up.”


And here we go.


Sadie and I had a pretty good start. We zipped through the clouds and caught and passed the glowing green ball a couple of times. Regrettably, my ability to handle intense conflict had not returned since last practice despite my naïve hopes that it would.


 I got thwacked, jabbed, and outmaneuvered constantly. By midmatch I’d already fallen to the net twice. Now I had the ball and was trying to find an open teammate to pass it to. Jeremy swung at my head. I ducked and urged Sadie to dive then—


“Arghh!”


Dillain’s Pegasus rammed us on the left. On instinct I released my staff to grab the saddle horn and keep from tumbling off. Dillain flew after my weapon, the ball in its basket. I scowled and flew in pursuit. Sadie was fast and caught up with Dillain’s silvery Pegasus. His steed’s maroon wings looked like streaks of blood cutting through the gray day.


I reached for my staff, still free falling. Dillain rapidly extended his weapon and snatched my hand in its basket, twisting my arm back, almost breaking it. I barely managed to get free before he did. He left me in his dust and seized my lacrosse sword from the air. Then he locked his own weapon in its holster and hurled the ball to one of the players flying overhead. Kurt caught it and took off toward the goal with the rest of my team in chase.


To my surprise, Dillain circled back and steadied his Pegasus next to mine for a moment. He held out my lacrosse sword, seeming to offer it to me. Hesitantly, I eased Sadie closer to reach for it. Just as my fingers touched the staff, Dillain threw his weight back and kicked me clean off my Pegasus.


“Tell the net I said hi!” he called, throwing my lacrosse sword in the opposite direction and taking off into the clouds.


I was fuming. Sadie came after me and I seized her reins, then the saddle horn, and yanked myself onto her back. We managed to retrieve my lacrosse sword from skyfall then I went after Dillain. My mind moved on autopilot as emotion drove me closer. There was a big battle going on high in the sky—the majority of players congested in a tight fight for the ball. My eyes locked only on Dillain; he was not mixed up in the fight and was flying farther away.


He had no idea I was coming for him. I didn’t fully realize what I was doing either. Before I knew it, I’d holstered my lacrosse sword and extended one hand.


Gray and gold energy pulsed through my armor and encased Dillain. He wrenched on his Pegasus as my world blurred. All I heard was my own steady breathing. Ash-like vapor started to rise out of my enemy.


It would be so easy.


“Knight!”


Daniel flew up beside me. I whipped my head toward him, then back at Dillain. The autopilot instantly extinguished and I realized what I was doing.


“Crud!”


I grunted painfully and stopped the magic. I stopped myself.


The energy evaporated but Dillain slipped off his saddle anyway and plummeted. Daniel’s eyes darted back to me for a split second before he dove after the kid. I followed. Dillain struck the net and bounced high at first, then a few more times until his body settled in the mesh web. Daniel and I halted our steeds in the air a dozen feet above him.


“Dillain!” Daniel shouted.


He didn’t stir.


“Dillain!” Daniel called again.


The boy moaned and sat up, taking off his helmet. “What happened? Did I get hit? I feel dizzy. Like really dizzy.”


Daniel studied me through his visor before replying to Dillain. “Yeah, you got smacked mid play. Once you get out of the net, rest for what’s left of practice.”


Dillain nodded and Daniel motioned for me to follow him. I gulped and Sadie and I trailed him to the stadium floor, landing on the grass. He took off his helmet. So did I.


“Knight, what happened out there?”


“I’m sorry. I’m sorry! I just got so mad at him that I . . . lost control.”


“Hey, you two okay?” Javier said, coming over from the dugout. “I didn’t see what happened. What’s wrong with Dillain?”


My eyes filled with panic.


Daniel shot me a quick look then turned to our friend. “It’s fine, Javi. Dillain just took a bad hit and Knight needs a break. So do I, really. Can you sub for me? I’ll work on the plays down here.” Daniel dismounted and traded his helmet for Javier’s clipboard. “I’ll keep an eye on her and Dillain.” Daniel tilted his chin up to my rival, who was still trying to make it to the net ladder.


 Javier nodded and flew off on Daniel’s steed. When he’d gone, I let out a sigh of relief. “I thought you were going to tell him,” I said, dismounting Sadie. “I put one of our players in danger. It’s your duty to look out for them.”


“I have a duty to look out for you too. That trumps this. But that doesn’t mean you get a free pass.” He locked eyes with me. “You sucked the life from Dillain, Knight.”


I winced with a sheepish shrug. “Just a little bit . . .”


“Knight.”


“Again, I’m sorry! I don’t know what else to say.”


Disgrace and fear seemed to increase my mass. My heart alone felt like it weighed a hundred pounds. I hated Dillain, but not enough to do that. Being annoying might mean you deserved a good punch, but it didn’t mean you deserved to die.


“Say you’re going to call Liza. Jason told me you haven’t talked to her yet.”


“Did he also tell you why?”


“We don’t keep a lot of things from each other.”


“Then you know I can’t talk to her.”


“You can though. And you should. Since you don’t trust Merlin, she’s the only person who may have an idea of what you’re going through. Promise me you’ll think about it.”


“Daniel—”


“Do it for me.”


I paused.


“You know that if the situation were reversed and I was struggling, you would want me to try any means to get better. And I would listen to you. Maybe not without an argument first, but eventually.”


I huffed. “Fine. I’ll think about it.”


“Good. Now here.” He took Sadie’s reins from me. “Go take off that armor. You’re not up to playing right now.”


“Daniel.”


“Knight.”


