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            Chapter 1
Toads Can Still Use Typewriters

         
         Wizard West was dead for nearly an entire day before he noticed.

         
         All the servants in Celurdur—his sprawling, magical castle—were too nervous to tell him, and the house itself had no mirrors.
            Even its spoons had grown a silver patina at the sorcerer’s command, for, vain as he was, West knew that his own reflection
            was dangerous. He might spend days admiring the way his enchanted clothes fell over his stately shoulders. Or the black midnight
            of his hair, glossed so well with his own Gray Be Gone elixir. Genius, that was! His other bestselling potion—Stasis—kept his skin as bouncy as a baby sea leviathan’s hide. He looked
            half his age! No, a quarter! One-tenth! And on and on it went. . . .
         

         
         Such was the curse of a narcissist.

         
         So he’d decided to break it long ago. Not the self-centered part, but the mirrors themselves. Better to shatter all the glass in Celurdur and get on with living my fabulous life!

         
         Now he was a ghost, but he didn’t see it.

         
         His wizard’s robe had velvet sleeves long enough to cover his hands, and he’d slipped his feet into his favorite flying tiger
            slippers before noticing the pearly tint of his toes. He chewed through his breakfast absently, so much so that he did not
            notice the pile of muffin crumbs the maid had to later sweep off his chair. Lunch was much the same. Tea left a scalding puddle.
         

         
         By this hour, the rest of the staff understood. Celurdur’s rambling halls filled with whispers; maids and footmen and even
            sentient suits of armor all clattered to each other about the situation. The great Wizard of the West was dead. If someone
            pointed this out to him, they risked getting turned into a woodland creature. Or—in the armors’ case—a windup animal. No one
            wanted to volunteer for that.
         

         
         On the other hand, once Wizard West went back to his bed and found his body already in it, he might get so angry that he’d
            turn every single one of them into animals. Ghosts didn’t need butlers to open doors when they could walk through walls. They
            didn’t need maids to wash their clothes when they were forever wearing the wardrobe they’d perished in. They didn’t need cooks
            to prepare food they could not taste.
         

         
         “Better one of us braves it,” reasoned Rena the cook.

         
         “Yes, but which one of us?” asked Argon, the silver-haired butler, whose hair was, quite literally, made of silver thanks to West’s magic.
            “I haven’t worked here for nearly a century to become a shrew!”
         

         
         “Nor have I,” cried Puck, who’d already been turned into a cat.

         
         They all agreed that shrew was a fate best avoided, so Wizard West’s servants decided to draw licorice straws. These were too easily eaten by cheaters,
            so they chose to cast lots made of troll knuckles instead.
         

         
         The bones made up their mind quickly.

         
         They landed on the groundskeeper’s twelve-year-old daughter.

         
         At the moment her future was decided by a pile of bones, Faye Gardner found herself standing face-to-face with a dragon. His
            nostrils were the size of serving platters. His scales looked like polished emeralds. His teeth were as tall as a full-grown
            man.
         

         
         His name was Neil.

         
         Well, it was now. Once upon a time, the beast had been called all sorts of terrible things: Scourge of the Skies. Unholy Wyrm. Sheep Sweeper. That was before his battle with the very first Wizard of the West—a weeklong affair that took place outside the gates of Retnec. The capital city cowered in fear, watching as the last of their island’s great dragons was finally defeated. Then tamed. After his surrender, the creature was brought back to Wizard West’s estate, where he experienced a change in diet and—all in all—a rather comfortable retirement as a compost dragon. 

         
         Cornelius the Composter—Neil for short—was the oldest resident of Celurdur by several hundred years. The trees growing from
            his mossy back were almost as tall as the castle itself, and judging by their height, Faye didn’t think he’d moved from this
            spot in at least a century.
         

         
         She couldn’t blame him.

         
         If someone brought her three full meals in a handcart every day, she probably wouldn’t bother getting out of bed, either.
         

         
         “I have some excellent treats for you today!” she called out, waving a wilted carrot in front of the dragon’s face. One golden
            eye opened. His great jaws unhinged, and the fires deep in his belly started to stir. It felt very much like standing in front
            of an oven.
         

         
         The carrot burst into flames as soon as she tossed it onto Neil’s tongue.

         
         He swallowed, giving a grunt that could only mean more.
         

         
         Faye clucked her own tongue back. “And how do we ask nicely?”

         
         Another grunt, followed by a hiss of steam. It was the closest a compost dragon could come to saying please.
         

         
         “That’s more like it.” Faye turned to her cart full of kitchen scraps. “Let’s see, we have cabbage heads and cockatrice eggshells
            and a moonfruit pudding that Rena burned by accident. It’s a shame. I picked that fruit exactly at midnight. . . .”
         

         
         Moonfruit harvested this way was a delicacy. The closer to a full moon, the better. Its flesh was very sweet and gave your own skin just the faintest glow for several days after being eaten. Wizard West owned the only orchard in the country of Solum, and he drank a glass of moonfruit juice every morning. After an intrepid journalist wrote about this habit, the richest lords and ladies in the realm came knocking on Celurdur’s door. An elixir was concocted. Even though it was expensive, Faye had to stay up late every night climbing orchard trees to meet the demand. 

         
         She felt rather justified pocketing a few fruits for herself.

         
         “This dessert is worth one thousand sterling!” Or it would have been, if Rena hadn’t charred the pudding beyond recognition.
            Faye suspected the cook had done this on purpose so they wouldn’t get caught by Wizard West.
         

         
         Scaredy-cat, she thought with a scowl.
         

         
         All the other servants were scared of getting turned into cats, but it seemed to Faye that that was a part of the fun. What
            was the point of living in a magic-filled castle if you couldn’t devour moonfruit or climb into the invisible turret to paint
            sunsets or take a submarine made of bubbles down to the bottom of the swimming pool, where baby leviathans nested? She supposed
            the painting part would be hard, due to a feline’s lack of opposable thumbs, but Puck had managed all right. Celurdur’s resident
            cat didn’t even have to do chores. He simply sat in the kitchen, pretending to scare mice while he was really just cleaning
            out bowls of cream.
         

         
         He certainly slept far more than Faye did.

         
         She was up late every night harvesting moonfruit, but she also had to wake up before dawn to collect cockatrice eggs. It was
            her least favorite chore, tiptoeing through a pen of sleepy roosters and warty toads, gently lifting each amphibian to see
            if they were incubating anything. She had to be very, very thorough. If even one egg was forgotten and allowed to hatch . . .
         

         
         Suffice to say, it would not be good.

         
         She tossed a handful of eggshells and pudding into Neil’s waiting mouth. The dragon didn’t even chew. He just tipped back
            his great green head. The moonfruit made his scales glow all the way down his throat as he swallowed.
         

         
         “How does it taste?” Faye asked.

         
         Neil’s golden eyes narrowed.

         
         He let out a long burp, which shook the ground beneath Faye’s feet and ended with flames. She managed to leap back, but the
            cart was engulfed in fire. Neil strained his neck and began gobbling down the roasting vegetables and burning wood. Within
            ten seconds, it all disappeared with a splintering CRUNCH.
         

         
         Faye brushed a stray spark off her tunic and sighed. “Cornelius! That’s the second cart this month! How am I supposed to keep
            you fed if you eat all my wagons too?”
         

         
         The dragon closed his eyes, vastly unconcerned.

         
         Faye felt the opposite. Could she maybe figure out a way to enchant a train of silver trays? The magic itself didn’t worry her. It was more about how to perform the spells without anyone noticing. Servants were strictly forbidden from doing magic. Almost everyone in Solum was—according to the collection of laws known as the Balance. Magic was wild. Magic was dangerous. It set things on fire! To keep their island in order, the original four wizards established a strict set of rules about what sort of enchantments could be performed. The biggest rule? Only official wizards and their understudies were allowed to cast spells. (After all, if anyone could use magic, then anything could happen.) These men were responsible for overseeing the magic in their respective territories, maintaining magical estates
            in the North, South, East, and . . . West.
         

         
         Faye’s corner of the world—here at Celurdur—was more enchanted than most. But even though she’d lived in Wizard West’s house
            since she was a baby, she had no hopes of becoming his understudy. Wizards were always wizards, for one thing. Girls weren’t considered for official apprenticeships, and stories about rogue witches never ended well.
         

         
         Leaves rustled nearby and Faye straightened, every bone in her body alert.

         
         Almost all the magical flora and fauna from the western part of Solum had been gathered by the first Wizard of the West and locked behind Celurdur’s gates. Preserved. Protected. Or, perhaps more accurately, to protect the rest of Solum’s citizens. After the Unholy Wyrm had been planted on the grounds, an entire enchanted ecosystem flourished around the compost dragon. Herds of hedge animals, goldfish whose scales became coins, peacocks with tails so large that other birds nested there. Among these was a finch whose song wriggled into your brain, making you sing along until the offending
            bird pulled the earworm out of your ear and ate it. Still, Faye would rather grow a dozen waxy tunes in her head than meet
            the family of stallion-sized cockroaches that roamed the outer edges of the grounds.
         

         
         “BOO!”

         
         A black cat leapt out of the bushes, his fangs arranged into a mischievous grin.

         
         Faye rolled her eyes. “Boo yourself, Puck.”

         
         “You’re not scared?” He sounded disappointed.

         
         “Should I be?”

         
         “Yes,” the cat said flatly. “I come bearing terrible news.”

         
         Faye’s heart lurched up her throat. Da! was her first thought. “Has something happened to my father?”
         

         
         She always worried about him. He was getting older, and his role as Wizard West’s groundskeeper was demanding. Climbing trees
            and taming beasts was tough enough for a man half his age, but this didn’t stop Faye’s father. He was currently on an expedition
            in Celurdur’s conservatory, and even though the glass building looked small from the outside, Faye knew it could be days,
            or even weeks, before he emerged.
         

         
         “Your da? No. He’s fine as far as I know.” Puck pawed through the cart’s ashes and sat primly at Faye’s feet. “Wizard West, however, is dead.” 

         
         “Dead?” She searched his bright eyes for a laugh. It was a terrible joke, but Puck’s sense of humor was usually as dark as
            his fur.
         

         
         “Very.” That black tail twitched. “His heart has stopped. His flesh is cold.”

         
         Faye’s own skin turned cold. She shivered. “That’s . . . that’s awful.”

         
         “I suppose,” the cat said, “but that’s not the problem.”

         
         “It’s not?” What was worse than the Wizard of the West being dead? Faye wondered. Her imagination didn’t have much time to
            fill in an answer. Puck’s tail flopped back and forth, agitated.
         

         
         “The thing is . . . West isn’t quite resting in peace. He is a ghost. A ghost who hasn’t yet noticed that he’s dead. The problem,
            well, your problem is that you have to go tell him.”
         

         
         Faye wanted to laugh, and she wanted to cry.

         
         The resulting sound came out as a choke.

         
         “Me?”

         
         “Yes,” said the cat. “We cast lots for the task, and they landed on you.”

         
         “But . . .” Faye hesitated. “I’ve never even spoken to Wizard West before.”

         
         Da was always the one who talked to the wizard—who told him about the invasion of fyrethistle weeds in the formal gardens or the strike of the rooftop gargoyles after two straight weeks of rainfall due to West’s own stormy mood. It had been this way for as long as she could remember. 

         
         “And you may never have to speak to this Wizard West again,” Puck assured her. “Once you’ve pointed out his timely demise.
            Ghosts tend not to stick around after they’ve put their affairs in order. All you have to do is show West his body and . . .
            sugarcoat the situation.”
         

