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To Anna Bridgforth, and to all life-changing friends who save you, who know you, who love you, who push you





Dear Reader,

Ever Cursed includes content involving sexual assault.

It may also be triggering if you are struggling with, being treated for, or are in recovery for an eating disorder or disordered eating.

As always, read with care, being mindful of what content is safe and comfortable for you.

With love,

Corey






1. JANE


Outside the walls of the castle, standing before the moat, looking out at the stream that separates us from our subjects, there is a woman in a box. She is tall and blond. She has an ivory dress and pale skin and a shock of a red mouth. She doesn’t move. Not even when the townspeople wave and clamor for her attention. Not even now, when I am looking into her unblinking eyes. She doesn’t move. She can’t.

The woman is my mother.

I tell myself these facts every day, a story I repeat in my head. A true story that can feel untrue, which is why I find myself saying it over and over. My mother, the queen, is frozen in a box. We have to break the spell.

“What’d you say?” Olive says, pulling on one side of my dress, then the other, as if there is a perfect way to wear it, but my body isn’t cooperating. I must have said the words out loud. Years of hunger have broken down my defenses, and thoughts slip out too often now, forgetting to ask my permission first.

“We’re going to break the spell today,” I say, testing out the words for my attendant. They sound true enough. They sound possible, at least.

Olive pauses. Her hands are on my back, pulling and stitching fabric that was meant for someone softer, someone fuller, someone fed. It’s her job to make my dresses fit me, and that means her fingers are always calloused from the needle, her eyes always squinting from the delicacy of the work, the impossibility of making my body look anything but Spellbound. “I hope that’s true,” she says at last.

There’s a clatter from the dining room, one floor below us. I used to like this part of the castle. It always smells like whatever is cooking. And whatever is cooking is always delicious. Now it’s a pointed kind of torture, to smell everything I haven’t been able to eat for five years.

Dad’s offered to move me into a different room a hundred times, but it feels like admitting defeat, so I stay. “Queens don’t complain,” I’ve reminded him more than once. A lesson my mother taught me, when she was out here and not in that box.

“They’re having scones,” I say now, smelling the air. “Cherry.”

“Chocolate cherry,” Olive says before shaking her head and correcting herself. “I’m sorry. I don’t know why I said that. You don’t need to know that.”

“Chocolate-cherry scones,” I say. “Don’t know that I’ve ever had them.”

“For Eden’s birthday, whatever she requests is what gets made,” Olive says, repeating the rules to me as if they aren’t my own, as if I don’t live with them every day. Across the generations many things have happened on Thirteenth Birthdays. Engagements. Weddings. Treaties between nations. And of course, eighty years ago, a kidnapped princess, the start of the biggest War. The War We Won.

I’m begging tonight to matter the way so many other Thirteenth Birthdays have.

Downstairs, my sisters are laughing at something. I can practically hear their tongues in their mouths, their hands wiping their lips, their throats swallowing. It’s not just food I miss. It’s everything that comes with food. The way my father used to spread the butter on my bread for me, always caking on extra. The jokes at the table. The loveliness of a heavy silver fork in my hand. Even the way meals mark the passing of time, giving a long day balance and breaks.

Now a day is just an endless stretch of hunger that goes from dawn until dusk without a single breath of relief.

Even today.

“I think you’ll be able to break the spell,” Olive says, working on fitting the sleeves of my gown around my wrists. This dress fit fine a month ago, but it’s now swallowing me whole. The Slow Spell is Quickening. Time is running out.

Ever since the spell was cast, I’ve been counting down to Eden’s Thirteenth Birthday, when the witch promised she’d return to tell us how to break the spell before it turns True.

I wonder if the people of Ever have been thinking about it too. They cried the day the spell was cast. They watched from the other side of the moat when the witch appeared on the Grand Yard, arms raised, a cape flying out behind her. She was a young witch. My age. Her voice was thin as it recited a magical chant. She called out our fates one by one, telling us what malady would befall us on our Thirteenth Birthdays. “When you each reach my age,” she said, “that’s when the spell will bind you. On your Thirteenth Birthday. When it binds the last of you, in five years’ time on Princess Eden’s birthday, I’ll return. I’ll give you one chance to break the spell.”

I waited for Dad to react, to boom out a hundred questions. Most importantly, Why are you doing this? and Don’t you know what our agreement is? and maybe also Do the older witches know you’re here; are you confused; can someone fetch this young, unhinged witch and return her to her Home on the Hill?

Instead, he was quiet. We were all in shock. Witches were our partners in keeping Ever safe. We protected them. They protected us. Perfect symbiosis. Everything about this witch, from her age to her words to the spell itself, was wrong. More than wrong. Impossible.

