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TO MARIA AND NICK MAKRINOS, THE PARENTS I ALWAYS WANTED


—GABRIEL GALE


FOR MY DAD, BUDDY, WHO REMEMBERS ALL THE BEST MOMENTS, IF ONLY IN HIS HEART


—LISA FIEDLER





A LETTER FROM THE CREATOR,



GABRIEL GALE
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Greetings, Reader.


I, Gabriel Gale, am one of a fortunate few who can claim the honorable title Royal Historian of Oz. I have been to the Land of Oz many times. It is a land in a realm called Lurlia—a place constructed by the will and talent of Fairies and Fairyfolk. And it is much, much closer than you think.


I realize the idea of crossing realms might be difficult to believe, but the best and most interesting things generally are. What is important for you to understand is that I know Oz, backward and forward as they say, meaning that I have studied its history and I have seen its future. I also happen to have a very personal connection to the subject. But that is a discussion for another time.


I have shared all of my Ozian knowledge with a colleague who is being credited as the “author” of this book, but that is merely a publishing formality, since neither she nor I nor anyone else can “write” history; history happens. Our job is to remember and reveal it, without (as people often do) reinventing it. In the case of Oz, there is no need to take such liberties, for no amount of reinvention could possibly compare with how it actually happened.


And continues to happen.


At the time when this story begins, Oz was in a state of great and lingering unrest. I would say the turmoil had gone on for centuries, but in Oz time does not reckon itself in such terms. Four ferocious Witches led the four separate countries of Oz, and every citizen, be he Winkie or Munchkin, be she Quadling or Gillikin, was taught to hate anyone who lived beyond the borders of his or her own country. War was always a possibility then, and there is upheaval still in this wondrous place today—trouble, danger, Wickedness. I have already lent my energies to the fight, for I believe that Glinda’s call to arms from long ago remains our call to arms today.


Know this: before you have finished reading this letter, a hundred thousand Magical things will have occurred in Oz. Some of them Good, and some of them Wicked. That is the part that never changes.


In conclusion . . . whatever you’ve heard about Oz is the story.


What I am about to unveil to you is the truth.


And so we begin, when Glinda the Good was a mere thirteen years of age. It is (according to Earth’s calendar) the cusp of summer in the late 1700s.


And the time . . .


. . . is midnight . . .
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WICKEDNESS ON THE LAWN



If Glinda Gavaria had known how long it would be before she would ever again sleep the deep, peaceful sleep of the innocent and unaware, she might have elected to ignore the voice outside her window and simply remain in bed.


But the murmurings that awoke her from her slumber were impossible to ignore:


“Wax and wane, shrink and swell, sister to all, who loves us well


Fairy of brilliance, Fairy of night, lead us to wisdom, set us to right.”


As Glinda’s senses unfurled into wakefulness, her eyes opened to a room awash in shimmering moonlight. Into this luminous glow, she called out softly, “Mother?”


Her mother’s voice came back to her, though not precisely in reply:


“Beloved Moon Fairy, you gaze upon us from heights unattainable, ruling the sky with hopefulness and grace.”


It was a moment before Glinda realized her mother’s words had not come not from the parlor where she often sat up late, sewing by the fireside; they had come from outside on the back lawn.


She tossed aside her bed linens, causing Haley Poppet to slip from the covers and land in a cottony heap on the rough wooden planks. Stepping over the rag doll, she padded to the window and peered out at the tiny yard.


There beneath the ruby maple tree stood Glinda’s mother, Tilda, bedecked in a flowing cape of fabric so sheer it might easily have been spun from rainwater and cobwebs.


Tilda tilted her head toward the uncommon brilliance of the midnight sky; her russet-gold hair swung back in a cascade of shining ringlets, revealing the delicate chain of platinum she always wore around her neck. Dangling from this was a glittering red stone cut in the shape of a teardrop. Glinda had never seen her mother without it, and there in the moonlight it seemed to gleam more brightly than ever before.


“I know it is a great risk to summon you, Princess Elucida,” Tilda confessed, her eyes skyward, her arms outstretched. “But I find myself in profound need of your guidance.”


She’s summoned the Moon Fairy? thought Glinda. This smacked of that which in Quadling Country was an undertaking most strictly forbidden:


Magic.


Ages ago, all forms of mystical pursuit had been outlawed. Only the Witch Aphidina and those to whom she’d granted her express permission were still allowed to engage in Magical activities.


“I’m dreaming,” Glinda whispered, shaking her head in disbelief. “That is the only possible explanation. I have to be dreaming.”


For where else but in a dream would her mother invoke Princess Elucida, Fairy of the Moon? As far as Glinda knew, Elucida existed only as a character in an ancient piece of Ozian folklore.


“My daughter has come of age, Moon Fairy, and the time has come for her to know. If I am to prepare her for all that is to come, I must see now with my own eyes what peril awaits.” Tilda held out one upturned hand. “Despite the danger of this errand, I ask that you share with me that which only you can see.”


The response came swiftly: a trembling moonbeam gathered itself from the glow and settled gently upon Tilda’s open palm; an unbidden thrill shot through Glinda at the sight of it. Even in a dream, such potent Magic was wonderful to behold.


Tilda closed her fingers around the streak of light, coaxing it into a glimmering ball. Then she lifted her willowy arms to the sky, and as she did, the graceful movement was reflected in the looking glass above Glinda’s dressing table, giving the bizarre impression that her mother was both inside and outside at the same time.


