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To the readers:

One of you named this book;

all of you fueled this story.

And in special memory of Leila,

who died of leukemia this February.

For you, I wish I could have written faster.
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[image: Images]he morning before my fourteenth birthday, the witches ambushed us before Mom had a chance to finish her coffee. We were arguing about the usual things.

“The triplets will be here any minute,” I said, shoving my cellphone and my M3 into my carryall’s front pocket. Those guys were always a couple minutes late for guard duty. Sometimes they slept through their alarm. It was summer. That happened. “Then we can get out of here.” I slung on my raincoat. Big heavy drops pattered on the window.

Mom set down her mug and folded her hands carefully. I knew what that meant: I wasn’t going to like what she said next. “I’ve been meaning to talk to you about that, Rory.”

Amy didn’t even try to break it to me nicely. “No. They’re not coming with us today. We’re meeting with the play’s producers.”

“You need protection.” I reached for my magic combs and reminded myself that it wouldn’t do any good to get irritated. They just didn’t really understand—not yet.

“They’re teenagers.” Amy crossed her arms. “It looks like we’re babysitting them, not the other way around.”

“It is beginning to look strange, Rory,” Mom said. “Normally, I’m fine with them tagging along with us. I know that it makes you feel better, but today’s meeting is important—”

“Makes me feel better?” I wrestled with my temper and lost. “The Snow Queen attacks a new Character almost every day.”

Mom took a very deep breath, like she usually does when she thinks I’m exaggerating but doesn’t want to call me on it. “We’ve taken all these precautions, but we haven’t been in any danger since that wolf attacked us in the grocery store.”

She always brought that up in arguments, and it was getting old. “You didn’t want to move to Ever After School, even though it’s the safest place for us,” I reminded her, “and I said okay, but only if you accepted bodyguards. That was the deal. You promised me.”

Mom winced. She’d obviously hoped I’d forgotten about that. “They’re just kids, Rory. Just like you.”

“You could come with us,” Amy said. “That wouldn’t look as weird.”

“I have responsibilities too.” I had class in Hansel’s training courts in an hour, and I was on call for rescue duty until dinnertime. I’d explained this to them at least a hundred times.

“Besides, your mother made that promise more than three and a half months ago,” Amy said. “Maybe the Snow Queen forgot about you.”

“She hasn’t.” I was about to turn fourteen. According to my Tale, I would hold the fate of magic in my hands some time this month. The Snow Queen had to move now, but I’d been saying that since before Independence Day. They still weren’t convinced.

I wished the triplets would hurry up and get here. Company always cut our arguments short.

Something pounded against the roof. No matter what they said about the Snow Queen losing interest, Mom and Amy both jumped just as high as I did. Outside the window, white spheres bounced across the back porch. “Just hail,” I said. We didn’t usually see it in San Francisco.

“Great.” Amy dug through her purse for her keys. “I better check on the car.”

Movement flickered in the yard. It had to be one of the dirt servants. Lena had rigged them to patrol the yard’s perimeter—our own magical security system. And this one was shuffling toward us, as fast as its stubby dirt legs could carry him. It was hard to tell in the crummy weather, but it looked like it was missing a foot.

My heart stuttered. I reached for one of my combs.

It could be another false alarm.

The dirt servant jolted to a stop in the middle of the backyard, its mangled limbs bleached to gray. It toppled over. Turned to stone.

“Found them!” Amy stepped toward the exit, her keys jangling from her hand.

“No!” I tossed the comb in front of the back door. It fell with a clunk, and bars as wide as my wrist sprang up from the floor.

“Not again!” Amy said. Bars crunched against the ceiling. “Rory, you damage the house every time you overreact. We’ll never get our security deposit back.”

Mom tried to be more soothing, but she was obviously a tiny bit peeved too. “It’s probably just the neighbor’s dog again. The dirt things always think he’s a wolf.”

I picked up the other combs. The Snow Queen’s allies were coming, just like I knew they would.

The front door banged open. Someone—several someones—stampeded into the living room. We couldn’t see them, but we could definitely hear them squawking and cawing through the drumming hail.

I threw the second comb across the entryway to the living room. In two breaths, it knitted up the door frame with a chain-link fence. I tossed a third comb between the island and the kitchen table, and metal bars sprouted from the wooden floor.

Amy shrank back. “Oh my God.”

Four green-skinned, black-haired witches trampled in from the dining room, the only entrance to the kitchen the combs hadn’t sealed off yet. They wore toothy grins under their warty noses and raised long wands in their gnarled hands.

So, the Snow Queen had kept her word after all: the Wolfsbane clan would get their chance to kill me. They had even gotten first dibs.

One witch fired off a spell. I grabbed Mom’s elbow and yanked her aside. The enchantment landed on the fridge, turning it to stone. Mom would have to pay for that too when we left this rental.

“Get behind the island,” I said, snagging my carryall and dodging another shot. The top was marble. It would protect us from most spells. “Where are those rings I gave you?”

The week after I’d gotten back from the Arctic Circle, I’d made them swear to keep the rings on them at all times. When school was still in session, I refused to get in the car unless they both showed me the rings, but I hadn’t done a check in a while. I definitely should have.

“My nightstand,” Amy confessed.

Mom’s mouth thinned and twisted, the face she always made when she realized she’d messed up. “It’s over there.” She pointed to where her red purse sat on a side table—on the other side of the chain-link fence.

I pulled my own ring out of my jeans’ pocket and stared at it. One ring for three people.

“Well, you know what you have to do,” Mom said. Calm as anything, she placed a hand on my arm. “You go to EAS. Get help. Come back and rescue us. The bars will keep us safe.”

There were a million things wrong with that plan. I hadn’t heard the third comb’s bars hit the ceiling yet. Mom and Amy knew nothing about fighting, even less about magic. But I didn’t bother arguing.

I squeezed her fingers reassuringly. With my other hand, I gripped the ring.

“I love you, sweetie,” Mom said. The only way she could have been more obvious was if she actually said she never thought she would see me again.

“I love you too.” Then I slid the ring on her finger.

She didn’t have time to look surprised. She was just gone.

“She’s not going to like that,” Amy said quietly. “She wanted you safe first.”

“If they captured her, they would use her against me.” I’d explained this a hundred times too. I didn’t mention that the witches would do the same with Amy.

“I never said I didn’t understand your reasons.” Amy scooted up just enough to peek over the counter at the witches. “Is that supposed to happen?”

I poked my head around the island, just for a sec. A spell whistled past my hair and blasted the dishes drying beside the sink. A mug—the one I’d painted and given to Mom for her birthday a couple years ago—exploded, and its clay shards cascaded to the floor.

I ducked back to safety, but I’d seen what I needed to see.

Three of the four witches had leveled their wands at the third comb. The bars were still growing toward the ceiling, but slowly. Maybe just an inch a second. I’d never seen this spell.

“No, it’s never happened before.” The Snow Queen’s forces were adapting. They had trained just to stop these combs—just to fight me.