I was shaking from the impossibility of it.

Mom was quiet too. Queens are quiet, and she was always, always a queen first.

I stayed quiet for as long as I could, because I wanted to be queen. But as long as I could turned out to be twenty-two seconds.

“Why would you do this?” I said. My voice was small at first, then louder, because she didn’t answer, and her face only got harder, more sure. “This is— What are you doing? We’re princesses, and you’re… We don’t do this to each other! Why would you do this?”

Mom had told me a hundred times that silence is more meaningful than words. I was failing at following Mom’s rules, but I didn’t know how to be quiet in the face of this witch.

The witch kept her mouth closed. She wouldn’t look at me. She looked everywhere else, though. She looked at the castle—its stone, its turrets, its incredible size.

I tried to say only the most important thing in the enormous valley of my parents’ silence. “Please,” I said. “No.”

“I have to,” she said. She looked a little sad saying it. Or maybe I’m just remembering it that way.

I was the oldest, three days from my Thirteenth Birthday. The rest of my sisters would have more time to prepare for the spell. Nora would have over a year. Alice another year beyond that. Grace would have nearly four years to think it all through. And Eden would have the whole five years. I had three days. My heart beat out the number. Three. Three. Three.

“Please,” I said again. “No.” Thirteenth Birthdays are celebrated with enormous royal balls, a feast, a dance, silk dresses, a silver crown. Not with curses. Mine was already all planned. “No,” I said again, trying to make it sound royal and right. “No.”

I looked at my mother. She would know how to fix it. My whole life, she’d solved every problem that had come my way.

There hadn’t been many.

I watched her body lean forward a little, her mouth form an O shape, about to say something wise and true to this young witch, ready to finally break her queenly silence. But before a word came out, before she could stitch things back together, make our world right again, she froze. A glass box appeared around her, trapping her inside.

She was Spellbound.

My heart spun right out of my body and joined her in that glass box. I didn’t cry or scream or throw myself onto the glass. Instead I buried my face in my arms and bent at the waist, like if I could get small and hidden enough, I could disappear from the moment.

She was not yet done teaching me how to be a queen, and I was immediately lost without her. I couldn’t think of words or find the right shape for my body to take. I ran through everything she’d ever told me about queens and witches and spells and How to Be. Queens don’t beg witches to be kind. Queens don’t let their eyes fill with tears or let their hearts beat out three, three, three. Queens don’t wish they weren’t the oldest princess; queens don’t wish their sisters would be hit by the spell first; queens don’t hate everyone who isn’t cursed.

I closed my eyes and told my heart to shut up. Queens are quiet.

I knew enough about witches to know that a thirteen-year-old witch could only cast a Slow Spell, the kind that didn’t have everlasting consequences. When witches turn eighteen, their spells turn True, permanent, everlasting, and damaging.

“How do we break the spell?” I asked, trying to find the right words for a queen to say, hoping my mother could hear me and be proud of me, even behind that layer of thick glass.

The witch’s eyes were steady and wide and gray. Her skin looked like mine—an uneven, patchy white. Her mouth was a surprising shade of red, like my mother’s. It is impossible to pick out a witch by anything but the skirts around their waists. In every other way, they look like the rest of Ever. Their skin is every shade of white or brown or in-between; their noses and eyes and chins take different shapes. They are tall and short and round and straight. They are mostly women, but there are witches across the gender spectrum. The only thing they always have in common is magic and the layers of fabric in all colors and textures and patterns tied around their waists, marking them, warning us.

“I’ll return in five years’ time,” the young witch said, repeating her earlier promise with no further details. It wasn’t what I wanted to hear. I wanted a new answer, a better spell, an easier curse.

Alice’s fingers found mine in the silence that followed. Nora drew closer to me. Mom in her glass box had a straight back and kind eyes. I tried to imitate her, but my knees kept buckling. Queens aren’t scared, I told my knees, but they didn’t listen. My mouth was dry. My head swam.

“Please,” Dad said. I had never heard my father beg for anything. He was the king, after all. If queens weren’t meant to beg, kings certainly weren’t either. I wrapped my arms around myself, as if that could hold me together. We were all falling apart.

The witch didn’t care about any of it. She didn’t tell us why. She just looked at us, at all of us, like we already knew.

“How do we break the spell?” I called out to her again, a question I’d already asked and she’d already answered. These were the only words I had. That, and three days. Three days. Three days.

“I’ll be back when the spell has bound the last of you,” the witch said again. With one more sorry look at me, the witch was gone and Mom was trapped, and three days later I turned thirteen and I wasn’t able to lift food or drink to my mouth. I wasn’t able to eat.