The effect was so entrancing that suddenly Glinda wanted nothing more than to be outside in the moonlit yard beside her mother, though whether to prevent the Magic or to join in it she wasn’t entirely sure. The beauty and mystery of the act drew her to it, even as the threat of punishment caused a knot to form in her chest.


Glinda ran through the parlor, past the spinning wheel and the dying fire on the hearth, into the kitchen with its heavy oaken door. She reached for the iron handle and pulled.


But the door did not budge.


She tried the window. Also locked tight. Pressing her face to the glass panes, she watched as her mother bowed her head.


“I accept your secrets and your wisdom,” Tilda murmured, her fingers going to the red stone at her throat. “And I ask that these be made visible.” Then she tossed the shimmering ball of moonsparkle into the middle of the yard.


A sudden breeze swept through the yard, rustling the branches of the ruby maple, rippling the grass beneath the swirl of Tilda’s gossamer cape. Glinda watched, astonished, as the moonlit yard began to transform into something unfamiliar. The curtain of the night seemed to crackle and splinter, as if the very atmosphere were breaking, twisting itself into a wavering phantasm.


Where the moonbeam had landed, four dark figures were now assembled on the lawn, facing one another like points on a life-size compass. Their faces were featureless smudges, and in them Glinda sensed an undeniable ugliness, if not of countenance, then surely of character.


The sinister foursome encircled three equally hazy shapes, though these were made not of darkness but of fear. They formed a trembling triangle within the outer circle.


It was clear that these interlopers were unaware of Tilda standing just inches away. Somehow, Glinda understood that they did not exist in the now but in a realm somewhere beyond. Their presence revealed a moment yet to come, an event still in the making. This was a vision of the future; and Tilda, with the Moon Fairy’s aid, had called it forth!


A flicker of motion near the ruby maple caught Glinda’s eye; a fifth specter was materializing like a shiver along one’s spine. But this newcomer did not join the circle; instead, it hid behind the tree, where Tilda could not see it.


Glinda knew instinctively that this fifth being was a darkness beyond all imagination; a vile intrusion, an invasive tagalong, riding the glittering coattails of Elucida’s Magic. It was as faceless as the others except for the presence of two glowing orbs where its eyes belonged, pustules of red light that seemed to glare out of the future. Not quite eyes but eerily eye-like things, trained on Glinda’s mother, who continued to study the four ghastly figures in the circle.


With a flutter of her fingers, Tilda uttered the word, “Identities,” and as she did, the gloom began to fall away from the figures, one by one.


The first to appear was Daspina, the Wild Dancer of the West, rising from the murky depths of her own shadow. Her nimble body was clothed in a swirling gown of yellow, adorned with rows of snake scales. On her feet she wore a pair of Silver Shoes, and as though unable to resist the urge to dance, she swayed and shimmied in her place to some raucous music only she could hear.


Across from her, on the eastern point of the mock compass, Ava Munch, the Royal Tyrant of the East, emerged like a spring zephyr with a winter chill. Known for her extraordinary beauty and her even more extraordinary ruthlessness, Ava carried herself proudly, cradling in her hands a Silver Mask. On her regal frame she wore a gown of opulent blue silk that matched her lapis-colored eyes.


In the northern position loomed Marada, the Brash Warrior. Fully turned out in heavy armor, she was tall and muscular, short on grace but long on ferocity. Her face seemed to fight its way out of the blank darkness, presenting itself with a scowl on her thin purple lips. Covering her hands were a pair of Silver Gauntlets, which glinted in the moonlight.


Glinda’s stomach lurched at the sight of them, the diabolical Witches from the North, East, and West. A feeling of dread filled her as she turned to watch the transformation of the fourth lifeless smudge—the one that occupied the southern point of the circle.


This last visitor revealed herself from the ground upward, as if she were a weed growing out of the soil. First came the slim skirt of a red satin gown, climbing into a slender torso over which was draped a gleaming vest of finely woven Silver Chainmail. Proud shoulders sprouted next, then an elegant neck. Her head appeared, adorned with a tall headdress. Finally, Glinda saw the exquisitely angular face.


The most familiar face of the whole horrid quartet: Aphidina. The Witch of the South.


But that was impossible. Aphidina was known to despise the three other Witches, denouncing them as her sworn enemies. Aphidina, who was known by all to be fair and generous and wise, would never deign to associate with such evil.


Aphidina was a worthy queen.


And the others . . .
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. . . were just plain Wicked.


Glinda felt a coldness creep over her. She was about to call out to her mother to cease this dangerous escapade when her gaze was pulled skyward by a silent spark bursting forth from the midpoint of the moon. It traced a downward path through the sky like a single, illuminated teardrop, sparkling against the velvety blackness of the night. As it drew nearer, Glinda saw that it, too, was a living creature.


“Elucida, Princess of the Moon,” she whispered.


Closer and closer she came, this delicate, sweet-faced Fairy with translucent wings. Wings, Glinda realized, that were beating frantically in search of escape! Kicking and thrashing, Elucida struggled to halt her quickening descent. Glinda could see the panic on her face as she clawed at the night sky, desperate to fight her way back up to the moon.