I knew he wasn’t wrong. I started to trudge off then pivoted back to him. “Are you disappointed in me?”


“No,” he said. “I’m worried. And I just want you to be okay.”


Yeah . . . Me too.


[image: Image]


It was agonizing to wait on the sidelines for practice to end—not playing just stewing in remorse. Once my teammates finally descended, it took a lot of effort to approach them in our group huddle. Thankfully, it seemed no one else had witnessed my folly.


When Javier finished his feedback and dismissed us, I wanted nothing more than to make a quick getaway, but I had to hang back. “Daniel, Javier, can I talk to you for a minute?”


Javier nodded. “What’s up?”


“Did Jason tell you about Joe and the Neverland trip?”


“Yeah, he talked to us and Chance about it yesterday. We’re all up to speed.”


“Good,” I said. “I’m planning to go on Saturday. The time changes between realms will cost us, but assuming I can complete Joe’s favor quickly, I’ll hopefully be back by Monday.”


“Do you want me to go with you?” Daniel asked.


I shook my head. “You both have responsibilities to this team. More than I do, anyway. I’m sorry to miss a practice so early in the semester, but this is something I have to do.”


“Who’s going with you then?” Javier asked.


I glanced over my shoulder as the Lyons players entered the stadium. “I’m asking Chance and Girtha. They’re the only ones who don’t have peace talk obligations or Twenty-Three Skidd practice this weekend. Apparently the Lyons’ Saturday session was cancelled after the captains lost a bet to some sophomores or something?”


Javier smirked. “Yeah, I heard about that.”


“Anyway, I’m going to talk to them now, but I wanted to check with you two first. We good?” I glanced at Daniel hesitantly. “In regards to me being gone this weekend, I mean.”


“Yeah,” Javier said.


Daniel looked like he wanted to add something but didn’t, so I nodded to them and trotted across the field. “Lyons,” I said, giving a mock salute to the kids passing me.


“You changed fast,” Girtha commented, alluding to my teammates who were still removing their armor.


“I’m speedy like that. Listen, I have a favor to ask.” I looked at my friend, then Chance beside her. “You know about the Joe thing. How would you like to spend the weekend in Neverland with me?”


“Are you kidding?” Girtha exclaimed. “Evil pirates, giant snakes, and malicious mermaids? After hearing the stories you guys have told me, I am totally in!”


“You’re the only person I know who hears a dozen ways to die and thinks that it sounds like a nice road trip,” Chance said with a grin.


“Does that weird you out?”


“It’s actually pretty endearing.” He focused on me. “And I’d follow you anywhere, Crisa. Of course I’m in.”


I glanced down, not sure if I was blushing, and kicked at the grass before clearing my throat. “Let’s meet on the Lady Agnue’s main lawn at half past three on Saturday. Chance, you can use the afternoon time-crack to join us.”


“Why don’t we invite Mauvrey to go with us?” Girtha suggested. “She’s free this weekend.”


“Uhhh.” I wasn’t crazy about the idea, but wasn’t sure why.


“She is solid in a fight,” Girtha continued. “And given your current . . .” She seemed at a loss for words.


I raised my eyebrows. “My current what?”


“It’s just always good to have backup,” Girtha finished.


I inhaled deeply, considering. “Okay, fine. Invite her.” Then I nodded. “Have a good practice. I’ll see you in an hour and you tomorrow in dance class.” I pointed to Chance.


My Seven Suns teammates were starting to leave the dugout so I swiftly strode through the stadium tunnel without looking back. I did not desire any further interactions with them, least of all Daniel. I felt so ashamed over what he’d seen me do that hanging out together was the last thing I wanted right now.


Once I left the arena I wandered the huge campus until I found Lucky stretched out on the grass. He perked up as I approached, but I motioned for him to stay put. I sat on the ground and leaned back against him, closing my eyes.


Two seconds later, my Mark Two buzzed in my jacket pocket.


This better not be Joe again.


I flipped open the compact to find the prince of Dolohaunty. I smiled at the face of our long-absent friend in the looking glass—bright smile, dark skin, all handsome.


“Mark, hey!”


“So I heard from Jason that some crusty guy in Neverland outranks me.”


I winced. “I’m sorry.” Geez I was saying that a lot today. “I know I said I’d make the trip north to see you as soon as I could, but I have to take care of this first so I can—”


“Crisa, I’m joking. Things are pretty crazy around here anyway, and since you can’t go after Natalie until the winter, it’s not super urgent for us to coordinate our info about her.”


“Yes, but I’m obviously interested in seeing you for personal reasons too, Mark. I didn’t take on that Shadow to save you from your sleeping curse just because you have good intel.”


A beat passed.


“I owe you my life for that, you know,” Mark said seriously.


“You don’t owe me anything except for a hug when I see you. And not one of those lame two-pats-on-the-back boy hugs.”


He smirked. “Fine. Why don’t you and the others come up next Friday? I’ve seen a few members of the gang since I woke up, but it’s been a while since we’ve all been together. With my parents still insisting I don’t return to school yet because of my illness and how many people have tried to kill me, this is the only way we can have a proper reunion.”


“Deal,” I said. “Rest up, stay safe, and I’ll tell you what so many people often tell me: Stay out of trouble.”


“Should I be insulted by that?”


“Oh, definitely not. I consider it a testament to my past work.” I winked at him.


We hung up and I leaned back against Lucky anew.


After the pain, mortification, judgment, and shortcomings I’d suffered this week, it was nice to have a conversation with someone who hadn’t met the new me yet. Someone whose version of Crisanta Knight was still a heroic, sassy friend and nothing more.
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