“I thought so.” Amy crawled over to the last cabinet, where we kept most of our canned goods. She opened the door, plucked out some green beans and some cream of mushroom soup, and launched them over the island.

The first one struck a witch’s elbow. She shrieked and dropped her wand. The soup can caught the second witch in the face. She crumpled, her nose gushing blood.

“Wow,” I said, impressed. Only two witches were still performing the spell that countered the enchantment. The bars rose faster—two inches a second.

“I was the pitcher on my college softball team, remember?” Amy reached for another can. The witches outside must have sensed trouble. Their footsteps thudded across the patio, louder than the hail. “You do your thing. I got this.”

I reached into my carryall and pulled out my sword. I felt calmer, having it in my hand. Then I grabbed my M3. “Chase?” I shouldn’t have tried him first. I knew he wouldn’t answer. “Lena?”

The mirror stayed blank. I frowned. Lena never left her M3 lying around.

Two more witches stamped in. Their spells hit the marble island with wet sizzles. Amy launched a counterassault of diced tomatoes, but these witches were ready for her. They raised their wands. The cans exploded, and red chunks rained down on our heads.

The bars grew, inch by inch.

Only one witch was left on comb-enchantment duty. She had gray hair and a huge gap between her crooked teeth. I didn’t understand why the other three witches had stopped helping her. “Now!” she shouted to someone behind her. “It must be now!”

“You don’t need to tell me,” said another voice.

A witch stepped out from behind the rack where we hung our raincoats and umbrellas. The edge of her long cloak was stitched with silver, and a string of moonstones was braided into her dull black hair. Her lashes were long, and her eyes tilted up at the corners like a cat. If witches hadn’t been cursed with ugliness, this one might have been beautiful.

The three witches turned their wands on the newcomer. An invisible current crackled through the air. The moonstone witch rose, her cape flickering around her ankles. She bent her legs and hugged her knees, and the three witches floated her toward the comb cage. More specifically to the three-foot gap between the bars and the ceiling.

I could guess where they were going with this.

I grabbed a can of chicken soup in front of Amy, and I launched it at the witch in charge of slowing down the comb. It went wide and clattered on the table. That was why I usually stuck with weapons you didn’t have to throw.

“Please don’t waste my ammo.” Amy threw three cans in rapid succession. One hit a witch on the shoulder, another in the arm, and the last in her huge warty chin, and all three casters levitating their sister witch stumbled back.

But it was too late.

The moonstone witch had floated past the bars, and when the spell dropped her, she landed hard on the kitchen floor. Plates and glasses clinked inside the cabinets.

“She’s inside with us, isn’t she?” Amy asked me.

I swallowed. “Yep.”

The gray-haired witch lowered her wand. The bars zoomed up and buried themselves in the ceiling, cracking the plaster. “It is all up to you now, Istalina,” she said.

The moonstone witch drew herself up taller. So she was Istalina. “Come out, Aurora Landon, or I shall flush you out.”

“Stay where you are,” Amy hissed, grabbing another can. “I’m sure I can get her.”

But Amy had no idea what we were dealing with. The last time I’d had to fight some witches, I jumped off a moving train to get away from them. I couldn’t throw the fourth comb. I couldn’t risk her using that slowing spell again. I couldn’t risk her capturing it.

I wished that Chase and Lena were here instead of Amy. They would know what to do.

It doesn’t matter if you’ve never fought a witch before, Chase would probably say. Magic users usually stick to spells. Most of them have no close combat skills.

I poked my head out. Istalina was waiting for me. She raised her arm and fired, only ten feet away. I jerked back just in time—the spell took a big chunk out of the island’s cabinets and blasted the pot Mom had used to make macaroni the night before.

I knew what Lena would say too. Wait! You need something to intercept her magic. I forced myself to stop, to look at the materials around me the way she would look at it.

We had the fourth comb. We had all this kitchen stuff. I opened the cabinet next to me. Pans and their lids. I started shifting through them, careful not to touch the one Istalina’s spell had hit. It burned a glowing orange.

“What are you doing?” Amy asked.

I ignored her.

“I doesn’t matter what you try, Aurora Landon,” said the witch. “It won’t work. We have you trapped.”

I ignored her too.

I found the lid I wanted. It was bigger than most and pretty heavy, but it had an extra strip of metal, almost two inches wide, that ran all the way around the rim. I dropped the comb inside it.

Please let this work, I thought. Please please please please.

It did. Slender metal rods sprouted from the pot’s lid. Tentatively, they wove themselves together, like the comb wasn’t totally sure about my plan either.

“Stay here, Amy.” I concentrated on protecting her and stood up, my lid-shield in one hand, my sword in the other.

Istalina threw off her cloak. It puddled around her feet. Her cheeks were even greener than the rest of her face, like she was flushed or something.

Beyond the cage, seven green-skinned witches lined up, their beady eyes watching us, like crows circling a picnic. A fight with an audience, just like dueling with Torlauth at the Snow Queen’s palace.

Before I could shudder, Istalina launched a spell. My sword’s magic flowed into me, and my left hand shifted slightly. I caught the spell on the pot lid right in front of my belly. Good. My sword had adapted to the new shield, just like it had with my ring.

The moonstone witch’s eyes widened above her warty nose. She launched a few more. I couldn’t see the little zings, but I heard them sizzling toward me. The runner’s high seeped through my body. I danced to one side and then the other, dodging three more blasts. I caught a fourth, right in front of my face.

Okay, defense was solid. Time for some offense.

I sprinted forward. Istalina tried to fire off another shot, but I was already in range. I bashed my shield down on her wrist, knocking the wand off course. I flipped my sword over and swung the hilt toward her temple.

A dagger blocked the blow. Istalina’s weapon was black, its blade made of shiny stone instead of metal. The witch twisted her dagger around my hilt. I was so surprised that she almost managed to wrench my sword out of my hand.

The Wolfsbane clan had sent the witch who could actually fight.

The witch’s heel shot out, trying to smack me in the chest. I caught it with my left hand.

But it was a feint. She squeezed off another shot from her wand. I ducked, crouching low to the ground so that it sailed over my head.

“Rory!” Amy cried. I whirled around, checking to see if she was all right, but it turned out to be just one of those be careful kind of yells.

Mistake. I shouldn’t have looked away.

The witch’s second kick caught me in the shoulder before I could stand. I went sprawling. My head cracked against the hardwood floor. The witches outside the bars cawed, like a green-and-black flock celebrating. Istalina preened. She raised both her dagger and her wand, like she wasn’t sure which one she wanted to use on me first.

Half-dazed, I waited for her to decide. Another wrong move could cost me.

“Watch out!” one of the witches shouted.

Istalina took a step back, and a can of tomato sauce sailed past her face, inches from her long nose.

“Don’t worry, Rory,” Amy said. I couldn’t see her, but I could picture her on the other side of the island, her arm cocked back, another can at the ready.