But the force that dragged her down was far too great; she was trapped, dangling as if from an invisible noose, above the Witches’ heads. The light that spilled from her luminous skin poured over the three cowering shapes in the center of the circle, as if to save them from this vicious ritual, but even Elucida’s moonlit brilliance could not dispel the darkness that held them there.


Daspina attacked first, swinging her hips and arms in graceful time as she sang, “Dance, Moon Fairy, dance—dance until you are so lost in your own distraction that you’ve forgotten there is anything to accomplish!”


Elucida’s body began to jerk and jitter, writhing without rhythm or reason until she was spent from exhaustion.


Still dangling, the Fairy spun a quarter turn to face Marada, who said nothing except to emit a growl. Clasping her gloved fists above her head like the victor of some unholy battle, she stomped her spurred sandals in the grass as if she were on the march. With every thunderous pound of the Warrior’s feet, the fragile Elucida became more and more entangled in heavy iron chains.


When Marada had finished, the Fairy spun again, so that now her pleading eyes were locked on Ava Munch’s. Raising the mask to her face, Ava spoke in a voice like breaking glass: “Displease me not, nor irritate, or sudden death will be your fate,” and as she chanted, a powerful blue force radiated through the eye slits of the Silver Mask—a Magical gaze so hateful and so terrifying that the Fairy cried out and began to shrivel. As she did, Aphidina took hold of her, turning her to face the southern point on the compass. Although her grasp was tender, the Fairy winced in pain.


“Fear nothing,” said Aphidina, her words as soft and serene as falling orchid petals. “For this is Quadling and all is well. Here you are as safe and as free as I allow you to be.”


From its hiding spot behind the tree, the fifth figure flung its arms into the air and made a seizing gesture. The four Witches did the same; moving as one, they threw their eager arms toward Elucida, capturing their prize in a violent four-pronged embrace. Daspina snatched her tiny fluttering feet, Marada gripped her hands, Ava grabbed her face. And Aphidina, cackling with a sound like dying leaves, reached out her long, long fingers to crush the fragile, fluttering wings.


Glinda had not known light could shriek in fear, but Elucida cried out in such terror that the sound seemed to swallow the remaining glow from the sky, threatening to plunge the whole backyard—perhaps even the whole of the Lurlian realm—into total and endless darkness.


From behind the tree, the dark haze of the fifth figure folded its smoky fingers into a fist, and Glinda felt the monster’s invisible stranglehold around her own throat; she tried to shout for her mother, but her voice was trapped in the stranger’s grip. Lungs clenching, arms flailing, she slammed her fist against the window hard enough to shatter one of the panes.


The noise startled Tilda, who spun away from the ghostly vision of the Witches to meet Glinda’s eyes through the glass. Swinging her weightless cape, she summoned another gust of wind and the vision vanished in an explosion of darkness, taking the fifth figure with it in a blaze of failed light.


The chokehold ceased and Glinda fell to the kitchen floor, gulping for air.


In the yard, her mother waved her hands in a motion that was sweetly hypnotic and began to sing:


“Do not worry, do not weep, dream your dreams and sleep your sleep.


Stars belong around the moon and what belongs is coming soon.


Sleep your sleep and dream your dreams. What is, is not quite what it seems . . .”


Glinda’s eyelids drooped, then closed. She found herself once again curled beneath the coverlet of her bed with her rag doll tucked softly into the crook of her arm, though she could not remember walking back to her room.


Perhaps she had been there beneath the blankets all along.


Dreaming.


From the looking glass above the dresser, Tilda’s reflection whispered, “Only the truest among us will see through the darkness to bring forth the brightest of light.”


“I don’t understand,” said Glinda, her words rolling into a yawn.


“You will, my darling. And what you will know, above all, is truth.”


With that, Glinda drifted back to sleep to finish her dream; a dream filled with questions waiting to be asked, tainted by the grim awakening of doubt.
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REGRETS WILL NOT BE TOLERATED



Glinda awoke to a sky filled with dazzling sunshine.


This did not suit her mood in the least. Because today was to be the Day of Declaration at Madam Mentir’s Academy for Girls. Today Glinda would choose her future.


As she made her bed, her mind prickled with the fading memory of a frightful dream. Stepping into her slippers, she took herself to the kitchen, where her mother was arranging flowers in a pewter vase.


On closer inspection Glinda saw that the clippings were not yet flowers, only buds. Little knots of life, which would bloom into plump roses in the coming weeks. For now they were only the promise of the flowers they would soon become. She wondered why her mother’s hands trembled so; perhaps the stems had thorns.


On the sideboard sat the Declaration Day invitation, scarlet lettering engraved on creamy pink card stock.
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STRONGLY RECOMMENDS


THAT YOU ATTEND THE ANNUAL CELEBRATION OF DECLARATION DAY


IN WHICH


THE CONCLUSIVE CLASS SHALL CHOOSE THEIR FUTURES
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AT THE HOUR OF TEN: BESTOWING OF THE SCROLLS


AT HALF PAST THE HOUR OF ELEVEN: FAREWELL TEA


REFRESHMENTS GENEROUSLY ARRANGED


BY OUR MOST POWERFUL AND GRACIOUS BENEFACTOR


APHIDINA, WITCH OF THE SOUTH
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BE PROMPT. DRESS WELL.


REGRETS WILL NOT BE TOLERATED.