And finally, five years later, we are here. Eden’s birthday. Chocolate-cherry scones. A dress that doesn’t fit. A crowd of people across the moat, remembering or not remembering that we were not always Spellbound.

I don’t know when the witch will turn eighteen, when exactly the Slow Spell could turn True, as all unbroken Slow Spells do. But I hope it’s months from now, or maybe a whole year. We’ve studied the breaking of spells these past five years, and they can be complicated and dangerous to undo. Maybe we will be required to cut our hair and give up all our jewels or climb a mountain in another kingdom or solve a nearly impossible riddle. We may have to sit alone in a locked room for weeks or stand outside in the town square for a month without speaking. We might have to give up our castle, our attendants, our avocados, the summer months.

My stomach grips as I try to imagine what tonight will bring. I didn’t know it was possible to look forward to something and dread it all at once, but it is. I am. We are.

“I hope—” I start, but I have no idea how to finish the sentence. I want a hundred things I can’t have. “I hope—” I try again, but there’s no end; there’s nothing to say.

“I know,” Olive says. My father’s voice bellows from downstairs. He’s loud when he’s happy, and it seems to startle Olive. Her shoulders jump. “I hope too.”

My heart pounds, like it did all those years ago. My knees are weak again, weaker now, from lack of nourishment. And I want my mother more than I’ve ever wanted anything. I want her here, now, the way she should be. Smoothing my dress, suggesting hairstyles, telling me I look beautiful.

“I want to show my mother my dress,” I tell Olive, and she escorts me downstairs and out the door. I don’t go anywhere alone. Even when I’m sleeping, Olive checks in on me throughout the night, to make sure I’m safe and comfortable and the right temperature for a princess.

We don’t stop in the dining room, don’t greet my family. I don’t speak with them when they’re eating. It’s easier that way.

“Your Spellbound! Good morning!” a girl with brown skin and braided hair calls out from across the moat the second we are on the Grand Yard. We aren’t meant to speak directly to our subjects, and they know this. But they try anyway. I wave but say nothing.

“Your Stillness,” her white, rosy-cheeked friend booms to my mother in her glass box. “We miss you!”

Subjects say silly things from across the moat. It’s our job to let them. To smile and wave and say nothing. We stay on our side of the moat, and they stay on theirs. It’s how things are and how things have been and how they will always be.

A long time ago, before I was Spellbound, I wondered aloud what it would be like to walk in the kingdom that belongs to us, to know its streets and its people. But my mother and father assured me I did know Ever. “You don’t need to see every leaf in the forest to be the sun giving it the light to grow,” Dad said, and now I know that he’s right. Princesses stay in castles. Kings gives speeches from towers. Attendants say yes and bow their heads when the king enters and sometimes shake at the sight of him. We see Ever from here. That is enough, because it has always been enough.

What I don’t understand, what maybe no one understands, is witches. “They keep us at rest,” Mom said before she was rendered speechless in a box. “And we keep them safe. It’s an imperfect thing. Witches are imperfect. We are too. A queen needs to know that.” I nodded. She nodded back. Looked at me to make sure I was really hearing her. She didn’t need to look so hard, though. I always listened to my mother. “Anyway, it’s all we have. The imperfect agreement. It’s all they have too, after the War We Won. We’re all just waiting for the kidnapped princess to return.” She looked like she had more to say. She was speaking more quickly than usual, repeating herself to make sure I understood. “The witches help us wait.” She nodded to the candles across the moat, the ones our subjects keep lit at all times, so that the kidnapped princess can find her way back to us, someday. And she gestured to the rock carving of the kidnapped princess that Alice had made based on a photograph Dad had given her. She looks a little like me. Pointy chin, straight back, small nose, long hair.

I’m supposed to hope for the return of this princess, for solving the mystery of who took her, for knowing which kingdom, out of all the kingdoms, is actually the one that should be Banned. But I can’t hope for anything but the breaking of the spell.

“Do you like my dress?” I ask my mother, holding up the corners of the gown that now more or less fits me. It’s an icy pale blue and is embroidered with jewels. “I wanted something special for Eden’s Thirteenth Birthday,” I say. “Olive made it.” Olive stands a few yards away from my mother and me. She knows when to be close and when to give me space. She knows what I need more than I do, sometimes.

What I need right now, though, is my mother’s kind smile and her bright eyes. I want her to tell me I look like a queen, finally, because the last time she spoke to me, I was so young and so silly and so unstudied.