Istalina lifted her wand toward Amy’s hiding place with such a sinister smile. In the Arctic Circle, the Snow Queen had raised her hand, just like that, right before the ice shards flew from her fingertips, seconds before Hadriane died.

“No!” I sprang to my feet and tried to push Istalina’s wand arm out of range with my blade and my shield. She caught my sword with her dagger easily, but the shield . . . well, the tip of her wand slid through the metal weaving and exploded. Tiny splinters flew in all directions.

The pot lid saved me from the worst of it. I only felt one big sliver impale itself in my left shoulder.

Istalina wasn’t so lucky. Shards stuck out from her forearm. The witch’s green blood spilled down her elbow, over her fingers, and dripped off the end of her wand, which was considerably shorter than before.

Hopefully, that meant she couldn’t use it.

The Wolfsbane clan stopped squawking. They stared at Istalina’s wand, horrified.

“You still have your blades!” one of them shouted.

If that was all she had left, I could handle her. I still had a magic sword.

She slashed her dagger at my face.

I blocked it with my shield arm, hitting her fingers with the lid’s edge so hard that she shrieked. Her dagger clattered to the floor. She struck with her other hand, swinging a second knife. I hadn’t seen it. She must have dropped her ruined wand and grabbed the hidden blade.

With my luck, she probably had extra knives stashed in her boots. Well, if disarming her didn’t work . . .

I kicked out, three times in quick succession just like Chase and I practiced—once to bash the weapon out of her hand, once in her stomach to knock the wind out of her, once in the face to stun her. She choked, gasping for air. Her face twisted with rage, her lip bleeding. With a fresh knife, she tried to stab my belly, but the movement was much slower than before. I whacked her blade aside with my shield, stepped inside her guard, and smashed my hilt into her temple. She dropped into a heap, her arm twisted under her in a really uncomfortable-looking way.

She probably wasn’t faking.

“Behind you, Rory!” Amy yelled.

I glanced back. A third knife sailed though the air, aimed directly at my head. I jumped out of the way, but then a throwing star shaped like a snowflake flew into my path. I deflected it with my shield.

The witches of the Wolfsbane clan had lined up along the comb cage. I gulped. The bars only stopped magical attacks. A regular blade or arrow could make it through. The Wolfsbane witches had come prepared for this, armed with knives and snowflake-shaped throwing stars in every green hand.

“We gave Istalina the honor of first blood, if she could get it,” said a short, squat one. “But make no mistake, Aurora Landon. We bring your death with us today.”

They all threw at once. Amy screamed, but the witches’ aim was less than awesome. A few barbed snowflakes knocked into the bars and fell to the floor. A small knife bounced off my shield. Only one grazed my jeans and sliced open the fabric near my shin.

No blood, but too close for comfort. These weapons could be poisoned.

It would have been smart to tie up Istalina to make sure she couldn’t attack us again, but I made an executive decision to just get out of the way. I dove behind the island.

Amy slid closer. “Are you all right?” I nodded, slightly out of breath.

“Again!” barked one.

Another barbed snowflake clattered into the sink. They could throw all they wanted. Their aim had gotten even worse now that they couldn’t see me.

The same thought must have occurred to someone else. “Stop. Do not waste your weapons.” It sounded like the gray-haired witch. She was probably their leader.

“Why?” whined another witch. “We can always call for more. They’re not going anywhere.”

She was right. We were safe for now, but we were definitely trapped.

Amy’s eyes bugged out a little more. “What are we going to do?”

I grabbed the M3 I’d left on the floor. We needed help. We needed my friends.

I flipped open the velvet cover. I looked how I always did in mirrors these days—eyebrows pinched, hair messy, purple smudges under my eyes.

No answer from Lena. Okay. Still not a big deal. She’d been scattered recently. The Director had assigned her too much to do in the workshop. But tons of people had M3’s now. “Hey, come in. We have a code Gingerbread here. Requesting at least two squadrons for backup immediately.”

Only my reflection stared back at me.

A witch cackled. “Call your Character friends all you like. Her Majesty has devised new enchantments to confound your tiny mirrors.”

I froze. If the Snow Queen had figured out a spell to block the M3’s, we really were trapped until reinforcements came.

The triplets should still be on their way. Plus, Mom was back at EAS now. She must have raised the alarm when she arrived. She would track down Lena—or even Chase, if she could find them. She would make sure they brought back-up.

One of the witches guessed what I was thinking. “It wouldn’t matter if your message got through anyway. The warding hex we’ve cast blocks all enemy enchantments. None of your allies can travel here by magical means.”

No wonder the triplets were almost half an hour late. Their temporary-transport spell probably hadn’t worked. My friends couldn’t rescue us if they couldn’t get here.

“Hush,” said the gray-haired witch in charge. “We aren’t supposed to speak of the hex.”

“They’re captured by their own combs!” protested her ally. “It doesn’t matter what we tell them now.”

“Does that mean the ring of return didn’t work?” Amy asked. “Did your mom get through?”

I stopped breathing. I didn’t know. I’d never heard of a warding hex. I had no idea what they did. Lena wasn’t here to explain.

But Mom had disappeared. If she hadn’t gotten through, where had she gone?

I’d been so sure I was keeping her safe.

“Call the archers,” said the gray-haired leader. “Tell them to bring their flaming arrows.”

The door creaked open. Oh no. The archers’ aim didn’t have to be good anymore. All they needed to do was light the kitchen on fire. The smoke would kill us if the flames didn’t.

“That’s right, Aurora Landon,” said the witch who liked taunting me. “We will flush you out as we would a Dapplegrim from its herd. We have brought your death with us.”

I wished they would stop saying that. It was starting to sound true.

“And the death of the woman you seek to protect,” said the gray-haired witch.

I looked at Amy. She held a can in each hand, and her scowl clearly said, Well, I’m going down fighting.

“But it doesn’t have to be that way,” said the gray-haired witch. “Release the combs, and surrender to us. We will let the woman go free. It is your death we seek, after all.”

It was a trick. It had to be.

But maybe it wasn’t.

My Tale had begun two years ago. The beginning lines hadn’t changed that much: Once upon a time, there was a girl named Rory Landon. Though she did not know it, the fate of magic would fall into her hands during the month she turned fourteen. With it, she would meet winter, death, and despair.

Maybe the hail counted as winter. Maybe despair was finding myself down to two choices: my death by surrender or my death and Amy’s by fire.

No. I could ask them for a Binding Oath. I could make them swear on their lives that Amy would go free, and it would all be over.

My expression must have given me away, because Amy began shaking her head. “No. Rory, don’t you dare—”

The door creaked open again. More feet thundered in. The witches’ archers had arrived.

We were trapped. Help wasn’t coming. I knew my choice.
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[image: Images]hen a new voice said, “The EASers are here.”

My heart leapt. I hadn’t even needed to ask for help. My friends had come anyway, warding hex or no warding hex.