“Mother, I need your advice.” Dropping onto the kitchen bench, Glinda reached across the table for a popover, still warm from the tin. “Today I must declare and choose what I shall do with myself for the rest of my life.”


“So says the invitation,” her mother replied absently, placing a stem in the vase; it was much too long and needed to be clipped, but Tilda made no move for the shears that lay upon the table.


“Is something wrong?” asked Glinda, nibbling the crispy edge of the popover. “You seem distracted.”


“Do I?” Tilda reached for the last bud, but abandoned it to take up a scrap of linen fabric instead, then a needle threaded with black string. Without a word of explanation, she began to stitch the shape of a circle.


“I have some concerns,” said Glinda. “About my future.”


“As do I,” Tilda murmured, her needle dipping and rising expertly until the tiny image of a winged being had appeared on the fabric within the circle.


Glinda waited for Tilda to expound, but she didn’t. “Mother!”


Startled, Tilda looked up from her sewing. “I’m sorry, darling,” she said, setting aside her work. “You were saying?”


“I was saying that I’ve been thinking about Declaration Day. I had a dream—at least I think I did—though I can’t quite catch hold of it in my memory. Even so, I do believe the dream was trying to tell me something. But it’s all a bit fuzzy.”


“Fuzzy?” Tilda went to the fireplace to remove the teakettle, only to realize that the water had not yet begun to boil. Glinda furrowed her brow and watched as her mother returned the kettle to the fire; it wasn’t like Tilda to be so distracted.


Pouring herself a cup of buttermilk from the pitcher, Glinda said, “It’s common knowledge that Aphidina inscribes the scrolls in advance, and in order to graduate with her kind favor, every girl’s Declaration must match the future the Witch has written.”


“Yes,” Tilda muttered. “That is the grand tradition.”


“And of course,” Glinda went on, reaching for the abandoned bud and slipping it into the vase, “everyone also knows what happens when a girl misdeclares.”


“I suppose everyone does.”


“But doesn’t it seem tremendously unfair that we are only allowed to choose from four possible careers? Why only four? And why those four? Chambermaid, Seamstress, Governess, and Nurse. Why must our options be so limited? What if I wished to become—oh, I don’t know—a dancer? Or a dealer of rare coins? Or a botanist?”


Tilda frowned, preoccupied. “Do you wish to become a botanist?”


“Not really,” said Glinda with a shrug. “But I did earn highest honors in Horticultural Expressionism for Girls.”


The teakettle whistled, but Tilda made no move to fetch it. Once again she reached for the fabric scrap.


Glinda noticed that there were now four faces embroidered around the circle, though she didn’t recall seeing Tilda add them. With a sigh, she got up, removed the kettle from the fireplace, and poured her mother a steaming cup of tea.


“Now that I think of it,” Glinda grumbled, “why is it that at Madam Mentir’s, the title of almost every course ends with the qualifier ‘for Girls’? Does educating female students somehow require a specific approach?”


Secretly, Glinda had always marveled at the subjects her friend Leef Dashingwood was exploring at Professor Mendacium’s Institute for Intellectually Promising Young Boys: Intro to Cartography, Essential Metallurgy, and the Basics of Sword Forging. Glinda would have given anything to sit in on a sword-forging lecture! In fact, not long ago, just before his unexpected departure from Mendacium’s Institute, Leef had loaned Glinda one of his reference books, The Particulars of Pointy Combat. At first she’d been excited about studying something that hadn’t been assigned to her. After further contemplation, however, she determined that it might not be wise to take such a risk, since at Madam Mentir’s, reading outside the classroom was profoundly frowned upon. She’d returned the book to Leef without ever getting past the illustrations in the first chapter.


“Why do you suppose Aphidina takes such an interest in what we are taught?” Glinda asked, gulping down another bite of popover. “And in what we are not taught as well?”


“That’s an excellent question,” Tilda replied. “In fact, all questions are excellent questions, if they are asked at the proper time, and under the appropriate circumstances.” Her eyes darted to the window overlooking the backyard. “Unfortunately, this is not that time and these are not those circumstances.”


Glinda scowled, propped her elbows on the table, and dropped her chin into her hands. “Governess, Nurse, Seamstress, and Chambermaid,” she lamented. “I just don’t feel . . . appropriate for any of these vocations. Or maybe it’s that the vocations are inappropriate for me. But I do have to choose something. I must declare my path, accept my scroll, and determine my future.”


“That’s exactly what you must do,” said Tilda, an anxious tremor in her voice. “Trust me, child. This is not the time to be contrary.”


“Isn’t it?” Glinda leaned against the back of the bench and folded her arms. “If I’m meant to declare myself, then shouldn’t I actually declare myself? Why shouldn’t I exercise a bit of independent thought?”


“This is not the time for such flights of fancy,” said Tilda firmly. “For one thing, I do not relish the thought of watching you experience the consequences of misdeclaring!”


“Neither do I,” Glinda agreed. “So I suppose I’ll just do what everyone expects of me and declare myself a boring old Seamstress.”


For the first time since Glinda had come to breakfast, her mother smiled. “A boring old Seamstress? You? Never!”


“Oh, Mother! I’m sorry!” Glinda felt her cheeks flush with shame. “I didn’t mean to imply—”


“It’s all right,” said Tilda, reaching out to stroke Glinda’s red hair. “I take no offense. It is simply my occupation. And as you seem to be discovering for yourself, an occupation can only ever be what one does, and not, in the truest sense, who one is.”