         
         “Sugarcoat his death? And how might this be done?”

         
         “Feed his ego,” Puck told her. “Tell him he will be ever-loved and deeply mourned and those sorts of things.”

         
         “You seem to know exactly what to say, so why don’t you do it?”
         

         
         “Because the lots did not deign to land on me.”

         
         “Because you’re a scaredy-cat!” Faye challenged.

         
         Puck regarded her as coolly as his yellow eyes could manage. “I am a cat, and I wish to remain one. You might even be so fortunate.”

         
         “I’m not afraid of Wizard West,” Faye said loudly. “Or ghosts.”

         
         “Perfect,” Puck said. “Then let’s go.”

         
         Wizard West was in his sky library, trying to decide on a template for the evening’s sunset.

         
         This was supposed to be his specialty—the sun always set in the West, after all—but Faye had rarely seen him working up here. And, despite her courageous claim, she’d never actually seen a ghost before. She had expected the sorcerer’s spirit to look more see-through, like the walls of the tower he currently stood in. Or the steps she climbed to reach it. Coming to the sky library was always dizzying—its stones had been enchanted to resemble glass so whoever was in charge of the sunset could get a good view of their work. 

         
         Faye almost walked into the closed door before stopping to knock, the sound like crystal bells—clear and loud. Wizard West
            must have heard, but he didn’t look up from his sunset slides. They were spread out before him on a clear table: violets and
            oranges and splashy pinks. He always did go for the dramatic clouds, when he remembered to tend to them. Faye’s father sometimes
            sent her up to this tower to color the evenings when Wizard West forgot.
         

         
         She opened the invisible door just a crack and squeezed her nose through. “Um? Sir?”

         
         “What?” Wizard West snapped. “Choose, child! In or out! You’re letting in a draft! I’ll catch my death from the cold!”

         
         About that . . .

         
         Faye slipped into the sky library, shutting the door behind her. How exactly did you tell a person they were no longer alive?
            Especially when that person was a powerful wizard who controlled a quarter of Solum?
         

         
         There was a map of the country on the adjoining table. It wasn’t made of paper—it was an actual working miniature of the country. The Fathomless Sea that surrounded the nation splashed with real waves, hemmed in by the constant wreath of thunderstorms that had been there since the Shadow Age. No ships sailed in or out of these lightning-laced clouds, but the rest of the island was constantly moving. Automobiles crisscrossed highways. Steam-powered trains chugged along the coast. Zeppelins drifted over towns. Horse-drawn carts filled with tiny cabbages set out from farms. Faye loved watching their journeys from one town to the next. She also loved how calm Celurdur felt, tucked away in its western corner. A small model of the house sat where forest became the ocean, at the edge of fog-shrouded cliffs. 

         
         These looked almost as misty as Wizard West’s skin, where it met air. An odd blur. Faye studied this ghastly phenomenon as
            she stood by the door and cleared her throat.
         

         
         Wizard West did not look up. He stayed standing over the slides, arranging and rearranging them like puzzle pieces. “Out with
            it!”
         

         
         “Sir, there’s an urgent matter that needs your attention,” Faye said.

         
         “Is it from one of the other three?”

         
         Wizards, he meant. North, South, and East. Their sections of the map looked vastly different from West’s. While Celurdur sat nestled in rolling fields, its eastern counterpart—Ghibli—was surrounded by sand dunes. House Reuel, in the North, rose out of a flurry of white snow, and House Chantwyn was barely visible due to the jungle around it. Da always told Faye that this was where he’d gotten his green thumb . . . and even though her father said this with a laugh, it wasn’t a joke. His thumbs were green, thanks to a spell cast by Wizard South when Da had been a groundskeeper there once.
         

         
         At least, that’s what Faye had pieced together. Da didn’t talk much about his time in the South, or why he’d left for the
            West with his infant daughter, or what had happened to Faye’s mother. She’d stopped asking long ago, but every time she saw
            that section of the map, she felt something blooming in her chest. Both thorny and bright.
         

         
         Faye’s breaths felt sharp now too.

         
         “No,” she told Wizard West. “It’s not a message from the other wizards.”

         
         “Is it from King Maximillian?”

         
         Faye looked back at the center of the map—where the white towers of the king’s palace rose to a perfect peak. As different
            as Solum’s four territories were, they had one thing in common: the capital city of Retnec.
         

         
         “No,” she answered again.

         
         “Then the matter can wait.”

         
         Faye walked around to the other side of the table. Despite living in the same place as this man her entire life, she’d never gotten so close to him. He didn’t look old. Certainly not old enough to be dead. There were no lines on his face, no gray in his hair. He was glowing all over, and Faye wasn’t sure if this was due to his diet of moonfruit or because he was now a ghost. His eyes were almost completely black, and they seemed determined not to look at her. 

         
         Faye had seen him, though.

         
         She knew everything about Wizard West. She’d watched him peruse her father’s apothecary drawers for potion ingredients, taking
            what he liked without so much as a thank-you. She saw the plates he sent back to Rena’s kitchen, brimming with untouched delicacies.
            He wasn’t a wizard who thought about others. No one in the world was as important to Wizard West as himself.
         

         
         “The matter concerns your social standing,” Faye told him.

         
         This got the wizard’s attention. His black eyes snapped up—sparkling. “Is it that pesky reporter? Are they writing libel about
            me in the Charm & Curse again? They’re lucky I haven’t turned them all into toads!”
         

         
         “They would just turn around and write more stories about that,” Faye pointed out. “Toads can still use typewriters.”

         
         Something like a smile snagged the edge of West’s iridescent face. “You . . . you’re Thorne’s girl, aren’t you?”

         
         “Yes, sir.”

         
         “Feral, was it?”

         
         “Faye.”

         
         “I’m very busy, Fael.”

         
         She scrunched her nose and looked down at the man’s flying tiger slippers. He hadn’t been outside all day. His robes weren’t spattered with dragon sparks, and his fingernails weren’t encrusted with dirt from wrestling an out-of-tune orchid into a new pot. There were no marks on his skin that Faye could see. It didn’t seem fair that she and Da got all the scars while Wizard West kept all the magic. 

         
         “My name is Faye, and I’m busy too,” she told him.

         
         “Busy?” The wizard snorted. “Is that what you call pestering the most powerful man on this side of the map? If I don’t get
            this sunset sorted, then thousands upon thousands of people will end their day in a very bleak manner.”
         

         
         Faye reached out and selected three slides, one for each stage of twilight. It began with fiery orange clouds shaped like
            koi fish, which then swirled into neon pink butterflies, ending in a deep blanket of potion-colored purple. “What about this
            sequence?”
         

         
         Wizard West studied her work for a moment, then grunted. “Not bad for your first try.”

         
         It was, in fact, very good, because Faye had done this many times before. But she couldn’t say so to Wizard West without being branded a witch and tossed into prison for practicing rogue magic. It didn’t matter that she was only twelve years old; breaking the laws of the Balance was a serious charge. Not even King Maximillian was above these rules. . . . His Majesty had to confer with the conclave of the four wizards when it came to all things magical. And the wizards? Well, they had to answer to each other. North balanced out South. East evened out West. In theory, the four men held each other accountable, and they would not be happy if they learned that West’s servants sometimes dabbled in sunset art.
         

         
         So Faye watched silently as the wizard grabbed a set of sky brushes. She hoped he wasn’t in the mood to sculpt too many clouds
            on the vapor wheel. This ordeal was already stretching out far longer than she’d dreaded it might.
         

         
         And yet, when the sun had set, and the paints were put away, and Wizard West turned to Faye, she still had no idea what to
            say.
         

         
         “If you’ll come with me, sir—”

         
         “I don’t like surprises,” Wizard West cut in. “Tell me now or you will be typing it out with warty, webbed toes.”

         
         There was no way around it. Faye took a deep breath. “You’re dead,” she told him.

         
         The ghost in front of her stood very still. His flying tiger slippers began growling.

         
         “What do you mean, dead?” he asked.

         
         “Your body is still in your bed,” Faye said. “I was going to show you, but—”

         
         “No!” Wizard West gasped. “No, no, no, this won’t do at all! If I’m in bed, then I must be asleep. You must be some sort of
            nightmare sent from Wizard South to torment me!”
         

         
         Sugarcoat it, Puck had said. Tell him he’ll be deeply mourned.

         
         “Wizard South would never do that,” Faye reasoned. “You’re his much-esteemed colleague. If he were to send anything, it would be a bouquet of flytraps for the funeral—” 

         
         “FUNERAL?” Wizard West went the color of a kettle left on the stove too long. Steam started pouring from his red ears, and
            magic crackled at his fingertips. Magic that would probably turn Faye into a frog if he unleashed it. She understood, then,
            why Puck and the other servants had been so eager to pass on this task. “BEGONE, YOU HARBINGER OF DOOM!”
         

         
         Faye was happy to obey.

         
         She turned and started running for the door, but it was too late.

         
         Wizard West’s transformation spell had already been cast.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2
Someone to Fill These Phenomenal Shoes

         
         Magic caught Faye right between her shoulder blades.

         
         It tickled, like a sneeze that never happened. Goose bumps sprouted all over her skin, and she was terrified that these would
            turn into green warts. Not a toad, please, anything but a toad, she thought frantically. I can’t sit on cockatrice eggs for the rest of my life!

         
         She couldn’t tell if the spell was listening.

         
         She couldn’t see what was changing, either.

         
         Her eyes felt like undercooked eggs. There was a tug at Faye’s hair and a pull on her tailbone. Toads didn’t have tails, but
            so many other terrible things did. Rats. Newts. Worms? Oh, that would be even worse. Da might somehow mistake her for rooster
            food. . . .
         

         
         “WHAT? No!” Wizard West bellowed from behind her.

         
         The strange prickle of magic stopped. Faye looked down at her body, panicked, but there were no scales or fur or green skin
            covering her thumbs. In fact, nothing she could see had changed.
         

         
         She was still a girl.

         
         She turned to see that Wizard West hadn’t fared so well. It seemed he was no longer a wizard. He stood, aghast, looking at
            his hands. They’d stopped sparking and were now see-through, as if casting magic had drained what little life he’d had left.
            “My powers . . . I—I can’t use them. I’ll . . . disappear. . . .”
         

         
         Faye tried not to look relieved.

         
         West dropped his hands and looked at her. “So . . . this isn’t a nightmare, then.”

         
         “You died in your sleep, I think,” Faye volunteered.

         
         “My sleep?” The wizard shuddered so hard that his hat fell off. “How awful.”

         
         “Is it?” She’d always supposed that was the preferred way to go.
         

         
         Peacefully.

         
         In dreams.

         
         West, however, seemed anything but peaceful. Ribbons of steam were unspooling from his ears again. “For a wizard? Yes! Have
            you ever heard a legend where the hero perished in bed? No!” he shouted before Faye could answer. “No one sings ballads about
            that sort of death. If the journalists at the Charm & Curse find out, they’ll say my heart was weak. Wizards can’t have weak hearts! My reputation would be ruined. No, no. We’ll have
            to come up with a more heroic situation. You could tell the papers I was slain by a dragon.”
         

         
         Faye laughed at the idea. “The only dragon left in Solum is Neil, and he only wakes up to eat wilted cabbage.”

         
         West’s expression matched the vegetable. “We could say it was a potion gone wrong, though that could get The Apothecarie stores
            to drop my elixirs line. We could claim one of the other wizards cursed me, though that might start a war. . . .”
         

         
         A war?