“Then we must do our work quickly!” said the gray-haired witch. The witches launched their weapons. The air filled with silver snowflakes, their sharp barbs sparkling.

Amy screamed again. I yanked up the shield, over our heads. Two throwing stars clattered against the lid. Half a dozen more fell on the floor inches from our feet.

Too many more assaults like that, and something was going to hit us.

“This isn’t how it works,” Amy muttered. “I’m the adult. I’m supposed to protect you.”

“What are you waiting for, archers?” said the gray-haired witch. Oh great. I couldn’t see the new arrivals, but I bet they all had bows. They were probably trained to fight, just like Istalina. I braced myself.

Then the glass window above the kitchen table shattered. I half stood, risking a peek over the island to see what was going on. Two arrows sailed in, tiny little packets tied to their shafts. They landed, releasing great puffs of a green-and-gold powder. It glittered and stank of sulfur.

The witches coughed and choked. “Powdered dragon scales?” croaked the gray-haired one. “Why?”

Another arrow flew in. I stood on my tiptoes to get a better look. The arrow had landed right in the middle of all the witches. Someone had tied some sticks to it. The string they’d used looked weird, like a braid of brown hair with a blue bead at the end.

Lena’s hair.

I knew what it was. I’d seen Lena experimenting on long-range spells like this one, modeled after the transmitter General Searcaster had fashioned in the city of the Living Stone Dwarves. The powdered scales in the air made it impossible to dodge the enchantment.

She had them.

Then my friend’s clear, high voice rang out, shouting in Fey. I didn’t have my gumdrop translator in, so I only understand one word: “beep.”

“Did it work?” It sounded like Lena was at the bottom of the porch stairs.

The witches stared at each other in horror, waiting to turn to stone or sea foam, waiting to writhe in agony.

“What was it supposed to do?” I called back.

“Lena, you forgot the buzzer,” said someone else outside. Kyle.

“We will not be defeated by a bunch of Character children.” The gray-haired witch took a step toward the bars, toward us.

“Oh, yeah,” Lena said. An alarm beeped, almost identical to a kitchen timer.

All at once, the witches’ eyes rolled back in their heads. Then they dropped, collapsing all over each other. Weapons scattered across the wooden floor. I hoped none of them had fallen on their blade. Then I immediately felt stupid for worrying. They’d just tried to kill me. They’d tried to kill Mom and Amy.

Lena burst through the back door. Glass crunched under her feet. She half tripped over one of the witches’ bows. “RORY?”

I leapt out from behind the island. “Here, Lena.” Behind me, Amy stood more slowly.

“Oh, thank gumdrops.” Lena ran forward, jumped over the motionless body of the gray-haired witch, grabbed the second-to-last bar of the comb cage, and muttered the counterspell. When the bars shrank down to a comb, she threw her arms around me, hugging so tight that her bony elbows pinched my ribs.

We both took a deep breath. As I exhaled, I let go of that awful trapped feeling of no escape and no choices.

It had been a close call, definitely, but it was almost business as usual. We had been through all of this before. Not here, specifically. Not at my house. But at other Characters’ houses. Daisy’s house, just a few weeks ago. Ben’s house, just a few days ago.

“What did you do to them?” Amy said, staring at Lena like my friend could rain sulfur-smelling death down on us all.

“Long-range sleeping spell,” Lena said, clearly proud of herself. “I knew you had put up the comb cage. Magic can’t get through the bars, so even if the powdered dragon scales reached you, the spell would only be able to activate outside the bars. I figured if the whole clan was in one room, we had better knock them all out at once.”

She always talked this fast when she was explaining an invention she was excited about. I found it supremely comforting. “How did you know to come?”

“The triplets couldn’t get through,” Lena said. “They came to me, thinking the enchantment was broken, and when I was trying to sort out the temporary-transport spell, we ran into your mom.”

The rest of the panic ebbed out of my chest. So the ring of return had gotten her there safely. I tried not to think about how angry she was going to be.

Kyle walked in and smiled at Amy. “Good morning, Miss Stevens.” We could usually count on him to be polite.

Conner and Kevin crowded in behind him, knocking their spears against the doorway. “Backyard’s clear,” said Kevin. Daisy stomped in from the entryway, her bow out but not drawn.

“Tina and Vicky are sweeping the street,” added Conner.

“Anyway, we realized that something was blocking the transport spell,” said Lena. “So we went through the Door Trek door to San Fran and took a cab over. We got here as fast as we could.”

“Thank you.” I wanted to tell her how much it meant to me, but a lump started to clog my throat. I couldn’t risk it. “Any idea how long the sleeping spell lasts?” Forever would be fine with me.

She made a face, and Kyle answered, “When she tested it on me, I was out for a couple hours.”

“But you’re a human. I don’t know how witches react to the spell,” Lena said. “Could be longer. Could be shorter.”

“We better call in reinforcements,” Kyle said. “Ben’s squadron can handle confiscating wands, putting them in manacles, and hauling them off to the dungeon.”

“Where’s Chase? Is he with the stepsisters?” I knew he probably hadn’t come, but my eyes strayed back to the door anyway.

Lena’s face fell. “We couldn’t find him.”

I’d expected it, but still the small bubble of hope died. Something closed up inside me, knotted and cold. I pressed my lips together, trying to keep myself from saying anything I might regret later.

“We didn’t look very hard,” Kyle added. “We didn’t have time.”

“Maybe he’s getting coffee.” Daisy’s voice dripped with sarcasm.

She was still angry. She had a right to be. She was the only other person in our grade whose home had been attacked. When the Director had announced the mission, the rest of us had taken a temporary-transport spell to her front door and held off the invading trolls long enough for Daisy’s family to escape. Everyone came. Everyone helped . . . except for Chase and Adelaide. Afterward, they came back to EAS carrying iced coffees. They said they’d gone to a café for a little peace and quiet. Daisy still hadn’t forgiven them.

“Maybe they’re getting ice cream,” said Kevin. He wasn’t quite as sarcastic as Daisy, but he was pretty fed-up. We all were.

“You guys might have it all wrong,” said Conner. “It’s a hot day at EAS. Maybe they’re swimming.”

I pushed my anger aside. “The Director might have sent him somewhere. That’s what happened last week when you were all ragging on him for missing our rescue of the Goose Girl.”

That shut them up. Chase was going on just as many missions as the rest of us. He was just going on them with Ben’s grade, and George’s, and Miriam’s, and every once in a while, with his dad, Jack. He was working just as hard as we were to stop the Snow Queen. He just wasn’t fighting with us.

That was enough for the triplets. Not Daisy.

“Whatever,” she said. I didn’t blame her. A troll had speared her father in the belly. The Water of Life brought him back, but he would keep the scar forever. If anyone I’d cared about had gotten hurt like that, I would have a hard time even pretending to be nice.

Silence followed. It might have gotten awkward, but then Lena spotted the lid-shield in my hand. “Ooo, did you make this? Can I see? I can’t believe I didn’t think of this before.”