Glinda had never thought much about who her mother was. She only knew that as a girl, Tilda had been apprentice to an old woman called Maud, who was said to have been the best Seamstress Oz had ever known. They had not seen her in some time, but when Glinda was small, they had often gone along the Road of Yellow Brick to visit Maud in her cottage on the outskirts of Quadling. Maud had come to visit at their house only once—Glinda remembered that occasion fondly as the day Maud had given her the gift of Haley Poppet.


As Glinda drank her buttermilk, she tried to remember the song Maud had sung that day: Count by one, a quest begun, Count by two, with hearts so true . . .


Tilda stood and carried her tea to the kitchen window to again gaze out at the yard. As Glinda’s eyes followed her, she noticed the glistening glass panes—for some reason she was expecting one of them to be broken.


An image flashed in Glinda’s mind, a piece of the dream: her mother in a sheer, sparkling cape, dark figures gathered on the lawn, the splintery web of a broken windowpane . . . a red gown and headdress . . .


“I’ve only just remembered,” she began with a shudder. “Last night, in my nightmare, I saw—”


Before she could finish, there was a knock on the kitchen door.


“That will be Ursie,” said Tilda, referring to Glinda’s classmate and best friend, with whom she had walked to Madam Mentir’s every day for the last six years. “You’d better hurry along and get ready for school.”


Since there was no point in delaying the inevitable—whatever the inevitable might turn out to be—Glinda rose from the bench and headed to her bedroom. As she did, she gathered up a handful of her long rusty hair and began to twist it into a braid. Then a thought struck her that had her deftly weaving fingers halting mid-twist.


“Perhaps I shall leave my hair down for today,” she said.


Tilda looked stricken. “All the girls at Mentir’s wear their hair in plaits or pinned up,” she said. “And on Declaration Day of all days, you must follow suit!” She closed her eyes and shook her head. “What I mean to say is that it’s a lovely thought, my darling. But I doubt Madam Mentir would allow you to accept your scroll with your hair unbound.”


With an exasperated huff, Glinda went to dress for school.


And Tilda tossed the linen scrap with its hasty black stitches into the fire.
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INCENDIARY COMMAND



Aphidina’s castle was a thing of stalks and vines, of pollen, pods, and petals—a suitable dwelling place for the Haunting Harvester Witch of the South.


Ages ago Aphidina had stood upon the most fertile spot in all of Quadling Country and thrown a handful of enchanted seeds into the dirt. In a voice blooming with dark Magic she demanded of the land a palace.


And the land had given it to her.


The castle had grown up around her from the rich Lurlian soil—a living edifice of stems and creepers shooting off here, trailing there, climbing and clinging and bending toward the sun in a magnificent melding of agriculture and architecture. Like nonliving castles, this one had windows and sweeping staircases, larders, sculleries, and a frightful dungeon deep within its root system, all protected almost to the point of impenetrability by Wicked enchantments. Every spring season, fresh buds would burst forth from the palace and burgeon into hallways and ballrooms and chambers for reflection. Sometimes rooms died off and needed to be pruned away to allow for the growth of new ones. But Aphidina didn’t mind. She enjoyed redecorating.


Deep in the heart of the castle was the Witch’s audience chamber, where one day long ago a throne had pushed itself up through the cracks in the floor. It began as a stumpish thing with dull gray bark and gnarled branches prickling with cones. But in time the throne had grown into an appropriately elegant seat for Her Witchliness of the South. It had a tall back and smooth limbs for armrests, whereupon the Witch might strum her fingers and think her Wicked thoughts.


It was upon this throne that Aphidina was sitting when the candles began to flicker. She flinched in her fancy chair. The Harvester knew a visitation when she saw one.


She was here. She who ruled all.


Mombi. The Krumbic one, who could turn Good Magic to dark.


And today she had turned herself to fire.


Aphidina understood that Mombi could have just as easily arrived as a stallion with a tail of braided snakes, or a horned salamander with burning coals for eyes. She could be anything, but she could not have everything. Not yet.


That was what Aphidina and the others were for—to get it for her.


Through the snapping of the candlelight, the announcement came without preamble: “The Grand Adept has revealed herself at last.”


Aphidina’s cold green eyes locked on the flickering flames. She was not overly fond of fire.


“Her name is Tilda Gavaria, and she is a mighty Sorceress, to be sure.”


“This is extraordinary news,” was Aphidina’s cautious reply. After a moment’s hesitation she asked, “And where was she found?”


“She is a citizen of Quadling Country.”


Aphidina’s jurisdiction. Her lips twisted and her long fingers fussed with the chainmail vest she wore over her gown of poppy-red satin. “My deepest apologies. But if I may ask, how precisely did you locate this Tilda?”


“I sensed the expansion of a mind,” the fire hissed.


“You felt someone learning?” Aphidina couldn’t help being impressed. “I was not aware that you could do that.”


The flames sputtered. “It has not happened in quite some time. The Foursworn have been cautious. So cautious I had begun to think they’d given up.” There was a pause, in which the fire grew even hotter, as if from the force of its own excitement. “Last night I felt Gavaria requesting information from the Moon Fairy, who sent a vision in reply. A vision of the future, and to this I attached myself, like a virus.”