         
         Faye shivered. She knew such things had happened in the past, more than two thousand years ago, when Solum was shrouded in
            the storms that now spat around the edges of its map. The Shadow Age. A time before trains and telegraphs and commemorative tea sets. A time when their island was overrun with terrible spirits
            who wielded terrible magic. The most terrible one of all?
         

         
         A witch known only as the Shadow Queen.

         
         No one knew much else about this dark ruler, but that didn’t stop her from becoming the central villain in street puppet shows.
            Or the warning mothers uttered to their misbehaving children: Keep acting like that and the Shadow Queen will send her wolf demons to gobble you up!

         
         She’d sent her wolves to war too.

         
         Faye had seen an illustration of these demons, just once, in a book Da had fallen asleep over. Usually he kept Spirits of the Shadow Age locked away in a chest by his bed, but only a few weeks ago, she’d found her father using the giant leather-bound volume
            as a pillow. The rings beneath his eyes matched the shadows sketched onto the page below. . . .
         

         
         Birds with wings that could cover a city.

         
         Dragons as large as mountains.

         
         Wolves with coals for eyes.

         
         These beasts made Celurdur’s giant cockroaches seem almost cuddly. Faye couldn’t imagine seeing one in real life, much less
            fighting a magical battle against them. Thanks to the Balance, she didn’t have to. There were no more evil sorceresses or
            shadowy spirits roaming the kingdom because of the rules the four wizards upheld. Well, three now.
         

         
         This realization made Faye’s eyes shift back to the map table. She’d been so worried about delivering the news to Wizard West
            that she hadn’t even stopped to think about what his death might mean. For Solum. For the Balance.
         

         
         One of its laws stated that there should always be four wizards in place, exactly four. No fewer. No more. Faye had always
            wondered why this was the case. Did four men in four magical houses actually keep the world itself from tilting? Did they
            stop Solum’s mountains, seas, and cities from sliding off into a void of uncharted stars?
         

         
         The thought was as silly as it was terrifying.

         
         And even more terrifying?

         
         Faye realized she might find out the answer very soon. Wizard West had died with no one in line to replace him. . . .

         
         It was tradition for wizards to train understudies, apprentices who might one day take over the task of managing their region’s
            magic. North, East, and South each had small armies of young men who knew how to summon rain or grow wings or tame the mythical
            beasts who otherwise would have terrorized local villages. West had never had the patience for students, which was all well
            and good while he was alive, but less ideal now that he was a ghost who couldn’t even finish a transformation spell without
            unraveling.
         

         
         “You don’t have to tell the papers how you died,” Faye addressed him slowly. “All you have to do is distract them with a better
            story.”
         

         
         “Like what?”

         
         “The search for your successor.” Her heart began beating faster at the thought. “Who will become the next Wizard of the West?”

         
         “Oh . . . that.” The ghost’s hat slouched at his feet. His flying tiger slippers started to gnaw the brim anxiously. “Yes,
            I suppose we must find someone to fill these phenomenal shoes. Someone clever. Someone brave. Someone young. I’ll need adequate
            time to haunt—er, I mean, train them.”
         

         
         Faye glanced down at her own boots. Their leather was worn and covered in fang marks. She realized, only too late, that she’d tracked in mud from the garden. And possibly some dragon poop. 

         
         “How would we find that sort of someone?” she wondered.

         
         “If the other three wizards discover that I’m dead, they’ll want to send one of their apprentices to take over Celurdur.” Wizard West scowled. “But we can’t have that!”
         

         
         “We can’t?” echoed Faye.

         
         “Most transplants don’t do as well as your father. . . . A North apprentice would give all the plants frostbite! East’s students
            would turn all the gargoyles to sphinxes! No, it’s best if we start with fresh blood! Preferably royal,” the ghost added.
            “Wouldn’t it be wonderful if my successor was a prince? Or at the very least a duke? That would give the papers something to write about!” he muttered to himself.
         

         
         Faye fought back a frown as she kept staring at her filthy boots. The stones beneath them were clear, and allowed her to glimpse
            some of Celurdur’s gargoyles wrestling on a roofline below. She loved those statues, enough to climb up the house’s turrets
            and feed them rock-hard tea scones from Rena’s kitchen every few days. The thought of them getting turned into sand by an
            ill-prepared apprentice was enough to make her own throat crumble.
         

         
         “Shouldn’t your selection process be slightly more . . . selective?” she asked Wizard West.

         
         “How so?”

         
         “Well, I don’t know Prince Max.” She had read about the prince and his twin sister, Illian, in the Charm & Curse, but they were mostly articles that talked about what they wore to balls and how they ate their eggs at breakfast. “But shouldn’t
            you test the prince to see if he’s clever and brave enough to fill your shoes before offering him an apprenticeship?”
         

         
         “A test?” Wizard West’s faded face began to brighten. “Hm. Yes. A test! Or perhaps a series of tests? That has great press potential—‘Celurdur Opens Its Gates to the Future!’ I could
            invite everyone who’s anyone to watch the selection! Even the other three! They won’t come, of course, but the rest of Retnec
            will. My search for a successor will be all anyone talks about! Better than the spring migration of South’s butterfly collection!
            Bigger than North’s ice sculpture competition!”
         

         
         “How much bigger?” Faye frowned. Both of the events West had just mentioned were well-established festivals held around the
            grounds of the hosting wizards’ houses. “Celurdur might not be able to handle it. Unlike the other estates, we’ve never opened
            the house to the public before.”
         

         
         West’s expression withered at the mention of the public.
         

         
         “No, no,” he muttered. “Better keep the guest list exclusive—to maintain an air of mystery. The tests should be tailored too. One of a kind! We must get to work on them at once!” The wizard began walking, stomping past his hat and straight through the tower door. He could do that now, although his clothes couldn’t. The velvet robe and the flying tiger slippers crumpled into a heap on the floor, leaving the wizard dressed in a ghastly imprint of pajamas. Faye had to nudge the footwear out of the way—without getting bitten—in order to open the door and follow. 

         
         “Puck!” She heard the wizard shouting from a lower point in the staircase. “Gather the household! I have an important announcement
            to make!”
         

         
         The cat had been lurking on a stair where the stones began turning gray again. He waited for Faye with a very smug look on
            his face. “Things went well, I see. West must have been in a sunny mood to only make a few cosmetic changes.”
         

         
         Cosmetic changes? What was Puck talking about? Faye reached her hands past her ears and found . . . more ears. They sprouted from the top of
            her head, shaped like triangles and covered in fur. She gasped.
         

         
         The transformation spell hadn’t failed.

         
         It had only halted . . .

         
         . . . halfway through turning Faye into a cat.

         
         She ran her fingers over her face, relieved to feel no whiskers there. Her nose stayed pointed too. The only other thing that
            felt strange was her bottom. . . .
         

         
         She twisted over to look. “WEST GAVE ME A TAIL!”

         
         It twisted back—long and white and oh-so fuzzy.

         
         “Tails are great,” Puck told her. “You’ll have better balance now.” Balance with a lowercase b, he meant. Not the centuries-old system of rules that kept their island from falling into magical chaos. “Those new ears will more than double your hearing, and you’re going to have fantastic night vision.” 

         
         Night vision? Faye looked around and realized she could see the unlit staircase far better than she should after sunset, which must mean:
            “He changed my eyes too?”
         

         
         “I’d say improved. Do you know how many ladies would pay to get such a gorgeous gold color?”

         
         “They’re gold?” Faye blinked. “But . . . I liked them better brown.”

         
         Puck shrugged, as much as a cat could, and started hopping down the rest of the tower steps. “You haven’t even seen your new
            eyes yet.”
         

         
         “I don’t want to!” She trailed her friend, scowling. “I want to go back to being a girl. With two ears and pants that don’t
            need tail holes.” She did need one, she realized. Her leggings felt extra pinched and the base of her tail was uncomfortably
            bent.
         

         
         “Pants would be annoying,” Puck agreed. “But necessary, in your state. I’ve never known West to stop a transformation before
            it finished.”
         

         
         “I think his magic is the only thing keeping his ghost form together. He started fading when he cast the transformation spell—ACK!”

         
         The black cat halted on the step below, forcing Faye to leap over him. Puck was right. This new tail gave her exceptional
            balance. She landed with the same eager thud as her heart. Three whole steps below.
         

         
         Okay, being an almost-cat might not be so bad.

         
         She certainly would’ve twisted an ankle otherwise. And she wouldn’t have been able to see Puck, up on the dim stairs, as still
            as a stone himself. In Faye’s new night vision, he looked a lot like Celurdur’s gargoyles.
         

         
         Even the cat’s voice—normally silk smooth—had gone gravelly. “Do you mean to tell me that West can’t cast any more spells?
            He can’t use magic at all?”
         

         
         “Not without disappearing,” Faye recalled.

         
         “I suppose that makes sense,” the cat grumbled. “Magic is made of life force, and ghosts don’t have much to spare. . . .”

         
         He fell into silence.

         
         Even with her extra set of ears, Faye couldn’t hear anything and it bothered her. Puck almost never stopped talking. Not even
            when he was asleep—paws twitching, mumbling some sort of strange language only cats might know.
         

         
         “What’s wrong?” she called up to him.

         
         “Nothing,” came the dark reply. “Or . . . everything.”

         
         “Those are two very different answers,” Faye pointed out.

         
         Puck lifted his lips. His teeth gleamed like shards of stars. “Even eyes as pretty as these can’t see the future. But I know
            that Celurdur is vulnerable without a Wizard West to protect it.”
         

         
         As soon as the cat said the word Celurdur, Faye felt the stairs shiver beneath her feet, almost as if the house had been listening. It probably was. Celurdur was no ordinary building. It was a wizards’ castle. Wizards, plural. West after West after West after West had lived here, and much of their magic had seeped into the house’s walls, causing them to move and shift and grow a rather quirky personality. 

         
         Faye wasn’t sure if the same held true for the other three wizards’ houses. If Ghibli, Chantwyn, and Reuel also sprouted ballrooms
            on weekends or added observatories to their floor plans during meteor showers. They probably didn’t share Celurdur’s fondness
            for cobwebs. Or dust. The castle’s maids dreaded beating out rugs, since the tassels spent the entire time trying to slap
            back, and once the cleaning was done, they could never find the right rooms to which to return the carpets. Celurdur could
            hold a grudge like that. Faye had taught the other servants to make peace with the house by cleaning its windows afterward.
            The stained glass loved a good scrubbing, celebrating each swipe of cloth with fresh bursts of color.
         

         
         “We’ll take care of Celurdur.” Faye said this directly to the stones. The staircase stopped shaking when she looked back at
            Puck. “We do most of the work around here anyway. I can manage the sunsets and the orchards and the beasts. When Da gets back
            from his expedition in the conservatory, he’ll help us with the apothecary drawers.”
         

         
         Puck’s tail flicked back and forth so fast that it began to blur with the staircase shadows. “Let’s hope your da returns before
            the next full moon. . . .”
         

         
         “I can harvest moonfruit,” Faye reminded him. “You shouldn’t worry about that.”

         
         “I’m not.”

         
         “Oh.” Faye wondered what the cat was worried about. She’d never seen his fur so ruffled. “Full moon is almost one month away. Da has never spent that much time in the conservatory before.” Though Da had never left in such a rush before, either. His tea mug had still been
            steaming over his newspaper when Faye found her father putting on his bandolier. I’m going to gather some Tears of the Willow, he’d said. As if collecting this ingredient was as simple as popping into a village shop and didn’t necessitate the four knives
            he was sheathing into his belt.
         