The stepsisters tramped in with four bundles of hazel sticks, dripping with mud. “Look what we found,” said Vicky, dumping an armful on the kitchen counter, her lip curling with disgust.

The source of the warding hex. It had to be.

“One in each corner of the yard.” Tina dropped her bundles too, and she went straight to the sink to wash her hands, completely ignoring the shattered dishes under the faucet.

“You dismantled it?” Lena said, horrified. “Oh no, I should have told you! I needed to examine it. If I can’t look at their hex, I can’t figure out how they blocked the temporary-transport spell!”

Vicky frowned at her. “What happened to us needing to call Ben right away? Didn’t we need to break the enchantment to use our M3’s?”

“Does that mean you don’t need us?” Ben stumbled up the porch steps and yawned in the doorway. “Because before the M3 woke me up, this was supposed to be our morning off.” He got a good look at my kitchen, and all the green-skinned sleepers lying on the floor. “Oh. So, which task did you want us to perform?” Then he laughed.

“Ugh, Ben,” Darcy said, right on his heels. She stepped inside, flipped a sleeping witch on her stomach, and started tying the new prisoner’s hands behind her back.

Kenneth almost slipped on the hail melting on the porch and cursed. Then he saw the witches inside and cursed again. “No way. I’m not carrying them. You woke me up saying we would get to fight some witches, not clean up after these guys.”

We slid back into our usual habits so easily. It always amazed me, when I had time to think about it. Sure, the Wolfsbane clan had almost managed to kill me this morning. They’d even used some very scary spells, but we couldn’t dwell on it. We had too much to do.

Only one person in the room hadn’t chimed in. Amy hadn’t told me off for putting myself in danger. She hadn’t even protested about the muddy sticks on the clean kitchen counter. She just stared straight, her eyes unfocused.

“Amy?” I was suddenly worried she was going to faint.

Her eyes met mine. Slowly, her slack mouth formed a wry smile. “I’m just shocked that you haven’t said ‘I told you so’ yet. I would deserve it. It’s definitely time to move. Do you think we could recruit any of these kids to carry boxes, or are they too busy bagging and tagging witches?”

I smiled back, not fooled. She was pretending she wasn’t scared, making wisecracks like nothing was wrong. She was following our lead.

Conner craned his neck into the dining room. The table had almost disappeared under a pile of cardboard boxes. “You mean these?”

Kyle leaned his spear against the wall and picked one up. “We can handle it, Miss Stevens.”

For a second Amy half-smiled, like she’d realized how nice it was to have a squadron of athletic teenagers around on moving day. Then she said, not bothering to joke, “Your mother knows the emergency’s over, right?”

Mom was probably still terrified for me, and I just stood around chatting with my friends. “Lena—?” I said, my voice weirdly shrill.

Lena handed me two shining blue rings of return. “Go. We’ll take care of the rest.”

I took one and slipped it on.

It always throws you—to blink in a kitchen and open your eyes in the EAS courtyard. It was even worse this summer. It looked more like a loud, crowded village than an afterschool these days. You couldn’t see any of the colored doors lining the walls. Too many houses blocked the view. At least a hundred families had seen Lena’s home in the middle of the courtyard, and they’d decided to skip the rooms the Canon had offered and just move their whole house to EAS instead. So, we had a weird sort of neighborhood, buildings of all different sizes, all different styles. Lena’s spell had plopped them down at random, so they weren’t even lined up in anything resembling a street. Dirt paths wove through them instead. So many people were living here this summer that we’d worn down the once thick grass.

“Wow. You guys redecorated,” Amy said, suddenly appearing at my side with Lena’s second ring of return on her finger. Amy hadn’t visited EAS since sixth grade when Chase, Lena, and I were in a skit together. “I’m not sure I like it.”

I wasn’t sure either. At least the Tree of Hope was the same though, its thick branches dipping down to the ground and swerving back up to the sky. It dwarfed the brick house with white columns that had been relocated just beside it. Under the Tree’s canopy, the Table of Never Ending Instant Refills was still covered with its silver trays of food. Right now, strangers in suits surrounded it and balanced their plates on their briefcases. Some older Characters and some parents were grabbing breakfast before work. Even the shabby mismatched furniture hadn’t changed. Heavily armed Characters on call sat waiting for mission assignments, eating and brushing crumbs off their breastplates.

I knew my mother. If she wanted answers, she would go talk to the person in charge—the same way she would interview the principal every time I changed schools. I tried not to imagine what kind of scene they would make if Mildred actually opened the door. I walked toward the Director’s office. “This way,” I told Amy. The fastest route was through all the people.

Dozens of eyes flashed toward me. Hands hid mouths. Hissing whispers reached my ears.

“. . . Unwritten Tale . . .”

“. . . dueled Torlauth di Morgian. She beat him in less than . . .”

“. . .Triumvirate with Lena LaMarelle and Chase Turnleaf. The last Triumvirate . . .”

I squared my shoulders and held my head high. I schooled my face to stone, determined not to show how concerned I was about Mom. Knowing the EAS rumor mill, they would assume something worse was happening.

On the other side of the Table where she assumed I couldn’t hear her, one of the seventh graders was practically shouting the story of what had happened just last week. Her friends were pretending they hadn’t heard it a dozen times before. “. . . the Snow Queen’s trap. The villains, they drove her to the top of the skyscraper all by herself.”

I hadn’t been alone because I’d wanted to be.

I walked faster, like I could outrun the story and the memories that came with it. I sincerely hoped that Amy was too shaken up to pay attention to what these kids were saying.

Unfortunately, the seventh grader was just getting warmed up. Her back was to us. She didn’t see me and Amy getting closer. “And you know what was waiting for her? A roof full of enemies. A hundred ice griffins and wolves. They attacked, but they couldn’t even touch her. She was too fast. Then Ripper showed up, thinking he could finish Rory off. Rory couldn’t kill him, because he was—you know—a pillar. But she hurt him really bad. The Big Bad Wolf was out of commission for three whole days. And the best part?”

It wasn’t the best part. It was the worst part, the part that still made me want to puke.

“She couldn’t fight her way back to the stairs, so she tried something else,” said the seventh grader. “She jumped off the roof and had the West Wind catch—”

We drew even with the little storyteller. She spotted me and went as scarlet as Red Riding Hood’s headwear.

But mixed in with the embarrassment was happiness. Her face brightened with admiration. It was terrible to see it there. I had to figure out a way to live up to being her hero.

She couldn’t know how much I wanted my mother. I wanted Mom to hug me the way she had when I was small—I wanted her to take away all my fear by kissing my forehead and asking me who her favorite daughter was.

I nodded at the seventh grader, and she beamed back.

The rest of her friends gaped at me.

We rounded the tiny bungalow that belonged to the Princess and the Pea representative. This section of the courtyard was much quieter. A group of seniors sat on the steps of a Tudor mansion, sharpening some spearheads and arrows. Miriam waved to me.