“Contamination is an excellent skill,” Aphidina noted. “What did you discover?”


“That the Ritual of Endless Shadow can indeed take place.” Something like a chuckle, but uglier, crackled beneath the fire’s voice. “I saw a fusion of Magic and sacrifice in which you and your sister Witches—”


“They are not my sisters,” Aphidina muttered petulantly.


“—drag the Moon Fairy from her celestial perch, plunging the world into perpetual twilight.”


The Harvester felt the chainmail pressing heavily against her chest as she resisted the urge to gasp. She knew that the Ritual of Endless Shadow was Mombi’s greatest goal. For eons it had been beyond her grasp, but today Mombi’s long-abandoned thirst for the moon had been reignited.


All because of Tilda Gavaria.


“A question, My Incendiary Liege: you said that the ceremony ‘can’ happen. Am I to understand that it is not a certainty?”


The flames writhed upon their wicks. “A vision of the future is a prediction, not a promise. Do you know what that means, Aphidina?”


“Yes.” Aphidina pretended to smooth her satin gown, when in fact she was just wiping the sweat from her palms. “It means there is work to do.”


The fire flared in agreement. “We must hunt down Gavaria if we are to find the Elemental Fairies and collect the Gifts of King Oz.” A plume of angry black smoke billowed out of the flames. “A task you should have accomplished the first time I assigned it to you.”


At this, the Witch stiffened. There had been no mention of the Elemental Fairies or King Oz’s Gifts for centuries, although Aphidina suspected that not a day went by when this Krumbic nightmare didn’t wonder about them.


“I need not remind you that of all the Magic in Lurlia, the power contained within your sisterhood is the only power that can destroy those odious Elemental Fairies.”


“Again, not my sisters,” Aphidina murmured, “and no, you need not remind me of that.”


The more important fact of which she also did not need to be reminded was that, other than the power of the Krumbic one herself, “those odious Elemental Fairies” were the only things standing between Aphidina and her doom; it was cold comfort that the same was true for the other three Wickeds. She supposed this was what one might call a cosmic balance, or a “fair fight.” But of the many things the Harvester hated, fairness was the one she detested most.


“I believe,” the fire crackled on, “that one of the Fairies—your own nemesis, in fact—is rather close at hand.”


Aphidina gave a little croak of horror. “How close?”


“Extremely,” the candlewicks sputtered, sending a shower of sparks sizzling through the air. These rained down around Aphidina’s throne, igniting into a ring of flames encircling the Witch and licking at her feet. “Gavaria has the Fire Fairy in her possession. We need only arrest her and she will deliver him directly into our hands.”


“A most fortuitous coincidence,” Aphidina said, all but gagging on the words. “But you know it is altogether possible that the Fairy might destroy me before I extinguish him.”


“That is a risk I am willing to take,” the fire crackled. “Though I strongly advise that you do not allow such a calamity to occur. If you can destroy this Fairy and steal the Gift, then there will be no need to perform the ceremony beneath the moon.”


“Your concern for my well-being is humbling,” Aphidina drawled, drops of perspiration forming on her brow; more trickled down her spine. She wondered if the dampness might have an adverse effect on her Silver Chainmail.


A flash of motion near the doorway caught her eye. A sense of something that had not been there before, the sprouting of a new chamber perhaps, or the dying-off of some long-forgotten room.


“I shall have the Sorceress Gavaria arrested as soon as possible, Your Combustibleness,” she said, though she was not looking forward to gathering the mass of muck and swamp gas she called a bounty hunter. Sometimes she regretted having created a thing of such repugnance in the first place; Aphidina preferred to look upon beauty and elegance whenever possible, and Bog, while effective, was ugly.


Aphidina quickly crooked a finger at her handmaiden, a tiny girl blossom she’d cultivated herself from a bulb in a clay pot.


The girl flower had eyes the color of spring grass, and on her head instead of hair grew delicate pink and white petals. She was obedient, lovely to behold, and smelled delightful. Indeed, the only evidence that she’d been brought forth from Wickedness was the ridge of thorns that grew down the middle of her back. As she neared the sweltering circle of fire, she wilted a bit.


“Daisy,” said Aphidina, her skin beginning to blister, “summon the prison wagon back from its rounds.”


“As you wish,” said Daisy, and the flower girl ran off to see it done.


“I will send the bounty hunter to apprehend the Foursworn Sorceress Gavaria the moment the wagon returns,” Aphidina promised the fire.


At Aphidina’s feet, the fire roared up in a conflagration of anticipation. Tongues of flame curled themselves into fireballs and shot out from the circle to explode in every corner of the room. If this was Mombi happy, it was nothing short of spine-chilling.


A long moment of broiling silence passed in which the Harvester took a deep breath of scalding air and mopped at her forehead. Drawing her sizzling toes up under her gown, she inquired, “Majestic Malevolence, will you be taking the flames with you when you go?”


But Mombi was already gone; unfortunately, the circle of fire remained, blazing around Aphidina’s throne. She recognized it for the warning it was:


CAPTURE THE SORCERESS.


DESTROY THE FAIRY.


DO.


NOT.


FAIL.


The Witch sighed and slumped in her chair. Had the roar of the fire not been so great, she might have heard the faint sound of boot heels retreating along the corridor that led away from her throne room. She might have even noted the slight disturbance in the air of the audience chamber, caused by the whipping retreat of a heavy cloak.