         
         Again, Faye’s breath felt sharp.

         
         She wished her father was here.

         
         He will be, she told herself. Soon.

         
         She promised Puck this too. “Da will be back to help us get everything in order and ready for the next Wizard West. I think
            that’s what this full-house meeting is about. Wizard West needs us to help search for his successor.”
         

         
         “We should hurry up, if that’s the case!” The cat dashed down the steps past her—streaking into more shadows. “The sooner
            we get a new wizard around here,” he called, “the better!”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3
Let’s Get On with My Afterlife

         
         Celurdur seemed eager to hold the meeting too.

         
         The house had built an outdoor amphitheater for the occasion by the time Faye and Puck reached the bottom of the stairs. Gargoyles had clambered down from the castle’s higher roofs as well, perching on gutters while Wizard West’s servants took their seats on the series of half-circle benches made of jade. These sloped gently out of the south hall into the first few rows of moonfruit trees. The gleaming fruit served as lighting once the sun set, casting silvery beams on Faye’s friends as they filled the benches. If any of them were shocked to see her new ears and eyes and tail, they did a good job hiding it. Rena winked. Argon, the butler, smiled. Fizz and Buzz, twin maids who had wings because of some fairy ancestor from the lost lands beyond the Fathomless Sea, whispered, then gave her matching thumbs-ups. 

         
         “If you need to alter your clothes, Buzz and I can help!” Fizz’s wings flicked as she said this. They looked like they belonged
            to a dragonfly—in shape and, almost, in size. The twins couldn’t fly with them, but they used the draft their wings created
            to help with dusting. “We’ve gotten very good at sewing extra holes into our uniforms.”
         

         
         Faye smiled, but she wasn’t sure it reached her gold eyes. “Thanks.”

         
         The idea of cutting holes into all her clothes seemed so . . . permanent. Would she really be stuck this way forever? Or could
            she convince the new Wizard West to lift the curse? It struck her—again—how important the selection of this apprentice was.
            For the kingdom of Solum and the Balance of its magic, yes, but also for everyone who lived here at Celurdur. It wasn’t enough
            to choose someone who was brave and smart and young. The next Wizard of the West needed to be kind as well. He needed to be
            someone who thought about people other than himself.
         

         
         If he wasn’t . . .

         
         Well . . .

         
         She watched a tin clockwork mouse zoom down one of the aisles, past a squirrel in a maid’s outfit whose tail was covered in dust. Wizard West almost never let anyone stay cursed. Depending on the severity of their offense, they kept their animal forms for a month. Or a year. Or two. But West had always, eventually, turned his servants into humans again. 

         
         Puck was the sole exception.

         
         The cat seemed to prefer it this way. He was curled up next to Faye, watching the moonfruit branches around the main stage.
            The fruits’ namesake had started rising, and their flesh caught its light—glaring until they were almost white. When Wizard
            West stepped in front of them, it was obvious that he wasn’t as solid as he should have been. Background lights shimmered
            through his ghostly form.
         

         
         “Greetings, gentlefolk and animals.” The wizard gestured dramatically to the crowd. “You may be wondering why I’ve called
            a meeting at this delicate hour.”
         

         
         No one was wondering.

         
         They’d known all day.

         
         Wizard West didn’t seem to notice this lack of suspense. He was too busy arranging his facial expressions into something serious.
            “It has come to my attention that I am no longer alive.” There was a long pause. “You may now mourn.”
         

         
         One of the suits of armor creaked. Rena sniffed loudly as two tears sprang from her eyes, taking Faye by surprise. She’d never
            thought Rena was all that fond of the wizard, especially when he sent back the food she’d worked so hard to prepare.
         

         
         And then she saw the onion slices in her friend’s palm.

         
         Faye watched as pieces of the vegetable were passed behind backs. Hands went to faces. Tears flowed accordingly. Wizard West seemed too pleased by the response to realize his servants were crying in a very distinct order. 

         
         “There, there.” He beamed in a way that had nothing to do with the surrounding moonfruit. “I know this comes as a shock; believe
            me, I was taken aback myself. But now that we know the terrible truth, we can get on with our lives—er, I mean . . . my afterlife?”
         

         
         Argon, the butler, raised his hand to speak. “We’ll miss you, sir. Celurdur’s halls will echo greatly with your absence.”

         
         “Oh, I’m not going anywhere,” the wizard said.

         
         The other servants exchanged glances.

         
         Rena gave an extra-loud sob.

         
         A sliver of onion finally reached Faye’s row. Ugh. It was small and slimy and something she’d rather not hold up to her face. She stuffed the vegetable under her chair instead.
         

         
         “I could not abandon you all!” Wizard West declared. “Not at this uncertain hour, when there’s so much work to be done!”

         
         “Work?” the squirrel maid, Jess, chirped tentatively.

         
         “We are going to host a gathering here at Celurdur. People will come from far and wide. The king himself will be invited,
            along with his children, of course, so the feasts must be extravagant.”
         

         
         “Feasts?” Rena sobbed again, no doubt thinking about all the work in her kitchen. “But, sir, why must King Maximillian come
            here? Isn’t the royal palace at Retnec traditionally the site for a wizard’s funeral?”
         

         
         “Uh-oh,” Puck muttered.

         
         Even from the top row of bleachers, Faye could see a red rage taking over the wizard’s face. The gargoyles behind her scattered.
            A suit of armor two rows below slammed his visor shut.
         

         
         “I AM NOT HAVING A FUNERAL! And if anyone says the F word again, I will—I will—” West stuttered, remembering that he could no longer cast curses at his leisure. “I’ll become
            their personal poltergeist! I will rearrange your kitchen’s dishes and snuff out every candle you try to light!”
         

         
         “Rena isn’t wrong, sir,” Argon ventured. “Wizards’ . . . memorials . . . take place at Retnec, so the other three can attend
            without leaving their quadrants and breaking the laws of the Balance.”
         

         
         “North, South, and East can stay there, for all I care!” Wizard West flicked his wrist. “Besides, this isn’t a memorial I’m
            planning.”
         

         
         “It’s not?” Fizz and Buzz asked in unison.

         
         “You do need to bury your body,” Puck said.
         

         
         Wizard West waved away the cat’s suggestion. “Magic will keep my corpse from rotting! We have more pressing issues! Such as
            the press. They cannot, under any circumstances, print my obituary. Not before I’ve chosen a worthy replacement for myself! After we host the tournament to select my official apprentice, we can make up some story of how I departed this mortal plane. Ooh! Perhaps we can tie it into the candidates’ final task! I could perish saving them from their own certain deaths! An act of heroic self-sacrifice! We’ll have to save my body as a prop—” 

         
         Puck made a wheezing sound he passed off as a hair ball.

         
         Argon made a similar noise. “You want us to host a tournament?”

         
         “Yes,” the ghost answered. “A week of feasts and slaying beasts and brewing elixirs and whatnot!” West said. “I haven’t had
            time to think through the finer details, but I want it to be legendary enough that traveling bards will sing its praises for
            centuries to come!”
         

         
         Most of the staff was too shocked to respond.

         
         “Bards don’t really travel around Solum anymore,” Fizz said faintly.

         
         Wizard West scowled. “Why not?”

         
         “We have gramophones,” Buzz told the ghost.

         
         “We do?”

         
         “Well, we don’t,” Argon clarified. “Celurdur won’t let one through the door. It makes the house’s pipe organ jealous.”
         

         
         There was a faint toot from the open doors behind them—timed perfectly enough to make Faye smile. As much as the house loved dust, it hated technology.
            Balance help any new maid who dared to ask for a vacuum cleaner. . . .
         

         
         “Fine! I want gramophones to sing my tournament’s praises for centuries to come! It will tell of daring deeds and opulent
            feasts—”
         

         
         Rena’s eyes narrowed, suddenly clear of their onion tears. “You keep talking about these feasts. Exactly how many people do you plan on feeding?”
         

         
         “Oh . . . I don’t know . . . Ten?” The cook’s face barely had time to relax as Wizard West kept on talking. “Yes, ten sounds
            like a good number of candidates. We’ll have to invite their families, of course. And those cursed Charm & Curse reporters. And the who’s who of Retnec. So maybe five hundred guests altogether? We may need to do some rearranging of the
            grounds to accommodate everyone. Fane, do you think we could convince our dragon to uproot himself?”
         

         
         It took Faye a moment to realize the wizard was addressing her. “I—I don’t think we need to make the search for your successor
            so grand.”
         

         
         “Of course we do! If my tournament isn’t grand, it won’t be exciting! It should be what all the papers are talking about so
            they don’t go printing some awful story about how I died midsnore!”
         

         
         Puck raised his voice from the back row. “We should host this selection before the end of the month.”

         
         “That’s impossible!” Rena twisted around to argue with the cat. “A single feast can take months to prepare! I can’t just conjure
            a week’s worth of cakes and canapés for five hundred people out of thin air—and in fourteen days!”
         

         
         Wizard West focused on the cook’s clenched hands. “You certainly summoned that onion fast enough.”

         
         “This? Oh, this is just a snack.” Rena lifted the slice to her lips and took a raw, stinging bite. She smiled as she chewed.

         
         Faye tried not to gag.

         
         The wizard’s expression soured too. “Puck is right. We have no time to waste. We’ll host the opening ceremony in two weeks
            so that my successor is named before the full moon. I’ll send out the first round of invitations tonight, and I suppose I’ll
            place an advertisement in the papers—”
         

         
         He drifted offstage, up the jade bleachers, and into the house. As soon as he disappeared, the staff burst into frantic whispers.

         
         “The royal family? Here?”

         
         “Can Celurdur even grow enough guest rooms for five hundred people? How are we supposed to dust them all?”

         
         “What kind of tasks will he imagine for those poor candidates? This ‘tournament’ is going to be a joke!”

         
         “Well, the joke’s on us!” Rena spat out her onion, distraught. “Cooking that much food on such short notice is going to take
            a miracle!”
         

         
         Or magic.

         
         Faye felt bad. After all, it was her suggestion that had caused this extra work. Could she find a way to enchant some pots
            and pans, and maybe even summon premade pastries from one of the capital’s bakeries? What harm could that do? Wizard West
            would be too caught up in his tournament plans to notice.
         

         
         “I can help you in the kitchen, Rena,” Faye said quietly.

         
         “Thanks, but you’ll be busy enough on the grounds as it is, with your da gone. I’m sure West wants some sort of topiary grown
            into the shape of his overlarge head.” The cook sighed. “Maybe Puck can lend a paw, since he suggested that impossible timeline.”
         

         
         “I’ll be tending to other issues,” the cat told her.

         
         “Like napping?” Rena snapped. “You never seem to do anything else around here!”

         
         Puck’s yellow eyes somehow reminded Faye of ice. “Celurdur is held together by very old, very powerful enchantments. A Wizard
            West has always been here to tend to them. If they start to unravel, the house falls down, and if the house falls down”—the
            cat’s whiskers started to tremble—“Very bad things happen.”
         

         
         Faye felt her throat tighten. She looked up at the rambling castle she’d always called home. It seemed so solid from here,
            though it rarely looked the same. Tonight, the tiles on its roof gleamed gold and there was a giant cuckoo clock on one of
            the towers, marking the hour with a screeching phoenix that gave off real sparks. These fell on the gargoyles’ backs as they
            retreated to their perches.
         