Amy had definitely heard. “So, those rumors . . . They exaggerate, right?”

I didn’t say anything, which I guess kind of answered the question.

“You didn’t tell us,” Amy said. That accusing tone felt way too familiar.

“I did.” I didn’t lie to them anymore. “I told you that two students here, Kelly and Priya, got their Tales, and the Snow Queen set a trap for me when I went to help them.”

“You left a lot out,” Amy said. She sounded more like herself now that she was scolding me. “The wind caught you?”

“The West Wind,” I said. “He owed me some boons. I only have one left now, and I won’t use it the same way, I promise.”

“Good. Because I thought you were afraid of heights,” Amy said.

“I am. I threw up before I jumped.” I tried so hard not to think about it, but the memory was pressing in on me, so strong I tasted bile the same way I’d tasted it then.

“Your mom deserves the whole story, every time, after—”

“Amy, please.” I squeezed my eyes shut. Not a great idea. The whole terrifying scene bloomed behind my lids. The army waiting for me. All the teeth and talons trying to rip me apart. The blood pumping out of Ripper and pooling across the roof. My feet leaving solid ground, and air whipping my clothes flat and my lungs empty. That horrible instant where I was absolutely 100 percent positive that West wouldn’t reach me in time, and the instant after that, even worse, when I wondered if it would be better if he didn’t catch me.

This was why I couldn’t talk about it. I pressed my hand against my mouth, sure I would vomit again.

“Okay,” Amy said, sounding genuinely freaked out. Then, more gently, she added, “Okay. Let’s just find your mom.”

I nodded and opened my eyes. We headed around the log cabin where Darcy and Bryan’s family lived.

The amethyst door to the Director’s office came into view, and right there, banging on it, was my mother. Her hair was wild, her eyes rimmed with red.

My chest clenched. I’d wanted to move here, but not like this.

“Mom!” I called, starting to jog toward her, but she didn’t hear me. She was too busy arguing with my dad.

Just like old times.

“Mom!” I pushed my way through a herd of elementary schoolers, trying to get closer. They were too busy fighting to hear me. Totally the joyous reunion I was hoping for.

Brie, my stepmom, spotted us first. “Rory! We were so worried.” I hadn’t seen her, all tucked away in the shadows of a tall and skinny Victorian home. She had an arm around me a second later. Just one. The other had a passenger.

“Hey, Brie.” We were careful not to crush the baby she was cradling. Stepping back, I put on a hand on the infant’s back and kissed the crown of red fuzz on her head. Her hair was new. It had just started growing in this month. “Hey, Dani,” I told the baby. Dad and Brie had picked out her real name, Danica, but I’d come up with her nickname.

I’d tried to stay away from my little sister. Really, I had. The last bearer of an Unwritten Tale had driven her sister kind of insane. But I might not even live till the end of the summer. I couldn’t do that much damage in such a short amount of time, especially when she was so small. And so helpless. I couldn’t help wanting to check up on my tiny sister. Pretty much all the time.

“Maggie told us about the attack,” Brie patted the baby between her little shoulder blades. I took a bigger step back—I knew that move, and burping Dani usually ended in baby puke. “Witches? Seriously? I’m beginning to think Eric and I got off easy with trolls.”

A squadron of trolls had ambushed my dad and stepmom in Los Angeles right after school let out for the summer. The stress had convinced Dani it was time to be born, and Brie had gone into labor a month early. All three of them had moved straight from the hospital to their new EAS apartment.

My parents finally noticed me.

Mom held me so tightly, I was too breathless to tell her how sorry I was. Dad stopped just short of making it a group hug: He came up behind me and gripped both my shoulders. I closed my eyes. For a second, I felt almost as small as Dani again—young and protected, like I did in the days when my parents could solve all my problems.

It was a nice moment. It didn’t last long.

Mom let go. It was hard to hug and yell at me at the same time, I guess. “Never ever do that again. If there’s a choice between me or you being safe, it should always be you. I don’t want to be safe if you’re still in danger. Do you understand?”

I nodded. Of course I understood. I felt exactly the same way, but I was a lot better at protecting her than she was at protecting me. I didn’t see that changing any time soon. I knew better than to say that, though.

“I am your mother,” Mom went on.

“Lay off, Maggie.” Now Dad got his chance for a real hug, almost lifting me off the ground. “We haven’t even asked her if she’s been injured or not.”

“I’m fine,” I said.

“You have a giant bruise on your forehead, Rory,” Dad pointed out.

“She came home with that yesterday,” Amy explained. “After rescuing a fourth grader in Tennessee.”

“Dragon tail.” I didn’t mention the bigger bruise on my back, where the dragon’s tail had actually hit me. I’d flown half the length of the yard and knocked my head on a swing set.

Everyone except Amy winced. Dad and Brie exchanged a glance. They were obviously wondering if it was worth telling me to be careful. I sighed. It was a lot easier to have adventures when my parents just thought my injuries were from being accident-prone.

“Mom already told me off about it,” I told Dad and Brie, hoping this wouldn’t become a four-person lecture.

“You’ve been lucky so far,” Mom protested. “Right now, you just have cuts and bruises, but if you keep putting yourself in danger . . .”

This would be the perfect time for Amy to repeat the story she’d just heard, but she didn’t. Maybe she wanted to tell her in private.

When I didn’t say anything, Dad tried to defend me. “Maggie, technically, the witches came to you.”

“But that’s the exception, isn’t it?” Mom said. “Every time you go on one of these ‘missions,’ you push your luck a little more. If this keeps up, you’ll come home much worse off.”

A group of tenth graders glanced at us sidelong. Great, as if people weren’t talking about me enough already. Now my family had to go and have a huge public fight in one of the busiest parts of the Courtyard. “Mom, can we please talk about this somewhere else?”

“Finally,” said a clipped voice at my feet. Puss had taken to wearing some chainmail over her dress. It clinked faintly as she lashed her tail. “This courtyard is a nightmare to cross these days. The Director should have sent Ellie or Sarah Thumb instead of me.”

I couldn’t remember if I’d ever introduced Mom and Amy to this particular member of the Canon. Judging by the way their eyes bugged out, I guessed not. “Mom, Amy, this is Puss-in-Dress. Puss, this is—”

“Yes, I know.” The cat was in a bad mood. Someone must have stepped on her tail again. “Amy Stevens and Maggie Wright, the Director bids me to welcome you to Ever After School. I’m here to bring you to your new home. The young Characters are carrying in your boxes. This way.”

Sometimes the Director was helpful. “Mom, can we talk this afternoon?”

“What? You’re not coming with us?” Mom asked. The you plan to leave me alone with a talking cat on my first day here? part was implied.

“Rory has class in less than five minutes.” Puss’s tail flicked again.

“I’m sure they can do without her for one day,” Mom said. “I’ll write a note to her teachers.”

Puss, Dad, and Brie all paused and looked from Mom to me.