But Aphidina was too intent on watching the encroaching blaze to realize that her order to arrest the Sorceress had been overheard.
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UNBEARABLE DISCOMBOBULATION



As Glinda walked through town with Ursie Blauf, her mind was filled with thoughts of Declaration Day.


Around the girls were the familiar redbrick buildings, with their red-painted porches and profusions of flowers in shades of vermilion and scarlet. The only hue bolder than the flora was the vibrant red coats of Aphidina’s army.


As always, the soldiers milled about in great numbers, lounging in the doorways of private homes, marching in platoons down quiet lanes, and lingering in the bustling town square. Glinda had never wondered at their presence before, for it was a fact known to all that the army was there only to ensure the comfort and safety of the Quadling populace. Today, though, she asked herself this: If Quadling were as safe as it was said to be, what need was there for soldiers?


Ursie had just announced that she’d be declaring herself a Governess at today’s ceremony. Glinda could picture it as plainly as if it had already happened. Ursie would call forth a scroll from the enormous, ancient urn set on a riser in the middle of the school’s Grand Drawing Room, and it would more likely than not say Governess upon it. Then one of the instructors would shake Ursie’s hand, wishing her a “steady future,” as opposed to the more hopeful blessing of “good luck.”


“My sister is a Governess. And my mother was a Governess,” Ursie was explaining. “Seems a good fit, since I don’t despise babies much. I’m positive ‘Governess’ is what my scroll will say.”


Glinda nodded, envying Ursie’s certainty.


“Will you choose Seamstress?” Ursie asked. “Like your mother?”


Glinda’s reply was a faltering smile.


Turning the corner, the girls stumbled upon two strapping soldiers politely escorting Master Abrahavel J. Squillicoat, the apothecary, out of his shop while three more set about boarding up his windows.


“Nothing to be concerned about,” the larger of his captors assured the chemist, as pleasantly as if he were merely ordering a cough elixir, as opposed to removing him bodily from his place of business.


The second officer smiled a charming smile. “This is Quadling and all is well,” he said. “Here you are as safe and as free as Aphidina allows you to be.”


Glinda stopped short. She had heard that phrase before.


A burst of light from the sky, a shadowy compass . . .


“Step aside, please, miss,” the first soldier advised.


Glinda leaped out of the way, but not before meeting Squillicoat’s gaze. Despite his tranquil demeanor, she was surprised to see the glint of panic in his eyes as the soldiers whisked him away, cheerfully promising him a pleasant walk to the outskirts of Quadling.


“I always liked Master Squillicoat,” said Ursie with a frown. “He blended a poultice that all but saved my life when I caught a case of the Insidious Splotches back in Fledgling year.”


Glinda and Ursie continued on, quietly thinking their own thoughts until they reached the town square.


“Ursie,” Glinda began cautiously, “have you ever really, truly believed the legend of Elucida the Moon Fairy?”


Ursie lowered her eyebrows and gave Glinda a sideways look. “Have you?”


“I’m not sure,” Glinda confessed. “But I think I might have dreamed about her.”


“A Moon Fairy sounds lovely,” said Ursie. “Almost as delightful as the legend of the elusive Sea Fairies. Such stories are far more interesting than the things we learn at Mentir’s, like ‘fireflies hate the taste of roses,’ and ‘icing on tea cakes should always be spread from left to right, and never right to left.’ ”


“Fireflies love roses,” Glinda corrected absently. “It’s poppies they dislike.”


Just then shouts rang out across the square. Glinda and Ursie turned to see a gang of children, hooting and clapping.


“Now what?” said Ursie.


The children seemed to have someone or something surrounded. A mournful howl rose up from the center of their circle, and Glinda dashed toward the uproar.


What she saw caused her heart to clench. There, curled on the ground, was an enormous, quivering bear, his black eyes shining with fear.


“Hit ’im again!” snorted the tallest boy in the group. “With a rock this time!”


There was a sickening thunk as the stone found its mark and again the bear groaned in agony.


“Dopey bear,” hissed a pointy-faced girl with wispy mud-colored hair. “Can’t even walk a straight line without toppling over himself.”


“Bumbling oaf!” shouted a chubby boy; he had freckles all over his doughy face and up and down his plump arms. Grabbing a stick from the ground, he commenced to poke it into the bear’s silky fur.


The bear whined and cried out, as much in shame and sadness as in pain. He attempted to disengage himself, but succeeded only in growing even more discombobulated.


Somebody spit on him, and the bear covered his face with his giant paws, only to be kicked hard in his backside by a gangly boy with bile-colored eyes and buck teeth.


“Stop it!” came Glinda’s shrill command. “STOP IT this instant!”


The shout was so fierce that the baiting ceased immediately; sticks and stones fell to the ground as the tormentors turned in search of their accuser.


Glinda felt their bitter eyes upon her.


“What are you doing?” Ursie whispered. “Are you trying to get us clobbered? Those are Field Waifs!”