         
         It took her a minute to find the conservatory—the glass extension was constantly sprouting off of Celurdur in different directions. This evening, it sat to the north. Its glass was green and the trees beneath it rustled like they were playing games with their own shadows. Da was in there, somewhere, searching through generations of experimentally enchanted plants to gather up Tears of the Willow. What would happen to her father if Celurdur collapsed? Would he be trapped in a hothouse filled with singing orchids forever? 

         
         And if Da never returned, what would happen to Faye?

         
         She had no mother, no brothers, no sisters, no aunts, no uncles, no grandparents.

         
         She had no home except Celurdur.

         
         She couldn’t bear to lose it.

         
         “Isn’t there anything we can do?” she asked Puck.

         
         “No.” The cat’s yellow eyes narrowed, as if he could see every thought that had gone through Faye’s head. “Even if you could cast the odd spell, I wouldn’t recommend trying. Conjuring cookies and saving a castle are two drastically different tasks.
            Fail one, and all you’ll get is a face full of flour. Fail the other, and you go up in flames.”
         

         
         Faye knew he was right. It was one of the basic rules of spellcasting—the greater the reward, the greater the risk. Big magic
            was dangerous. Not just for the threat of getting caught and thrown in jail for upsetting the Balance, but because a spell’s
            energy could recoil if it wasn’t cast right.
         

         
         “The best thing for us to do is carry on,” the cat continued. “Carefully. We do nothing to upset the house. I’ll keep an eye on Celurdur’s foundation spells to make sure they aren’t overly stressed. If we’re cautious, they should hold until the next full moon, when the new Wizard West can reinforce them. The right apprentice should be able to manage the task without burning themselves up in the process.” 

         
         But to find the right apprentice, they had to host a tournament.

         
         Maybe cookies can save Celurdur.

         
         Faye rolled up her sleeves and looked around at the other servants. “You heard the cat! Let’s get to work!”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            WANTED

            
            A WIZARD-IN-TRAINING



            DO YOU HAVE A PENCHANT FOR POTIONS?

            A FABULOUS FASHION SENSE?

            A MORE-THAN-MODEST INCLINATION FOR MAGIC?

            ARE YOU BRAVE, CLEVER, AND READY TO BECOME ONE OF THE MOST POWERFUL MEN IN SOLUM?

             

            THE WIZARD OF THE WEST (who is definitely not dead) IS NOW ACCEPTING APPLICATIONS FOR HIS FIRST AND ONLY APPRENTICE. DON’T MISS THIS ONCE-IN-A-LIFETIME OPPORTUNITY!
            

             

            ALL APPLICANTS MUST REPORT TO CELURDUR AT THE SECOND HALF-MOON FOR A TOURNAMENT OF MAGICAL TASKS AND DARING DEEDS.

             

            (ROYALTY IS STRONGLY ENCOURAGED TO APPLY.)

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 4
Trimming the Verge

         
         It was dark when Faye rolled out of her bed the next morning.

         
         For as long as she could remember, Da had always gotten up before the sun, shouldered his bandolier full of magical powders,
            and set out through the door of the groundskeeper’s tree house. When Faye was little, she’d burrow into her pillow and pull
            her quilt up to her nose, staring through the knothole window above her bed, trying to see if she could see the moon. Was
            it new? Was it full? Was it waxing or waning? Da liked to quiz her about such things when he came back from the rooster pen
            and poured two piping-hot cups of char tea to go with their first-breakfast scones. (Second-breakfast always waited for Faye
            in the main house’s kitchen, when she went to collect scraps for Neil.) If the Charm & Curse arrived on time, Da would coax the newspaper inside and ask Faye crossword puzzle questions instead.
         

         
         Faye rubbed sleep from her eyes as she reached for her own bandolier, hanging from one of the twigs that sprouted inside their
            tree house’s hollow trunk. She could see today’s edition of the paper, roosting on one of the larger branches outside. Animus
            powder had been mixed into the newsprint, allowing it to fold itself into the shape of an eagle so it could fly here. Wizard
            West’s classified Wanted ad had landed a prime spot on the bird’s puffed-out chest. It would be the first thing every subscriber saw: All applicants must report to Celurdur at half-moon.

         
         Faye glanced back at the moon’s current state: a waning gibbous.

         
         In a few days it would shrink into a crescent, shaped not unlike her gnawed fingernails.

         
         She chewed on them whenever she was anxious, and it was hard not to be worried about the timing of things. The second half-moon—technically
            a first-quarter moon—was in two weeks, and Wizard West expected his staff to do a year’s worth of work before then. Rena was right. It was impossible.
            She’d also been mostly right about the topiary . . . only West didn’t want a giant sculpture of his head.
         

         
         His final request was far worse.

         
         The ghost wanted one hedge sculpted like himself, and nineteen other hedges trimmed into the likenesses of all the Wests who
            held the title before him. To give our guests a sense of how deep Celurdur’s roots go! he’d said, in a grandiose tone that made Faye bite her own tongue. Did the ghost understand what he was asking? Probably not. For him, it was a single sentence. 

         
         For her . . .

         
         Faye tightened the buckle of her bandolier and tried a bite of a nearby scone. It was old, she realized after nearly chipping
            a tooth. Crumbs scattered over last week’s newspaper—the one her father had read before disappearing into the conservatory.
            Infestation in Retnec? Black Rat with Red Eyes Spotted in Capital’s Western Quarter.

         
         There would be rats if Faye didn’t sweep up these crumbs. Really, the whole tree house needed a deep cleaning, but cockatrice eggs wouldn’t
            wait around for Faye to finish dusting, and if those hatched, they would be worse than rats. Way worse. Neil would be impatient for his breakfast too, and she might as well collect some fertilizer from the compost dragon
            to help the hedges cooperate with their makeovers. . . .
         

         
         Faye managed to gather several buckets of dragon poop that morning, but they did not help her with Wizard West’s topiaries
            as much as she’d hoped.
         

         
         Celurdur’s hedges hadn’t had a proper trim in years. Faye had fond memories of playing hide-and-seek with leafy children, though they were much better at hiding in the garden’s foliage than she was. Freeze tag was another fun game, but once Faye outgrew it, Da reshaped the bushes into deer. The herd had run wild ever since. Stags with branching horns and does with long, viny tails and seedling fawns covered the estate lawns every spring. 

         
         They were very fast.

         
         They seemed interested in the fertilizer at first, but when Faye pulled some shears from her bandolier, the hedge herd scattered,
            disappearing behind the potions workshop. Like the groundskeeper’s quarters, this building was also set apart from the main
            house—mostly because it was prone to explosions. To this point, the workshop’s windows were made of unbreakable diamonds,
            but there were far, far more precious things inside.
         

         
         Faye sheathed her shears, put down her buckets of poop, and started walking.

         
         It was time to steal a little bit of magic.

         
         Well, it wasn’t really stealing, since she and Da had collected most of the ingredients in the apothecary. Dragon’s tears,
            phoenix feathers, the oozy green yolks of a cockatrice egg, and, of course, moonfruit juice. There were hundreds upon hundreds
            of tiny drawers and just as many ingredients inside. Technically, these were the property of Wizard West, and technically he was the only one allowed to turn them into elixirs, but really, how was he expected to do such humdrum work?
         

         
         Almost every servant at Celurdur had brewed Wizard West’s vanity spells at one point. Today Fizz and Buzz were hunched by
            a cauldron overflowing with violet steam that spilled down to the floor, so it looked as if the twins were standing on clouds.
         

         
         “Tea!” they both shouted as soon as Faye stepped inside.

         
         “Take a sip of mine, just in case!” Buzz nodded to a cup at the end of the worktable. “Nothing’s caught fire yet, but you
            never know.”
         

         
         Faye obeyed. The teacup’s contents were cold and needed a few cubes of sugar. No one drank char tea for the flavor, though.
            The drink was used for its magical properties. As long as Faye could taste its steely smoke on her tongue, no flames could
            burn her.
         

         
         “What are you brewing?” she asked.

         
         The twins stood over several rows of tiny bottles. There was a bubbling beaker in Buzz’s hands, and Fizz held a small funnel.

         
         “We’re not sure,” Buzz admitted.

         
         Fizz elaborated. “West handed us a list of ingredients and told us to bottle them as favors for the guests. This brew has
            a clover’s fourth leaf, moonfruit juice, and baby laughter. . . .”
         

         
         “Baby laughter?” Faye asked.

         
         “Yep. Thank goodness we had enough for this batch. There weren’t that many giggles left.” Fizz nodded up at the wall of fist-sized
            drawers.
         

         
         “They’re probably yours, come to think of it!” Buzz added. “There hasn’t been a baby at Celurdur since you were little! Oh,
            we used to love making you laugh. All those shadow puppet shows and Puck playing peekaboo and singing ‘The Horn on the Unicorn’
            over and over.”
         

         
         Faye picked up one of the rose-colored bottles and sniffed its contents. “I think this is supposed to be Optimism. But . . .” She sniffed again. “West forgot an ingredient. It won’t work unless you add some first rays of sunrise.” 

         
         “Really?” Fizz’s face fell, scanning the dozens of bottles she and her sister had already sealed.

         
         “Men never read the instructions!” Buzz wailed.

         
         “Da does,” Faye mumbled.

         
         Every night when Faye was little, her da would read pages from Notes on Natural Magic: A Gardener’s Guidebook out loud. It wasn’t a collection of bedtime stories—at least, not in the traditional sense. The book was more like a journal,
            or an encyclopedia. Filled with entries written by generations of groundskeepers who’d come before the Gardners. It was one
            of the reasons why Faye knew so much about magical animals. And plants. And how to turn pieces of these into potions.
         

         
         “Do we even have dawn sunshine in stock?” Fizz wondered.
         

         
         Faye crossed the room toward the wall of apothecary drawers. She climbed the rolling stepladder up to the Ss. “I’m pretty sure you could substitute noonday sun in a pinch.”
         

         
         There were several drawers devoted to sunshine, divided both by the time of year and the hour of day. Spring sun would work
            best for this elixir. It was the most optimistic season, when the world glowed with green leaves and warmer days ahead.
         

         
         Faye opened a drawer labeled Sunlight: Spring Dawn. Golden rays radiated out of a jar, which she carefully passed down to Buzz. “Try adding half of this!”
         

         
         “Thank you, Faye!” Buzz and Fizz said in unison.

         
         “It’s a shame girls aren’t allowed to become apprentices,” Fizz added. “Faye would make a great witch.”

         
         “Hush!” her sister hissed.

         
         “What? She would!”

         
         “You know better than to say things like that!” Buzz chided. “There’s going to be all sorts of strange ears around Celurdur
            soon. What if someone heard you and accused Faye of rogue magic?”
         

         
         “Optimistic people don’t imprison twelve-year-old girls!” Fizz waved at the bottles her sister was now dumping back into the
            cauldron one by one. “They’ll be too full of sunshine to mind what some servants say.”
         

         
         “So long as we brew this right!”

         
         The twins busied themselves correcting the potion, while Faye went back to perusing the drawers. Many of their labels were
            written in Da’s sturdy script, and a pang went through Faye’s chest as she read them.
         

         
         Things would certainly be easier if her father was here. He’d know exactly what kind of powders she should take to deal with
            the deer. Several of the recipes in Notes on Natural Magic were in Thorne Gardner’s handwriting. He was the one who taught Rena to brew char tea from the ashes at the bottom of a phoenix’s
            nest. He’d shown Faye how to squeeze the juices from nightveil berries to blend in with her surroundings. His own bandolier—a
            much larger version of Faye’s—was stuffed full of powders and leaves. A small apothecary unto itself.
         

         
         What would he tell Faye to fill her pockets with today?