“Oh,” I said, kind of sheepishly. With everything I’d needed to tell them, I’d known that something had slipped through the cracks. At least, this explained why Mom never understood why I needed to be at the training courts so often.

“Rory is one of the teachers,” Puss said.

“An assistant,” I corrected quickly when disbelief crossed Mom’s face.

“Rory, I’m also supposed to tell you that a Canon meeting has been scheduled at noon,” Puss said. “All student representatives need to be there.”

“Got it,” I said, trying not to notice the why didn’t you tell me? frown coming from Mom and the why did I have to hear it from a talking cat? scowl coming from Amy. I started walking away, backward so that I could wave good-bye. “Mom, seriously, we can talk about it when I get home, okay?”

She was going to protest. Her mouth opened, probably to tell me that I better not go to some random meeting without seeing her first. I didn’t give her a chance. I turned and ran to the training courts.

Chase’s group usually met five minutes before the official classes. They liked to get their pick of metal dummies. But they wouldn’t be having a lesson if Chase was still away on a mission.

I hoped with all my heart he had been on a mission this morning. I wished I didn’t. It wasn’t right to prefer the option where his life might be in danger.

No. I refused to actually worry about him. Chase and George were the only warriors who could single-handedly slay squadrons of trolls or ice griffins as soon as they woke up. I knew, because Chase had been bragging about doing just that at breakfast twice in the past week.

But if he was just out doing something stupid . . .

I swung around a one-story house and saw the Tree of Hope ahead of me. Under it, at our usual table, was Chase. His sword lay next to his plate, but he didn’t look like he’d been in a fight. He was stuffing his face with pastries, right beside his girlfriend, Adelaide.

He hadn’t been out on a mission, not today.
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[image: Images]hat hard, cold knot settled back into my chest. I stood over the table and crossed my arms.

Adelaide immediately started glaring at me. Nothing new there.

Chase didn’t even notice. He shoved a croissant into his mouth. Flaky crumbs fell on the M3 he was watching. I recognized the mirrorcording—he’d filmed it when we rescued a seventh grader and her family from ice griffins in Denver. He stopped the image and rewound it to replay the snippet of me slashing and bashing my way through four ice griffins. He’d isolated dozens of combinations like this one. Then he broke them down into steps and taught them to the group that would be meeting in a few minutes.

I knew all this. I knew how important learning my magic sword’s attacks had become to him. But every second I stood there, staring at the top of his head, the knot got colder and tighter.

He should have been there this morning.

He should have been fighting beside me, like Lena. Same as he should have been fighting on the rooftop with me a week ago, and fighting the dragons at that tenth grader’s house the week before that, and fighting those trolls at Daisy’s house last month.

Actually, he and his girlfriend hadn’t fought beside the rest of the grade since the skirmish recorded in Chase’s M3. In May.

Finally, Adelaide cleared her throat.

Chase didn’t look up. He reached for another pastry. “I told you, I’m working.”

“Then stop,” I said.

His face broke into a grin, one that took up half his face, framed by all his dimples. I didn’t understand how my stomach could flip even when I was so angry with him. I didn’t understand how he could look so happy to see me when he’d been ignoring our whole grade for months. “Hey! Look at this one. It’s a lot like the move we worked out three weeks ago, but different here.” He rewinded the mirrorcorder again, completely oblivious.

Sometimes, he and Adelaide acted like we weren’t in the middle of a war.

“Where were you?” I hated how my voice shook.

“I took him to this cute little bakery around the corner from my old house,” Adelaide said, with a touch of triumph. “They have the best croissants ever.”

I stared at Chase, who just looked confused. The knot in my chest was so tight that it hurt to breathe.

Rory, if you’re in trouble, I’ll always come for you, he’d said during Miriam’s quest. Just three months ago. I had expected Chase’s “always” to last longer than that.

“Was I right?” called a voice behind us. Daisy stalked down the row between the houses, carrying a cardboard box toward the door to the student apartments. Conner and Kyle flanked her, carrying boxes of their own. “Were they getting coffee again?”

Guilt flashed across Adelaide’s face. She had missed just as many fights as Chase had, but I was pretty sure she only felt bad about Daisy’s family. “Someone else is moving?” she asked, obviously hoping her friend would start talking to her again.

Daisy just glowered at Adelaide.

Chase slowly realized what happened. All the blood drained from his face, and he went bone white. “Who got attacked?”

“Me,” I said. “The Wolfsbane clan.”

“Oh,” Adelaide said with relief. “I thought it was Candice.”

“Candice moved two weeks ago,” said Conner, like he couldn’t believe Adelaide was so out of the loop.

“Yeah. We’re the only ones in our grade who haven’t moved here yet,” Kyle said.

That wasn’t completely true. Alvin Collins—the Character who had just joined our grade at Christmas—had moved to Hong Kong with his family and transferred to the Asian chapter of Ever After School.

We never mentioned him though, or any of the other families who fled as far as they could to avoid the Snow Queen.

“Maybe Dad will finally change his mind and let us move,” Conner said hopefully.

“Why didn’t anyone tell me?” Chase said, like he was ticked off. He had no right.

“How? No one could find you.” I couldn’t keep the anger out of my voice this time. I could feel Kyle, Conner, and Daisy staring at me. So much for convincing them that I wasn’t upset.

Chase’s face paled even more. I didn’t know that was possible. “I left my M3 in my room. I just ran up to get it.”

I wanted to lay into him. I wanted to tell him that he’d been as flaky and self-centered as his girlfriend. I wanted to say that we were depending on him and that he kept letting us down.

The others would back me up. That was the problem. The rest of the rising ninth graders were losing patience with these two. If I let loose on them, the others would do the same. It would break our whole grade apart, and we couldn’t afford that.

Chase was part of the Triumvirate. He, Lena, and I were stronger together, just like Rikard, Madame Benne, and Maerwynne—the first Triumvirate, the one that had founded the Canon—had been.

We needed him, or otherwise, the Snow Queen really would win.

I took a deep breath. The knot in my chest didn’t loosen, but I forced my voice to be as neutral as possible. “Well, at least no one was hurt. Your group has a session soon, right? Did you still want to go through that drill before then?”

That was all I needed to say. Conner and Kyle moved off with their boxes, but before Daisy followed them, she shot me an irritated glare, like I’d disappointed her by letting Chase off the hook.

I didn’t wait for Chase to answer. “I’m going to the training courts to set up,” I said. I walked away, pretending I didn’t care if he followed me or not.

Behind me, I could hear him struggling to his feet, cursing in Fey like he only does when he’s really rattled.

“Chase, it’s fine,” Adelaide said. “At least finish your breakfast.”

Heavy footfalls thumped toward me. Then Chase’s hand fell on my arm. It was probably wrong to feel glad that he’d come after me, but I did. I looked up. He’d grown more than a couple inches since spring. It still made me feel like my best friend had been replaced with a stranger.

He was standing too close, his eyes as green as they had been when we were dancing at Queen Titania’s pavilion. “Are you really okay?”