Glinda had never been this close to a Field Waif before. They were the children of Quadling Country whom Aphidina had deemed more inclined to physical labor than academic pursuit. Rather than being sent off to Mentir’s or Mendacium’s to struggle through six years of cognitive enlightenment, they were instead graciously allowed to serve the Witch in a capacity more suited to their constitutions—as farmhands. By her kind decree, these Field Waifs toiled in the Perilous Pasture, sowing and hoeing and harvesting crops from sunup to sundown, and all without ever being expected—or permitted—to open a book. They had a reputation for being a surly lot, with a deep dislike for any child who was not a field laborer.


As if to prove it, the bile-eyed boy was pushing up his sleeves and stalking toward Glinda. She blanched but forced herself to look the delinquent in the face.


“You were hurting him!” she said. “He can’t help it if he’s clumsy.”


“Still ain’t no business of yours,” said the pointy-faced girl.


Sizing up the young thugs, Glinda quickly determined that she was both outnumbered and out-nastied. Deciding that cunning was her only option, she gave the pointy girl a knowing look.


“Perhaps it isn’t,” she said. “But you should know that this bear is not just any bear.”


“What bear is he, then?” the chubby boy asked, dribbling a string of saliva.


“He is Major Ursa,” Glinda said, the fictitious distinction rolling off her tongue so easily it made her smile. “A high-ranking member of Aphidina’s Royal Animalian Guard.” Aphidina did not have an Animalian Guard, but Glinda was reasonably sure the Waifs did not know this. “Oh, and did I mention, he is the Witch’s particular favorite?” Putting on a reverential voice, she genuflected before the bear and said, “Good morning, Major.”


By now the bear had drawn himself up to all fours and was licking his wounds. His teeth were like razors. And his claws! One swipe could have removed from that chubby boy the majority of his fat freckly flesh. But for all the animal’s size and might, Glinda understood that he was not a swiping sort of bear.


“How nice that the Witch has sent you into town today,” she went on, her smile urging the bear to play along. “Is your mission to search out and arrest any poor-mannered miscreants who might be causing trouble?”


The bear stopped licking, made a wuffling sound, as though to say, Sure, why not? and nodded his enormous head.


Whether the girl and the chubby boy understood that they were the poor-mannered miscreants to which Glinda was alluding was hard to say, but they did take a nervous step away from the “major.” Bile-eyes wasn’t quite so easily convinced.


“If he’s a major, then why’s he lettin’ us bash him without bashin’ us back?”


Glinda gave the boy a cool look. “Members of the Animalian Guard do not ‘bash’ children.” She shook her head. “I wonder what Aphidina would think if she knew what you’ve done to her beloved friend.”


“She’s gonna tell the Witch on us!” shrieked the sharp-faced girl. “Run!” She bolted, shouting for her friends to do the same. They ran after her.


The clamor of the Field Waifs fleeing caught the attention of a nearby soldier. He waved to the uniformed driver of a wagon across the square; the driver cracked his whip and the horses took off after the Waifs. Then the soldier approached Glinda and Ursie.


As he drew nearer, Glinda saw that he was in the process of some bizarre transformation. Where his nose should have been was a gnarled tree knot, and the fingers with which he gripped his musket were thick vines. Hanging down from under his hat was not hair but a straggle of green ivy.


“What were those little blighters doing away from the pasture?” the soldier demanded of Glinda.


Glinda could only stare. She had never seen anyone in such a state before.


“They were just up to their usual shenanigans,” Ursie assured him, averting her eyes. “No harm done.”


When the soldier marched away, Glinda fell to her knees beside the bear. She stroked his head and used the cuff of her red school dress to wipe the blob of Field Waif spittle from his fur. Then she untied her braids and used the two ribbons to bind his wounds.


“I’m sorry they hurt you,” she murmured in his ear.


The animal rolled his shoulders in a bearish shrug, causing him to totter. “It’s truboo,” he said, his voice like honey. “I um clum-ubsy. I wumble-wobble when I walk and clumsy-umsy when I talk.”


Glinda gave him a scratch behind his ears; then she and Ursie hurried on toward school. To her surprise, the bear followed, tumbling along behind.


Squillicoat’s sudden eviction, Field Waifs, the changeling soldier . . . Glinda had witnessed these sorts of goings-on her whole life, but today was the first time she’d ever been troubled by them. She felt as if she was now seeing things as they really were, rather than how she had been taught to see them.


An image of four smoky figures flashed in her mind.


“Ursie,” she said before she could stop herself, “I’m not so sure that Queen Aphidina is really what she seems to be.”


Ursie’s face brightened with interest, and, if Glinda weren’t mistaken, relief. “I’m so glad to hear you say that, because—”


Fwummpppff!


Behind them, the bear tripped and rolled over himself like a big furry acrobat. Glinda quickly went to help him right himself.


“Thumk clu,” said the bear, nuzzling her cheek.


Returning to Ursie, Glinda prompted, “Because why?”


But they had reached the academy campus, and Ursie shrugged. “Never mind,” she mumbled.


Glinda turned to the bear. “You’ll have to stay out here,” she told him. “Will you be all right?”


The bear snuffled happily and replied, “Yumsy,” which Glinda took to mean yes. Then he waddled over to a butterfruit tree and curled up at its roots.


Glinda and Ursie approached the knotty hazel hedge, which marked the campus boundary. Beyond it the academy stood proudly, the red-shingled rooftops of its turrets piercing the sky, its rusted weathervane pointing ever southward in homage to Aphidina. There was a rustle and a swoosh as the snarled hedge opened itself to allow them entrance.
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