         
         “Shumheart blossoms? No . . . I don’t want to make the shrubs fall in love with me. Spider silk?” Faye paused. She could weave
            an incredibly strong net with spider silk, but that would take too long, and it wouldn’t be large enough for all twenty shrubs.
            “Probably not. But what have we here? Spider venom!”
         

         
         That gave her an idea. Spider venom was a key ingredient in an elixir called Stasis. It was one of Wizard West’s most popular
            potions—marketed as a wrinkle vanisher. Faye’s father had taught her how to tweak the recipe to make it cause instant paralysis
            with a single spray. A handy tool, when you were facing down a BOEF: a beast of exceptional ferocity.
         

         
         Faye was pretty sure that a stag made of leaves and some twiggy fawns didn’t fit that definition, but Da wasn’t here to fuss
            over it.
         

         
         Desperate times called for a spray bottle full of spider venom.

         
         And amber dust.

         
         And the edge of a nightmare.

         
         “Ugh!” Buzz exclaimed when Faye pulled the final ingredient out of its drawer.

         
         The nightmare was ugh-worthy. It writhed like a spider inside the glass vial, growing legs and legs and legs from its blobby black core. Faye wondered
            if Retnec’s richest nobles would be so eager to slap Stasis onto their faces if they knew exactly what was in it.
         

         
         “Buzz! Pay attention!” Fizz chastised her sister. “You spilled the whole jar of sunlight into the batch!”

         
         Golden smoke shimmered from the twins’ cauldron—so bright it would outshine all the other ingredients. A recipe for mania.

         
         “You’ll have to start over,” Faye told them.

         
         “We can’t!” Buzz cried. “We used the last of your baby laughs!”

         
         “Is there any way to fix it?” asked Fizz.

         
         Faye considered this as she sprinkled amber dust into her own cauldron—it hissed as it mixed with the spider venom, turning
            a citrine color that reminded her of Puck’s eyes. “Tears would probably make up for the extra sun.”
         

         
         Both twins turned toward the T drawers, wings aflutter. “What kind of tears?”
         

         
         “Dragon?”

         
         “Crocodile?”

         
         “Small child?”

         
         “Plant? Here’s some Tears of the Willow!”

         
         “Tears of the Willow would work,” Faye said. “But we might not have enough.”

         
         To her surprise, the drawer rattled when Buzz tugged it open. “How many vials do we need?” the maid asked. “This whole drawer
            is full.”
         

         
         “What?” Faye whispered, freezing in place.

         
         She watched in disbelief as Fizz and Buzz fished out four handfuls of vials. The “tears” were green, much like the leaves Da twisted them from . . . reciting sad tales to the willow’s trunk while he worked. Faye could still remember the story of the guardian spirit who lost his forest—forced to watch all his lovely trees burn under fires set by the Shadow Queen. Her da told it as if he’d stood there among charred stumps and swirling ashes, over two thousand years ago. 

         
         Before he said “The End,” Faye had cried too, even though she knew it wasn’t true.

         
         And now?

         
         She blinked back fresh tears. Why had Da lied to her about his mission in the conservatory? It didn’t make sense for her father
            to collect Tears of the Willow when Buzz and Fizz were still pulling vials from the drawer. They had more than enough. . . .
         

         
         “Faye?” Fizz paused. “What’s wrong?”

         
         “Nothing.”

         
         Maybe Da hadn’t lied . . . maybe he’d misremembered. Or, it was possible that these vials had been sent by one of the other
            wizards’ groundskeepers after he’d departed. They did that sometimes—trading wishing-fish coins for cheetah claw clippings
            or glacier mice droppings. Ingredients that could only be found in their respective regions. She wasn’t sure if North, South,
            or East had any weeping willows, though.
         

         
         “Are you sure you’re okay?” Buzz wondered.

         
         “Smoke got in my eyes,” she told the maids as she pulled a paring knife from her bandolier and shaved some of the nightmare’s edge into her cauldron. Everything there went instantly darker. “I’m fine! Your potion will be too, if you add three vials.” 

         
         The twins nodded and poured the tears into their pot, which then spat sparkles everywhere, the light inside fading a little.
            It still looked far more appetizing than Faye’s potion, which was sludgy brown, and getting sludgier.
         

         
         She knew the Stasis was ready when her spoon got stuck. Frozen midstir. Now came the hard part—pouring the elixir into the
            spray bottle. If even a splash got on Faye’s hand, she’d be stuck in the workshop for hours.
         

         
         Thankfully, the Stasis made it into the container without spilling. She wedged the spray bottle into her bandolier and glanced
            out the diamond windows. Most of the shrubs had regathered near the stables.
         

         
         “Don’t forget, you’re only supposed to fill the rose-colored bottles half full! Optimism needs room to breathe!” she instructed
            Fizz and Buzz before stepping out of the workshop and making her way to the garden.
         

         
         It was hard not to think of the games she used to play with the hedges, as she snuck up on their leafy forms and squeezed
            the bottle’s rubber bulb, spraying Stasis everywhere. Freeze tag! Ha! Her elixir caught the alpha shrub just as it was bristling, horns growing dozens of sharp thorns. A few does froze as well.
            Fawns trembled by their mothers’ feet, giving off defensive bursts of pollen.
         

         
         “I’m sorry!” It seemed silly to apologize to plants for something that wouldn’t even hurt, but Faye felt guilty about the shaking sprouts. “It’s just that we all have to do our part to help Celurdur find a new wiz—ACHOO!” 

         
         The fawns’ pollen was everywhere, turning her hair yellow and bringing more tears to Faye’s eyes. Little puffers! She pulled her tunic over her nose and got to work. Shears snapped. Leaves flew. Every ten minutes she paused to admire her
            progress. Sculpting clouds in the sky library had paid off—the stag was now a rather prickly version of the ghost who was
            currently gliding across the lawn. Wizard West floated everywhere these days, and used doors only when he wanted to keep his
            non-pajama clothes on.
         

         
         “What have we here?” Velvet robes swirled as the wizard swept to a dramatic stop. “Topiary tributes? Let’s see, let’s see!”

         
         He stared at the shrubs.

         
         Twenty versions of the Wizard of the West stared back. In the three hours it had taken Faye to sculpt them, the Stasis had
            started to wear off, and several of the topiaries were now scowling. Not a good sign. . . .
         

         
         “Hmmmm.” Wizard West stroked his chin. “They’re very . . . yellow. It’s not a good color for my complexion. And my likeness appears
            to be wilting.” He pointed at the alpha shrub, which had begun shedding its leaves. “The thing is, Faer, I’m trying very hard
            to keep my deceased state a secret, and if my garden effigy appears half dead, that doesn’t help.”
         

         
         Neither does the fact that you’re floating! she wanted to yell. And my name is Faye!

         
         “Should I change them back into deer, then?” she asked instead.

         
         “No, no! All they need is . . . Well, I’m not entirely sure. Thorne would know. Where is your father, anyway?”
         

         
         “He’s on an expedition in the conservatory,” Faye reminded the wizard. “He’s been gone almost a week.”

         
         “Really?” Wizard West looked around the grounds with a vaguely lost expression. “Oh yes, I recall now. He was going to gather salt.
            Or was it stars? Salt would make more sense if there were slugs in the gardens. . . . He said something about an infestation.”
         

         
         Faye bit her lip.

         
         Neither salt nor stars made any sense at all. Both ingredients could be harvested outside of the conservatory—so what had her father been in such a rush to get?
         

         
         And why didn’t he want to tell Faye what it was?

         
         “I hope Thorne returns soon,” Wizard West went on. “We can’t have snotty invertebrates running amok when King Maximillian
            arrives!” His gaze landed back on Faye—her pollen-covered cat ears, her poop-crusted boots, and her bandolier. “I suppose
            you’ll manage in the meantime. When you’re done trimming the verge, you need to rake the drive. There are all these pointy
            crystals by the front gate, and the last thing I need is for the royal caravan’s tires to pop and cause a traffic jam!”
         

         
         As soon as West turned and began floating off, the alpha shrub stuck out its tongue. The rest of the herd followed suit. Faye found herself wanting to join in. Wizard West hadn’t said please or Thank you for making my nose slightly smaller than it is in real life. It made her mad. That—along with all the whirlwind thoughts about Da—made her tired. She didn’t want to fight the hedges
            anymore. Her tail drooped by her boots.
         

         
         “I’m sorry,” she told the alpha shrub. “I know what it’s like to have someone force you to change into something you don’t
            want to be. Wizard West . . . he doesn’t think about others’ feelings very much. When we search for a new wizard, we need
            to find someone kind. Someone who loves plants. Someone who will help Celurdur grow strong. But we can only do that if we
            host this tournament, and you’re all a part of that. You’re supposed to remind the candidates about the legacy they need to
            live up to!”
         

         
         The largest bush snorted.

         
         Then its head grew five sizes.

         
         Faye tried not to laugh. These shrubs needed a better motivation than a bottle of Stasis—which would only freeze their rude
            expressions for future guests to see. “After West’s apprentice is chosen, you can grow back into whatever you want.”
         

         
         The alpha shrub started sprouting horns.

         
         “Well, I know you can do that now too,” Faye conceded. “But if you behave for the tournament, I’ll let you have all the fertilizer you desire.” She pointed
            across the yard at the buckets of dragon poop.
         

         
         The rest of the topiaries perked up. Instantly lusher.

         
         Aha! That struck a chord. Or . . . a leaf.
         

         
         “I need all of you to grow as green as you can for the next few weeks. And there will be no rude gestures or grumpy faces or creative additions.” She looked pointedly at the leader’s fresh set of horns.
            “Got it?”
         

         
         There was a rustling noise as the bushes discussed her proposal. The alpha shrub finally nodded, retracting its antlers back
            into a wizard’s hat and turning its scowl into a smile.
         

         
         Faye sheathed her shears and smiled too.

         
         One chore down.

         
         Only several dozen more to go . . .

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 5
If the House Falls . . .

         
         Two weeks passed by in a flash.

         
         The days themselves were long, filled with tasks that were either ridiculous, impossible, or both. Wizard West wanted his
            powers on full display. The fact that he couldn’t use any of them was irrelevant.
         

         
         “Everything must be magical! Everything must be perfect!” he wailed, drifting through the halls. He paused to admire—then
            bemoan—his reflection in the silver utensils Buzz and Fizz were polishing. He hovered over their shoulders for the next four
            hours, making faces. “No one can suspect my new ghostly status. Mark my words, if the Charm & Curse blackens my name over an obituary, we will all suffer!”
         

         
         Some servants interpreted this as permission to cast some not-so-legal spells. It didn’t always go well. Argon spent a whole day covered in sparks after attempting to put together a sentient fireworks show. Some maids tried to create a magical map of Celurdur that would shift with the house, so guests wouldn’t get lost, but ended up losing all sense of direction themselves. 

         
         Thankfully, Faye figured out a fix. Getting lost at Celurdur was common, especially on the grounds, where trails didn’t always
            lead back the way they came. When she was finally old enough to join her father on patrols through the forest, the first thing
            Da taught her was how to find her way home.
         

         
         See this? He held out a bright red triangle in his calloused palm. This is a partemspe leaf. If you press it to your heart and then hold it open in your hand, it will point you toward where
               you need to go. I always carry some in my bandolier, and you should too.

         
         When will Da find his own way home? Faye’s father still hadn’t returned from the conservatory—and as each day stacked into the next, her worries grew too. Why
            had he packed so many knives into his bandolier? Why had he left so quickly? Why was he really traipsing through all those
            poisonous plants? And why wasn’t he back yet?
         