“The dress is fine, Jane,” my sister Nora says from her spot on the lawn. I don’t know when she joined me out here. She’s sneaky, Nora. Quiet when she wants to be and never wasting time with things like saying good morning or asking how I’m doing. She has hitched her skirts up to her knees and is letting the sun freckle her skin. “Who cares what you look like anyway. This isn’t exactly the party where you’re going to meet the love of your life.”

Her mouth sort of folds over the word “love,” like it’s a joke. And I guess for her it is. The same spell that cursed me with not eating cursed her with not loving. She can’t feel any kind of love—not for princes or princesses or dukes or duchesses, which wouldn’t be so unusual. But Nora can’t feel any love for us, either, not for her family, or her subjects, or the small blue birds she used to feed bread crumbs to, and not even for herself. I suppose for Nora, love sounds about as attainable as a roast chicken does to me.

“Thirteenth Birthdays were Mom’s favorite,” I say. Nora and I remember her best. Alice, Grace, and Eden guess at who she is and what she loved and what she used to say. But Nora and I recall the specifics—the way her hair knotted in the wind, the way she held her hands to her heart when she was disappointed, the care with which she shrugged into a new ball gown like it was a second skin. “She said a Thirteenth Birthday marks the moment a princess becomes herself.”

The day the spell was cast was so close to my own Thirteenth Birthday that preparations had been well underway. Mom and I had chosen the ocean as a theme. I’ve never seen one, but I was fascinated by the idea of an expanse of water so large you couldn’t see the other side. My Thirteenth Birthday was going to have seafood entrées and waves of water beneath glass floors and the smell of salt in the air. The witches had agreed to help make it so. Olive made me an ocean dress in blues and greens, waves of fabric that swished and swayed with such force I could have imagined I was caught in a tide’s pull.

But when it was time for my Thirteenth Birthday, I spent it in a corner, and I called Olive ridiculous for making the gown. I refused to eat a last meal. If I think too hard now, I can still feel the pain of it. How good it felt to topple a tray of bonbons. How I wanted to punch my hand through a window or kick a prince.

It’s there even now, deep down. A simmering rage I’m barely holding back.

Nora knows it too. We are both thinking about last year’s party for Grace. And two years before that when Alice turned thirteen. A royal Thirteenth Birthday used to be a joyous moment, introducing a princess to her future. She’d meet princes and princesses from other kingdoms. She would be given a silver-and-emerald crown. She would be given a title. Princess Mara the Clever. Princess Emily the Listening. Princess Betsy the Strong.

Now we are given our spell and nothing else. Princess Jane Who Can’t Eat. Princess Nora Who Can’t Love. Princess Alice Who Can’t Sleep. Princess Grace Who Can’t Remember. Princess Eden Who Can’t Hope.

“Who cares about Birthdays and dresses?” Nora asks. “Who cares about any of this?”

I’d be better off ignoring Nora, but I can’t. She’s so present. Her body looks the way mine used to—thick around the hips, rounded at the breasts, at the belly. Sturdy and sweet.

I squeeze my hands into fists and wonder what it would be like to shove her, hard, against a tree.

What would a queen do? my mind interrupts. Be a queen. I pull my shoulders back and lift my chin and take on the pose of a ruler.

Nora raises her eyebrows at the way the lace of my dress drapes, clings, tries to thicken me up, fails. Because the spell is a Slow one, I can’t waste away entirely, I can’t die of starvation, but I can’t imagine getting any skinnier than I am right now. I suppose that makes sense. One way or another, we are near the end.

I push the thought away. You will be queen. I will not die from this spell.

“Mom loved the food at the Thirteenth Birthdays,” Nora says. I can’t tell if it’s meant to be cruel or matter-of-fact. I don’t think Nora knows either.

“The only taste I remember is apple,” I say.

“Apple, huh?” Nora says. She stands up, and her dress falls down around her, a mint-green cloud.

“It’s sweet,” I say, licking my lips like some phantom taste might still be there. “Tangy. Watery. A pinch of a taste. The kind of thing you could eat for hours and never feel full from. Is that right?”

“That’s about right,” Nora says with a sort of smile. “The Prince of Soar loves apples. Dad told me. The chef will be making them baked with cinnamon for him.”

“He’s the redheaded one?” I ask.

She shakes her head. “No, that’s the Prince of Nethering. The Prince of Soar is the tall one. Glasses. Dimples. Soft voice.”

I nod. It’s hard to keep track of these things. When I was allowed to eat, names and faces and locations felt like distinct, graspable ideas. Now it’s all hazy, and my anger keeps rising and rising, obscuring things even more.

Be a queen, I tell myself again. I try to stay still and silent. It’s harder than it sounds.

I remember reciting the Royal Rules with my mother before bed every night. I loved the rules. If I could follow them, I would be queen, and all would be well. At rest. The way it was meant to be. I can almost hear my mother’s small voice singing its way through the long list of things I was supposed to be.