“Yeah.” I resisted the urge to add, No thanks to you. Kenneth and Bryan were passing, carrying an unconscious, bound witch on a stretcher toward the dungeon.

Some fifth graders had clustered outside the iron-studded door to the training courts, waiting for their lessons and chatting with huge, eager smiles. The younger kids treated these classes just like summer camp. “Excuse me, please,” I told them. They skittered away, watching us, wide-eyed and awed. I broke out of Chase’s grasp, opened the door, and went inside.

He followed me down the hall that separated the courtyard and the training courts. I slammed through the second door.

The training courts had grown, just as the courtyard had. The entire army of metal dummies stood guard along the walls. The Director wanted them out at all times, in case of an attack.

Frowning, Chase beckoned three ice griffins forward. Lena had made them for EAS’s standing army. They couldn’t fly or freeze water with their breath, but their claws and beaks were plenty sharp—last week, they’d ruined my favorite blue top.

I barely even glanced at them.

Chase had his time with his girlfriend, and he had his time with me. I’d accepted that, but I couldn’t stand the way it had changed him.

This used to be my favorite part of the day. Once, it had been easy to pretend that nothing had changed. Except for the dummies, it could still be spring. We could still be training for the Tournament. I could forget about my Tale and my destiny and Miriam’s Tale—

I stopped myself. I refused to think too hard about the quest in the Arctic Circle, especially when Chase was around.

“Rory.” Chase planted himself right in front of me, but I didn’t want to look at him. “On a scale of one to ten, how mad are you?”

I didn’t answer. “Mad” didn’t cover what I felt, but I didn’t know what you called it when you were standing right beside your best friend and still felt like you’d lost him. I didn’t know how to explain that I fully expected the Snow Queen to send people after me again, and I fully expected him not to be there.

“Rory, I didn’t know you were in trouble.” His mouth twisted, frustrated and unsure. “I’m sorry. I wish I’d been there.”

He meant it. I knew he did. But he’d also meant what he’d said in the Arctic Circle, and that hadn’t stopped today from happening.

“Outside, you said no one had been hurt . . .” Chase said slowly. “But we had to jump off a train to get away from the Wolfsbane clan last time. How close was it, really?”

“I thought I wouldn’t be able to get Amy out of there.” My hands began to shake. “I thought I was going to have to surrender to keep her safe. I almost did.”

“Rory . . .” He took a step closer to me, arms outstretched, like he was going to hug me. That set off little warning bells in my head.

I wasn’t sure what I would have done if he’d actually put his arms around me, if I would have pushed him away or just started crying on his chest. I never got to find out.

The door on the far side of the room creaked open. “You two ready?” Hansel asked, and for the first time all morning, I smiled.
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If you had told me this spring that I would be happier to see the sword master than I was to see Chase, I wouldn’t have believed you. Funny how things change.

Making me an assistant teacher had been Hansel’s idea.

He’d called me into his office back in April. I’d never been there before, so naturally, I assumed I was in trouble. Hansel’s office was a third of the size of the weapon’s closet, but I only spotted one weapon in the whole room—his sword, leaning against his knee. Books and papers covered the rest of the shelves. Volumes on troll cultures, encyclopedias on ice griffins and dragons, histories on old Fey wars, guides to learning medieval fighting techniques, and even instructions on teaching. He’d moved some lesson plans off the only other chair in the room. “Take a seat, Rory.”

I’d sat, bracing myself for some monstrously unfair punishment. I’d already started composing the rant I would unload on Lena and Chase later about how Hansel always picked on me. I mean, he’d started messing with me during my very first sword class.

Hansel had propped his elbows on his knees, his eyes hard on my face.

Way too intense. My gaze drifted to the shelf behind his head and the framed picture resting on top of it. In the photo, Hansel had a real smile and a lot less gray in his hair. His arm was around a pretty, laughing woman. Three little girls—blonde and tanned like their mother—were piled like puppies in front of them.

Hansel had a family. Who knew?

“Rory, I need to ask you a favor. A big one,” Hansel said. That got my attention. “You can say no if you aren’t comfortable, but I want you to really think about it.”

I nodded so he knew I was listening. I’d never heard him sound so serious without also sounding kind of . . . mean. Or at least stern. It made me even more nervous.

“Tomorrow, the Director will announce mandatory weapons training for everyone inside our walls, not just Characters,” Hansel had explained. “We’re creating more classes. I want your help with a class that teaches defensive techniques with a staff.”

I stared at him. The rant I’d been composing fell to pieces. “Me?” Two years ago, I’d been his worst student.

“There’s one kid in particular I know you’ll help,” Hansel said. “The Character we discovered among the kidnapped children from Portland.”

I knew exactly who he was talking about. I remembered her scowl and the cartoon unicorns on her nightgown perfectly. I’d asked Ellie what the new Character’s name was. “Priya?”

“I put her in the staff class. A weapon with a longer reach will keep her safe, but she doesn’t want to learn,” Hansel told me. “She says EAS already has enough fighters without her.”

That sounded like her. She did have an attitude.

“I’ve never been any good at motivating kids like Priya and Lena,” Hansel continued. “Kids like Chase are easy. A couple well-timed insults and a few scary stories about villains, and they pay attention. Now, girls—well, you’re one of the few girls that worked on. Kids like Priya and Lena attend the required classes and just go through the motions. I’m not saying that they wait around to be rescued, but most of them assume that they won’t save themselves with a weapon.”

I continued to stare. I knew the scary stories had been on purpose, but the insults . . . “You don’t think girls can’t fight?”

Hansel snorted. “I spar with Gretel every morning. She beats me seven times out of ten. It’s her metal foot. She lands one good kick, and it’s all over for me.”

Well, my mind was blown. “Why don’t you ask her to be your assistant instead of me?”

“She is going to be teaching a class,” Hansel said, “but she’s not patient. Especially not with students who don’t want to learn.”

“You could ask Chase.”

“Chase is a fine teacher for a boy of his age,” Hansel said. “He taught you, an easy, talented pupil, but you taught Lena. She used to let you and Chase cover for her. Now she’s a competent fighter on her own.”

He’d been paying attention. All this time.

I never expected to say yes. I’d asked for some time to think about it and then scurried straight to the infirmary, where Rapunzel spent most of her time as Gretel’s assistant nurse. I’d found her in the back, past the curtain that hid her from the sleeping patients and their visitors.

The whole story gushed out of me before she’d even had a chance to say hello. Excuses tumbled out too: The staff wasn’t even my best weapon. I’d just taught Lena for a few weeks. She’d only gone along with it because she was my best friend.

Rapunzel listened, rolling bandage after bandage and stacking them in the cabinet. We needed them now. The Director had restricted the use of the Water of Life only to fatal or critical injuries. Nothing convinces you to start rationing a magical life-saving cure-all like a war. When I was done, Rapunzel offered no advice. She just lifted her gaze over my left shoulder.
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