         
         Faye hated that she didn’t know.

         
         She hated that the longer her father was gone, the more he felt like a stranger. Even his old instructions sounded distant
            when Faye repeated them to the disoriented maids, unzipping her top pocket and offering the servants some partemspe leaves.
         

         
         “Oooh!” the first maid exclaimed when the crimson foliage spun in her hand. “Do you have any more? We should hand them out with the favors so no one ends up trapped in Celurdur’s cellars. . . .” 

         
         “I’ll harvest some when I get the chance,” Faye promised.

         
         That was going to be a while. Her chores were piling up: raking the pointy, tire-popping crystals from the drive, then planting
            singing orchids in the front flower bed and tuning the flowers so their harmonies weren’t off-key. After this landscaping,
            she had to ensure that all the BOEFs were far away from the main house. And, of course, there were the everyday tasks. Moonfruit
            at midnight and toad-warmed eggs at dawn and—oh yes—there was her promise to the shrubs as well. Faye had a feeling they could
            eat a lot of dragon poop, which meant that she had to keep Neil full of scraps.
         

         
         Rena’s kitchen had plenty to offer. Usually this part of the house was peaceful. Crystallized flowers bloomed out of sugar
            pots by the window. A kettle hung over a flame that kept its never-ending water at the perfect temperature for tea. Rena always
            had time to pour Faye a cup.
         

         
         But not today.

         
         Today, when Faye stepped inside the kitchen, it was on fire.

         
         Flames leapt out of the stone floor, crackling violent oranges and reds.

         
         She almost reached in her bandolier for the vial of dragon tears—useful for extinguishing any flame, according to Notes on Natural Magic—when she realized there were pans floating over the inferno. Pans covered with baking cookies. Rena had lit the extra fires on purpose. The cook was currently walking through the flames, checking on various pots and cauldrons. Her forehead had become a waterfall of sweat, and her apron was crispy gray. 

         
         “Faye!” Rena cried out when she saw the girl. “Thank goodness you’re here! Try this!” She swept out of the fire with a tray
            of cookies, placing one straight into Faye’s mouth. “It’s a recipe I’m testing out. I call them Sweet Nothings.”
         

         
         As soon as the sweet hit her tongue, it began to vanish. Butter melted. Sugar fizzed. “Ooh! This is delicious! Yet the flavor
            seems capricious—” Faye paused. That wasn’t what she’d meant to say. “Why am I speaking in rhyme?” Her throat fizzed and fizzed until she added, “This cookie is sublime.”
         

         
         Ashes fell out of Rena’s eyebrows when she furrowed them. “So there’s a poetry side effect. Interesting . . .”

         
         “Why is the kitchen blazing with fire? It seems to be affecting your beautiful attire.”

         
         “What?” The cook glanced at her singed sleeves. “Oh, drat. Yes, that’s what I was meaning to ask you. I need more phoenix
            nest ashes—Argon used up the last of mine to draw a char tea bath for his spark infestation and if I can’t walk through flames
            to reach the roast, we’ll have no main course for the opening feast!”
         

         
         Faye could see the meat on the far side of the room—fat dripped down its crispy golden sides and sizzled on flagstones. Ribbons
            of heat knotted the air between here and there.
         

         
         “Your current situation would be far less dire if the kitchen itself was not on fire,” she pointed out.

         
         “It couldn’t be helped!” Rena cried. “The ovens are stuffed and the stoves have boiled over and West told me he wants to serve
            delicacies that no tongue has ever before tasted and I had to bake these silly sweets somehow!”
         

         
         “Why don’t you just ask Celurdur to give you more ovens?” Faye wondered what in the world rhymed with ovens. Not much. Fortunately, the Sweet Nothing’s side effects had worn off.
         

         
         Rena set the rest of the cookies on the counter and scurried through the fire to check on some bubbling pots. “I would have,
            but Puck made it quite clear that we shouldn’t stress the house! The maids are having a hard enough time getting Celurdur
            to grow bedrooms for everyone.”
         

         
         This was true, but open flames in the kitchen seemed even more stressful.

         
         Both for Rena and the house.

         
         Faye glanced at Celurdur’s ceiling stones, now charred black. The drying herbs that were usually strung up there were gone,
            either burnt to a crisp or used in the dozens of dishes cooking below. Rena rushed back and forth. There was a potato peel
            stuck in her curls, and her apron was definitely starting to smoke. . . .
         

         
         Faye placed her hand on the closest wall.

         
         “Celurdur,” she began quietly. “Would you—could you—maybe give Rena some more ovens? If it’s not too much to ask?”

         
         The stones shuddered sleepily, the way Puck did when he stretched in the middle of a nap. Faye held her breath. Partly because the smoke was getting worse, but also because she’d never known the house to be so sluggish. Stubborn, yes. Lazy, sometimes. 

         
         This felt different . . . strained.

         
         Celurdur changed rooms more often than Wizard West changed outfits—that is to say, every few hours. Its transitions were seamless:
            behind closed doors or turned backs or midblink. Faye had only noticed the house growing once, and that was because she’d
            been standing on the roof, handing scones out to the gargoyles. The tiles beneath her feet had pitched steeply, turning a
            slick silver, and if the nearest statue hadn’t snapped its jaws around Faye’s knapsack, she would’ve slipped right off.
         

         
         This time, though, Faye could hear Celurdur groaning. Walls bowed, mortar slithered like snakes, and dust rained down from
            the ceiling.
         

         
         Then entire stones started to fall.

         
         Her heart dropped too. If the house falls down, very bad things happen. Puck’s warning had sounded unreal when he’d said it. As distantly scary as a bedtime story about the long, dark reign of
            the Shadow Queen.
         

         
         But this . . . this didn’t seem far away at all.

         
         Rena screamed as a ceiling stone crashed down into the fire, showering sparks. Another fell. Then another. Faye’s hands went to her bandolier, reflexively searching, but there was no leaf or potion that would stop Celurdur from crumbling. 

         
         The stones kept falling.

         
         And falling.

         
         One right on top of another.

         
         Faye began to notice it was a specific pattern. The soot-covered stones in the ceiling rearranged with each drop—an elaborate,
            ever-moving puzzle. The pile down below was starting to look incredibly oven-like.
         

         
         Meanwhile Rena rushed around, tossing towels over dishes to protect them from dust, and pulling trays out of the way as oven
            walls grew, building themselves around the fires. A giant open fireplace rose to accommodate the roast. Celurdur stretched
            out the kitchen’s counters too, leaving plenty of room for serving platters.
         

         
         The ceiling stones slowed, then settled.

         
         Dust cleared.

         
         “Goodness!” Rena surveyed the room. She looked both awed and afraid. As if one wrong step might make the place clatter to
            pieces. “I’ve never seen the house shake like that. . . .”
         

         
         “Me neither.” Faye bit her lip and let go of her bandolier.

         
         She felt relieved, and guilty, and . . . scared. Still. Celurdur remained standing, but for how long? Seeing the stones fall just now showed Faye how much she’d taken the house for granted. All her life Celurdur had been there, but this was the first time Faye truly realized that her home might disappear. 

         
         “Are you all right, love?” Rena’s expression went soft.

         
         “I—” Faye swallowed.

         
         She wanted to say no. She wanted Rena to sit down with her and pour a cup of tea while they talked about how lonely her tree house felt without
            Da, or why Faye’s father had left without truly telling her why, or how strange it was to have a tail, or how ridiculous Wizard
            West was being, or how rushed his plans for the tournament were. But neither Faye nor the cook had the time to chat. Tonight
            was the first-quarter moon—marking the opening feast. Guests were due to start arriving any moment.
         

         
         “Yes,” she said instead. “I came by because I need scraps for Neil.”

         
         The cook nodded over to the compost cart. Several carrots were floating above it, being peeled by an enchanted knife. “While
            you’re out in the forest, would you mind finding me more phoenix ashes? They weren’t just for my kitchen fires,” she added
            quickly. “West asked me to make dragon-puffs for dessert. . . .”
         

         
         Dragon-puffs were one of Faye’s favorite snacks, mostly because Rena mixed just enough Animus powder into the flour to make the baked goods act like real dragons. They flapped their crusty wings and spewed out drops of their molten cream filling. These pastries tended to be feisty, so they were best served in small quantities, and with a large cup of char tea. 

         
         Exactly why Wizard West thought this was a good dessert to serve to hundreds of guests was beyond Faye. Judging by the look on Rena’s
            face, it was a mystery to her too.
         

         
         “I’ll get your ashes, but only if you save me a dragon-puff.”

         
         Rena grinned. “You can have two.”

         
         Cornelius the Composter was not in his clearing.
         

         
         Faye stood in shock, studying the gaping hole in the ground. It was roughly the shape of a dragon and at least three stories
            deep, and she felt as if she was falling into it, even though she wasn’t. Her knees started to shake, just like Celurdur.
         

         
         First Da’s secrecy, then the house, and now this.

         
         Neil had always been here. Always. Faye had been pulling wagons of cabbage and burnt cake to this exact copse of trees ever since she could walk. Well, not
            this exact copse. Wherever the dragon had gone, he’d taken several trees on his back with him.
         

         
         “Cornelius!” She felt silly, calling out for an “Unholy Wyrm” as if he were a dog, but she wasn’t quite sure what else to do. “Cornelius!
            Where are you?”
         

         
         There were no grunts. No flames. No golden eyes cracking open.

         
         Faye’s own eyes searched the clearing.

         
         All she could see were windswept leaves.

         
         Leaves!

         
         She dropped the cart handle and reached into her bandolier’s top pocket. There was one partemspe leaf left—so dry that it
            nearly snapped in half when Faye placed it on her palm. She held the leaf just over her heart, both trembling.
         

         
         “I need to find Cornelius before he wanders off the grounds,” she whispered. “Will you show me the way?”

         
         The partemspe leaf tickled her hand as it started to spin.

         
         Faye followed it back to the edge of the forest, where Celurdur’s grounds had been tamed into gardens. Gravel paths wound
            past flower beds that bloomed various color combinations of the letters WW, around a pond filled with wishing coins and the goldfish who’d shed them, through a series of event tents, all the way to
            the main arena.
         

         
         The stadium was almost larger than Celurdur. It reminded Faye of the amphitheater the house had created all those nights ago—the
            seats were made of jade and the structure had a grown quality. Its entrance arches looked like the boughs of ancient trees, and there were actual trees blooming from the center,
            their leaves flapping alongside the WW flags planted around the circumference.
         

         
         The leaf in Faye’s palm shuddered when she made the connection.

         
         Argon and his footmen hadn’t planted trees in the middle of the arena.

         
         They’d planted Neil.
         

         
         She could see the dragon’s golden eye peeking through one of the arches. The rest of his mossy body blended in perfectly with the jade stone, except for the small ribbons of steam that escaped his scales every now and again. 

         
         “Cornelius!” Faye ran down the path to the arena, her trail marked on either side by clouds of startled butterflies. “How
            in the world did you end up in the arena?”
         

         
         The dragon gave a tired sigh that shook the entire structure. The place was empty. And large. Only when Faye walked into the
            center of the stadium did she understand just how much space five hundred people took up. How thin Celurdur had to stretch
            itself to accommodate them all. . . . Not to mention how tall. Rows and rows of bleachers climbed past a chalkboard that read:
            Welcome, friends and foes, to the search for the next best Wizard West! Faye imagined what the scene might look like tomorrow: these seats filled with nobles and journalists and contestants. All
            staring down at Neil. . . .
         