Then the moment’s over, and she’s just a woman in glass again, just a trapped queen, just someone I used to know.

Once upon a time.






2. REAGAN


I run all the way there.

Magic brings me across the ocean, from my banishment in AndNot to my home of Ever. But my feet have to do the rest, taking me from the edge of Ever to the moat. I want to see my bedroom with its mauve walls and thick blankets. I want to see my cousin Willa and my mother and grandmother and my best friend, Abbott. But first I have to see the king in his castle.

Sometimes at night, these past years, I would think about those people, my home, the long afternoons spent learning spells that we had to promise never to use, the work of protecting a kingdom that had lost a princess. Sometimes I would think about Willa’s smile and Mom’s layers of skirts and the view of the castle from our Home on the Hill.

But mostly I would think about him. The king. His suffering.

I would sit on the edge of the shore, letting ocean water lick my toes, and I’d imagine a hunch in his shoulders, the way they must shake when he cries. I’d convince myself that he was awake too, staring out at his kingdom, wishing he could undo all his mistakes, knowing that he couldn’t. I want to see the dark circles under his eyes and his slow shuffle as he moves from one room to the next, regretting everything he’s ever done.

I wonder if he’ll find his way onto his knees, to beg me to help his daughters break the spell.

Abbott will like to see that. I will too.

The last mile of my run is the hardest. The kingdom of AndNot, where I was banished to five years ago, is supple. Warm and muggy with oversize flowers growing out of everything. They grew inside the small cottage my mother had brought me to. There were no floors in the spare space, just dirt, with orange and blue flowers sprouting like a blooming carpet beneath my feet.

It’s not like that here. It’s hard to run in Ever. The air is dry and cool, there’s a breeze that stings my arms, and my heart is racing with excitement. My skirts tangle up in my legs, the one heavy layer from the Spell of Without slowing me down the most. When I was a child, I said I’d never cast such a heavy spell. I didn’t want to have to carry it with me. But it was worth it. It will all be worth it.

Five years is a little like forever, but I still know the paths that take me from the place I began to the place I want to be. A patch of shore that is shaded and a little hidden, tucked around a corner, not where all of Ever gathers daily to watch their royals across the water.

By the time I make it there, to the edge of the moat, where I have a perfect view of the king’s tower, I’m breathless from the run and from the thrill and from the anticipation of finally seeing what I’ve been dreaming of: a broken king.

The castle looks the same. The queen in her box does too.

Yes, five years is a little like forever, and it’s a long, long time to be alone with your thoughts. But I worked hard not to think of the queen. Seeing her here, now, stops me and maybe even stops my heart for one half beat before it resumes thumping again.

Another long look and I see two of the princesses next to their mother and an attendant watching them from a different part of the yard. The princesses are in gowns. I try to see their faces, but they are turned away from me, looking only at the queen.

It doesn’t take much waiting for him to appear. He has always loved watching his kingdom, standing in the fresh air and reminding them he is there. His white hands grip the balcony wall, and I start to smile. His head is lowered. There’s the hunch. I think I maybe even see a tremble.

I surge with pride. I did it. I fixed the kingdom of Ever. I punished the king. I will be carrying the weight of my spell forever, a heavy burlap skirt, but it will feel light as air now.

Except.

His shoulders unhunch. His hands ungrip. What I thought was a tremble was a laugh.

The king is smiling. He is waving.

And then he is speaking.

“Good people of Ever! Thank you for gathering to wish our Princess Eden a happy Thirteenth Birthday. Our youngest child, we are so proud to celebrate her today.”

There is a cheer from the subjects of Ever. They aren’t far from the small part of the moat I’ve claimed as my own. They are in their best clothing, which isn’t very nice at all. And they smile at the king.

My heart twists, and I tell it to stop, that it’s fine, that everything’s fine.

“We hope you will celebrate with us, across the moat, and as a special treat I’ve sent champagne for you to toast with. We are in this together. One kingdom. One Ever.”

An attendant appears next to the king with a flute of champagne. I watch her body for signs of fear, and it’s unmistakable. She is the one with the hunch, the tremble, the worry. She bows her head. She doesn’t look up.

I wrap my arms around myself, holding myself together as hard as I can.

A team of horsemen travel the length of the moat, handing out bottles of champagne to whoever reaches up to take one. The sounds of corks popping and fizz pouring fill the air.

The king raises his glass. “A toast!” he says. His smile widens.

“No,” I say to myself. It’s a whisper. I have been whispering words to myself for five years. I have been quiet in my waiting. Patient. There’s no magic in AndNot, no other people around, no visitors. I have only had one companion: my hatred for the king.

“To the Spellbound princesses of Ever!” the king says.

“To the Spellbound!” the crowd bellows back.

“No,” my voice says, louder than a whisper, so loud that people yards away turn and look at me.

I run.



I studied the royal family for five long years, preparing for the perfect way to have them break the spell. I know what fruits Alice is allergic to and how many freckles Eden has. I know their father is from Farr. And I know, like everyone knows, the story of the taken princess eighty years ago. I tell the story in my head now, to distract myself from the other thoughts trying to push their way in. The princess was stolen, the kingdoms fought over who took her, the witches tried to stop the fighting, and ten of us vanished in the process. No one ever learned who took the princess, but our magic eventually ushered in peace, and we were given the Home on the Hill as thanks for our work. We promised to keep the kingdom at rest; we gave them Enchanted Candles to help the princess find her way home; they promised to leave us to ourselves up on the Hill, to protect us from other kingdoms; and mostly everyone kept their promises.

Until five years ago, when I learned what the king had done.

They had told us the other kingdoms were who we needed to fear.

They hadn’t told us to fear our own kingdom, our own king.

He has to pay, I think for the thousandth or millionth time. I look back again, hoping to see some hidden pain on the king’s face. There’s only a grin. No, I think. This is all wrong.

And: I was all wrong.

Before I cast the Spell of Without, I could run easily, light silks and sheers flapping against my legs. Now the burlap skirt leaves me breathless.

My grandmother is even less able to move. She is so weighed down by her impressive collection of skirts, each layer the result of a spell cast. Velvet, wool, and dozens of layers of cotton and linen encircle her waist and pin her to her chair in the living room.

A kind of throne, if witches were to have thrones.

Sometimes it looks more like a prison.

My skirt today reminds me of her, reminds me of what I’m afraid of becoming. The weight of a spell is only worth it if the spell works. I didn’t even notice the heaviness of the burlap until right now, this very instant, seeing my spell fail.

When I finally reach the door of my home, I stop outside it. They should be expecting me, but there’s no fanfare, no cousins peering out the window looking for me. Even my own mother isn’t at the door, doesn’t feel me nearing her, isn’t eagerly sitting on the lawn, open armed and grinning at being reunited with me after all these years.

Eighty years of the people of Ever waiting by enchanted candlelight for a princess who will never return, and no one has been waiting for me.

It hits me hard, the pain of it, the loneliness. But there’s nothing else to do, so I open the door and let myself in.

“Hello?” I call to the empty foyer, the familiar wooden floors and beams and heavy curtains and strange mix of magical smells. “I’m here.”

There’s a scurry of footsteps that I hope are my mother’s, but I quickly see they belong to my cousin Willa, who thrusts herself onto me. She wraps her long brown arms around my white shoulders. Non-witches have been surprised that we are cousins—maybe because of our skin or maybe because Willa’s energy is so light and bright and mine is heavy and twisty and wrong. Her happiness at seeing me after all this time is real and easy, and it feels so good I want to fall into it.

My mother is behind her, a little less exuberant but smiling warmly and letting her eyes fill with tears. “My girl,” she says, pulling me away from Willa and into her arms. I hug her gently. It’s the only way to touch her.

“My mom,” I reply, and it makes her laugh a little, or at least smile bigger. She takes me in, and there’s no hiding anything from her.

“You saw him,” she says.

I nod.

“It hasn’t been good,” she says.

“You warned me it wouldn’t be,” I say. “I was so sure—” I look for the end to the sentence, but that confidence, that assurance that I had ruined the king, made my point, and was returning to victory, feels so childish here and now.

“You have a chance to make it better,” Mom says.

“I want to make you better,” I say. We are whispering. I wish I could have come back weeks earlier, spent time on the roof with my mother figuring out what to do, how to feel, who to be, before telling the princesses how to break the spell.

But all we have is this moment, right here.

“Well, what you did—that was never going to fix me, Reagan. I’m not the only broken bit of this whole mess,” Mom says. Her hands flicker in and out of visibility. I want to hold on to them, make them stay right here. “Ever is broken. Ever has to heal, for me to heal. That’s what I wanted you to—that’s what I tried to explain—there’s so much more than one witch and one king.”

I want to tell her that may well be, but I only care about her and him and the terrible things that happened in his castle.

But before I can, there’s a clatter in the kitchen, and more aunts and cousins wander to the front door to say hello to me. If everything were different, I’d be hugging and gossiping and taking in how tall this one has grown, how many skirts that one is now wearing.

Instead I can only see my mother and the way she still winces at loud noises and unexpected movements.

The day I cast the spell, she and I were startled by Willa dropping a heavy cast-iron pot from the counter onto the floor. My hands squeezed at the fleshy part above my mother’s elbow. I always reach for her when I’m scared.

But the place I touched was the wrong place to touch. The sound of the pot, too, was the wrong kind of sound. And my mother lost her breath. She curled into a ball. I ran for someone, anyone, to help us.

My grandmother couldn’t move from her chair, of course, so it was my aunt Idle who heard my screams. She whispered Breathe breathe breathe into my mother’s ear and told me to list everything I saw in the room. I couldn’t imagine why, but Aunt Idle sounded confident, as if she’d done this before, so I followed her instructions.

“There’s a blue carpet,” I said. “There’s a wooden chair. There are five cast-iron pots. One of them is on the floor; the others are lined up for Willa and me to practice our spells. Willa is hiding behind a thick gray curtain. The Enchanted Candle is on the long wooden table, just like always. It’s gold. All is well in the kingdom of Ever.”

“Don’t say ‘king,’ ” Aunt Idle whisper-yelled. But it was too late. My mother, who had been breathing in time with my list, snapped back into panic. She bellowed. She brought her head to the floor. I listed more things in the room: Grandmother’s book of spells, the vegetables hanging from the ceiling like an upside-down garden, my discarded shoes, Willa’s cape. But it didn’t help. Aunt Idle asked me to leave, and I did, huddling myself with my little cousin right outside the kitchen door.

The house shook with magic.

I don’t know what spell Aunt Idle cast to bring my mother back to herself, but whatever it was draped them both in the thickest, itchiest wool skirts, now permanently wrapped around their waists. Some spells aren’t meant to be cast. Those spells are the heaviest, the most cumbersome. The price for casting them is eternal.

Witches carry their spells forever. And Aunt Idle hadn’t wanted the burden of this one.

When Willa and I reentered the kitchen, Aunt Idle told us why my mother had crumbled like that. My grab of her elbow, perfectly timed with Willa’s dropping of the pot. The touch, the crash, it brought her back to the worst moment in her life.

And upon hearing the story of the worst moment of her life, without thinking a single thought, my fury drove me out of the Home on the Hill and to the castle moat, where I cast the biggest spell I could muster.

Mom is remembering it now too. Her hand grips a handful of my burlap skirt. The heaviest kind of spell.

We both take a deep breath, and the smell of roasting pig fills the air. The witches roast a pig whenever a witch is invited to the castle. They are expecting me to be invited tonight, but no one has handed me a thick silver invitation, engraved with my name. I suppose the roasting pig is like the lit candles out in Ever. A way to mark the waiting. A way to hang on to hope.

“You’re back just in time,” Mom says. Her voice is a sigh. I want her to sound different than she does.

“She certainly is,” my aunt Idle says, coming in from outside, carrying the smell of the pig, the fire, the salt, the woods with her. She doesn’t smile. “You look older,” she says.

“I am older.”

“And wiser?” she asks. She hasn’t forgiven me.

“I don’t know,” I say, because witches tell the truth.

“Mmm.” Aunt Idle would have banished me forever if she could have. We are trying to prove we are not who they think we are, she said the day I cast the spell. What have you done, but shown them their stories of us are right? And now you’ve gotten rid of the queen, too? A kingdom with no queen? What were you thinking, Reagan? Her voice had gotten louder and louder with every impossible-to-answer question. We’re supposed to protect our magic, not hurl it at young girls.

“It’s up to them to break the spell,” I say. “Hopefully, they’ll—”

“You’ve learned nothing in your time away,” Aunt Idle interrupts. “They’ll do what they can do to break the spell. But it’s you who has to Undo it. The real work is yours.” I have an awful feeling gnawing at my insides. A hollowness carving me up. I don’t think regular humans can be filled with emptiness, but as a witch it isn’t an unusual sensation. To be absolutely bursting with absence. Sometimes parts of us even vanish: a finger, a shoulder blade, a foot—gone until the feeling passes.

In worse circumstances, if the kingdom itself is in unrest, a whole witch might vanish. Forever. After the princess was taken eighty years ago, a great battle broke out between the witches and the royals. Ten witches disappeared. First their feet. Then their hips. Their hair went last.

It’s a detail they never leave out when they warn us about what could be.

Ten witches. Gone. Because of a war that went too far. Because of a kidnapped princess who was never found and kingdoms that all blamed one another. Because of unrest. It’s why we watch the Enchanted Candle on the kitchen counter. It’s why we keep the peace. It’s why my aunt Idle looks at me the way she does now. The only way for us to be safe is for the kingdom to be safe. So we protect them, and that protects us.

“I needed the king to suffer,” I say weakly, “so I hurt the princesses. You all taught me about justice, and that was—”

“You didn’t just hurt princesses,” Aunt Idle says. “You think of spells as small. But they are huge. A spell is like an infection, Reagan. It gets to everyone nearby. It can spread through an entire kingdom. Making the whole place diseased.” Aunt Idle sighs. I’d forgotten about the force of her sighs. They are hurricanes of disapproval. It’s awful to be caught in one.

In the distance, there’s the melody of the song the townspeople sing whenever a princess comes of age. It’s a rollicking song about princes and princesses and royal weddings and beautiful babies and growing up. Willa and I used to sing it to each other, as a joke. Now it sounds sinister.

The empty feeling grows, and I watch as my pinkie finger vanishes.

A new smell wafts in, covering up the roasted-pig smell. Aunt Idle’s nose wrinkles from it. My mother’s, too. My grandmother’s. A too-sweet, dense smell. Royal fear.

When it’s from the king, the smell of royal fear has hints of coffee. With the queen, back when she was not in a box, there would be an undertone of pine. And when the princesses are afraid, we can smell a touch of the ocean.

Without princess fear, we’d never smell the ocean all the way in Ever.

And there it is. It’s the smell I lived with for five years on the shores of AndNot. It’s faint, but it’s there. The ocean.

“The princesses,” I say. “The princesses are afraid.”

“But not the king,” Aunt Idle says. “He hasn’t been afraid a single day since you cast your spell. Not one moment.”

“That can’t be true,” I say. “His wife is—and his children are—”

“Yes. Well. It’s quite a disease, your Spell of Without. The men, they simply love it, most of them. Even the king. He pretends not to. But we know. It’s smelled of nothing but burning wax and dead fields and the ocean for five years.”

Aunt Idle doesn’t blink. She watches it all sink in. My failure. My other pinkie vanishes, and a part of my knee. Gone, just like that. She watches my invisible parts, satisfied. They’ll come back. They always do. But it’s never the same.

“Ever has always loved keeping people in their places,” my aunt says. “Witches on a hill. Princesses in a castle. And now a queen in a box.”

My heart sinks further and further down. A thousand skirts wouldn’t be as heavy as my heart right now.

“Anyway, I suppose it’s time to celebrate,” Aunt Idle says in her least celebratory voice. “Fried berries for breakfast.” It’s her way of dismissing us all, and it works. My aunts and cousins go to the kitchen to prepare the food. They don’t say another word to me.

The Home on the Hill is chilly in the mornings. At noon sun floods the place and warms up the floors and the walls and the air itself. But right now, without the help of the sun, our home is the temperature that witches manifest—forty degrees on the dot.

I am missing the warm breezes in AndNot. And a hundred other things that made the last five years bearable.

It’s only Willa who stays beside me. “You know Aunt Idle,” she says. “Always cranky.” She shrugs, like it’s nothing, what I’ve done, and I love her for it, but it’s bullshit. Still, I give her another hug. She has a few more layers of chiffon skirts around her waist than when I left. They are featherlight and lovely. She’s been busy in my time away, but only doing small, gentle spells.

I’m jealous without meaning to be.

“Let’s have a picnic!” she says, like no time at all has passed, like we are just two witch cousins making our way in Ever. We used to have an enchanted picnic every week, sitting underneath a tree on a blanket made and Spellbound by our grandmother, who invented a picnic blanket that creates the picnic for you after you lay it on the grass.

It’s a flawed spell, because the only picnic the blanket knows how to make is bread and pickles and jam.

But Willa and I like bread and pickles and jam. We make pickle-and-jam sandwiches and tell secrets in the moonlight. We used to pretend we were princesses too, ordering the littlest cousins around as if they were our attendants, picking out stars to name after ourselves, the way princesses do. We gave ourselves titles, pretending to have royal Thirteenth Birthdays. Willa the Whimsical. Reagan the Ravishing.

“I can’t,” I say. “I have to come up with the spell-breaking.” First the princesses will have to follow my instructions. They’ll have to perform a feat or gather some objects or make a sacrifice. If they accomplish what I demand of them, I’ll perform the Undoing, and that will require its own magic, an even heavier skirt around my waist.

Willa’s face changes. It turns serious, and I have never seen Willa serious. “Make it easy,” she says. “Make it easy for them to break. Make it kind. Please, Reagan. Be kind.”

Willa has a soft heart, and her magic reflects it. The spells she casts are gentle and sweet. She’s good with wishes and love and food. She can cure the ill. But she never could have cast the Spell of Without like I did.

Maybe no other witch could have.

Maybe no witch should have.
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