         
         “What are you doing here, Cornelius?” Faye wanted to feel relieved that she’d found the dragon, but just like in the kitchen,
            she couldn’t shake her fears so easily. “Fertilizing the grounds?”
         

         
         There was an earthy smell that told her yes, but if Argon had only wanted fertilizer, he would’ve asked Faye to bring it in buckets. That was certainly easier than asking
            an elderly dragon to uproot himself.
         

         
         No, Faye thought with deepening dread. This had something to do with Wizard West’s plans to make the selection as exciting as possible. She wasn’t sure what the contestants’ first challenge would be, but she had a feeling she wouldn’t like it. 

         
         “Don’t worry, Neil.” She gave the dragon a pat on his mossy snout. “I’ll get this sorted. You’ll be back in your clearing
            in no time.”
         

         
         At first she thought Neil was purring—he did that sometimes, if she scratched the scales behind his ears. But no. The sound
            grew louder, and more mechanical. It was the whir-whir of gears and the whuff-whuff of overhead air being shoved elsewhere.
         

         
         The sky grew dark as Faye craned her neck.

         
         She’d seen pictures of the royal zeppelin in the Charm & Curse, next to articles detailing King Maximillian’s tours around the country. She’d seen a small version of it drifting over the
            sky library’s map of Solum too—but neither the photos nor the model really captured how enormous the balloon was. It lumbered
            overhead, eating clouds and swallowing the sun. There was a girl leaning out of the cabin, her yellow hair flapping just like
            the stadium pennants. A boy’s pale face filled the window beside her.
         

         
         The prince and the princess.

         
         Faye’s heart skipped a beat when she realized who they were. It skipped another beat when Princess Illian waved down—at her—so wildly that she might have fallen if her brother hadn’t reached out to snatch the frilly hem of her dress.
         

         
         Was it rude to wave back at a princess?

         
         Was it a crime not to?

         
         Faye wasn’t sure, so she made one of those limp hand gestures that turned into scratching her cat ears.

         
         The zeppelin’s long, oval shadow rolled past. Celurdur’s pipe organ began playing the traditional royal hymn—“By the Balance
            Be the Crown.” Brassy notes bellowed across the lawn as anchors were tossed down. Argon and his footmen arranged themselves
            into formation, rose-colored Optimism bottles displayed on their trays. There was no sign of shaking—from the servants, or
            the house. Celurdur stood proud, ready to receive its royal guests.
         

         
         The king had arrived, which meant only one thing.

         
         The search for the next Wizard of the West had officially begun.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 6
The Kingdom’s Brightest

         
         Celurdur wasn’t used to so many guests.

         
         They came in carriages and automobiles and airships.

         
         They came in a great rush of silks and perfumes and flowered hats.

         
         They came with a gleam in their eyes that made Faye feel a bit like the jewels on the ladies’ necklaces: appraised. Most of
            the adults were looking past her, of course. She and the other servants blended right in with Celurdur’s furniture—becoming
            a part of the legendary estate that few had been allowed to set foot in, until now. Like the other three magical manors of
            Solum, Wizard West’s house was fenced in. Theoretically, this was more to keep enchanted beasts inside the grounds, but Faye
            couldn’t remember the last time the WW gates opened to guests.
         

         
         Even King Maximillian took a minute to pause and admire the cavernous foyer where Wizard West greeted him.

         
         “I should say, West!” The king’s laugh was as golden as the rest of him—hair and cloak and armor. “This place has changed since I was applying for apprenticeships. It puts my palace in Retnec to shame! Perhaps we should trade houses!”
         

         
         Wizard West was no longer floating. In his effort to appear “not-dead,” he drank an entire liter of moonfruit juice, and wore a cloak with a hood that doubled as a cave. His face glowed
            inside it, too bright to tell that the skin was see-through.
         

         
         It wasn’t subtle, but it wasn’t strange, either.

         
         Not for West.

         
         Even his bow for the king had a dramatic flair, his white-gloved hands swept out like wingtips. “Celurdur welcomes you, Your
            Majesty. But I’m afraid I shall have to decline your offer. It would be a poor deal for me, seeing as I could only use the
            western quarter of your castle.”
         

         
         Because of the Balance, King Maximillian’s palace sat directly in the center of Solum, and it was the only place in the kingdom
            where all four wizards could meet in person. Even then, the wizards had to stick to their respective directions. This seemed
            like a silly law to Faye, but West took care to follow it. He hadn’t stepped outside of the West in more than two centuries.
         

         
         “Ah! But the western quarter is the section with the baths,” King Maximillian said.

         
         “And the library!”

         
         It was Prince Max who’d added this. The boy stood next to his father, and even though he had the same blond hair and a matching outfit, the pair looked nothing alike. No, thought Faye. Illian—the princess—held herself more like the king. Shoulders squared, jaw set. There was a dash of sunburn on her cheeks that matched her pink dress exactly. 

         
         “May I present my children?” King Maximillian waved his twins forward. “Prince Max and Princess Illian.”

         
         As the royal children presented themselves, Faye saw a black shape trot across the room. Puck! She hadn’t seen the cat for
            fourteen days straight and now here he was, sidling next to her ankles. His fur looked less silky than normal.
         

         
         “What happened to you?” she wondered. “Where’ve you been?”

         
         “Not napping,” the cat replied dryly. “I’ve been in the cellars keeping an eye on the foundations.”

         
         King Maximillian kept speaking with that gilded voice of his. “Our kingdom’s management of magic is a part of what makes Solum
            so great. . . . You’re wise to put so much care into the selection of your successor, West.”
         

         
         The wizard smiled and floated an inch off the floor—buoyed by praise.

         
         Argon sneezed sparks into his elbow.

         
         Puck snorted.

         
         The king noticed none of this as he continued. “To be a member of the wizards’ conclave—to have such say in the Balance of power—well, that responsibility should not be passed off lightly. It should be earned!” The king clapped his son’s shoulder so hard, the prince nearly fell over. “Prince Max is here to be considered for your apprenticeship, Wizard West. He’s a clever boy, and I think this competition is just what he needs to put a little blood in those veins full of ink.” 

         
         Max squirmed under his father’s touch, as if he’d suddenly discovered a bug under his shirt.

         
         Illian looked as though she’d swallowed that exact same bug.

         
         Wizard West appeared thrilled.

         
         In fact, he looked as if he wanted to cancel the tournament immediately and give Prince Max his title—no questions asked.
            For a moment, Faye thought that was exactly what he’d do. West couldn’t ask for a better ending than a prince taking his place!
         

         
         Well, the only thing better would be if there were hundreds of guests here to see the succession. Those were beginning to
            arrive, just now, their automobiles grumbling down the freshly raked drive. Faye watched this procession through the window.
            None of the tires popped. Thank the Balance!

         
         She was also grateful that West had landed back on the floor. Both feet on—or perhaps in?—the flagstones. “It’s my honor to host Your Majesties,” he said. “Though I wish I’d known you were coming by zeppelin! I
            would’ve planted the singing orchids in the back instead.”
         

         
         You mean I would have, Faye thought as she fought back a sigh.
         

         
         “There was no chance of us bringing the royal automobiles,” King Maximillian told the wizard. “We’ve been experiencing earthquakes around Retnec recently, and rockslides keep blocking the road to the palace. Flying is the only way in or out. I feel like I’m living in an eagle’s nest! Whoever built our castle on top of a mountain didn’t think those logistics all the way through.” 

         
         Argon passed some secret hand signals to his footmen, sending them scurrying to the front door with trays of Optimism. West
            and the royal party disappeared through a different exit. Puck slunk after them—probably to get out of playing porter.
         

         
         Faye wasn’t so lucky.

         
         Her afternoon turned into a rush of hauling luggage from cars to rooms. She nearly pulled her arm out of the socket when she
            tried lifting a case that held a journalist’s typewriter. The reporter—a young man from the Charm & Curse with an arsenal of pencils tucked into his jacket pocket—handed Faye a tip of silver coins for her effort. She made a silent
            vow not to let the next Wizard West turn him into an amphibian.
         

         
         But who would be the next Wizard West?
         

         
         The candidates weren’t hard to spot, though they were difficult to tell apart. All the boys had the same sleek haircut, and they seemed to employ the same tailor, who’d dressed them in miniature versions of Wizard West’s favorite velvet robe. A good number rode up in vehicles with noble crests stenciled on the doors. 

         
         Faye knew she shouldn’t judge people based on first impressions—but it was very, very hard not to. Especially when they had
            no problem gaping at her tail. She heard the boys’ whispers too, thanks to her extra cat ears.
         

         
         Did you see that servant girl carrying my luggage?

         
         The one with the tail?

         
         Yes! Ugh, could you imagine?

         
         Her eyes were even worse. They gave me the creeps!

         
         And those ears! If I were her, I’d invest in a hat or two. . . .

         
         Well, if I were Wizard West, I’d just go ahead and finish the transformation—I wonder why he didn’t.

         
         If I could transform whatever I wanted, I’d just turn all my vegetables into ice cream.

         
         They fell silent as Faye dragged a steamer trunk through the foyer. Her ears burned and her cheeks too. She could feel her
            heart thumping where her hands gripped the handles of the luggage. When she glanced at the whispering boys, most had a twist
            to their lips that put a knot in Faye’s stomach. It reminded her too much of the way West smiled. Would any of these contestants be kind enough to reverse her curse? Maybe the ice cream boy? Certainly not the ringleader—the young
            man whose luggage Faye was currently trying to wrangle up the stairs. Gravesworth, read the engraved name on the trunk. He watched her struggle with crossed arms and a smirk.
         

         
         Celurdur wasn’t helping, either.

         
         For some reason, the staircase shifted into a slide as soon as she was halfway up. When Faye grabbed the banister to keep
            herself and the steamer trunk from slipping backward, more wooden bars sprouted ahead, blocking her way to the top.
         

         
         “I know you’re feeling crowded,” she whispered to the house, “but now is not the time to throw a temper tantrum!”
         

         
         Celurdur shuddered.

         
         The luggage in her hand shook as well—thump! thump! Something was moving inside the steamer chest. Something was staring back through the brass keyhole . . . or was that just
            a glowing red scarf? It could be both, Faye reasoned. Wizard West had several garments that moved on their own—such as the
            flying tiger slippers.
         

         
         She was pretty sure this wasn’t a slipper, though.

         
         Not with how hard the trunk was rattling.

         
         But before Faye could lean down to get a closer look, the rug runner under her feet gave a violent jerk, and the Gravesworth
            trunk was torn from her hand. The luggage went flying down the steps, splintering against the foyer floor with a CRASH! Candidates screamed. Clothes unspooled everywhere. Black velvets. Black silks. Black hats. Black boots. All as black as the
            scowl that appeared on the ringleader’s face.
         

         
         Faye was horrified too as she watched a fan sprout from Celurdur’s foyer ceiling. The house blew open its own front doors and spread the steamer trunk’s contents across the lawn. And over all the noble ladies and gentlemen riding in the open cabs of arriving automobiles. 

         
         “AGH! Underrobes!”

         
         “Oh my!”

         
         “Was that a RAT?” a noble woman shrieked so loudly that several flowers fell from her hat.
         

         
         Argon rushed to offer her a bottle of Optimism. “I assure you, madam, there are no rats at Celurdur. We have a cat here who
            takes care of such things.”
         

         
         The butler was talking about Puck, of course, but all the foyer’s occupants were now staring up at Faye. She wasn’t sure if
            she wanted to laugh or cry as she watched the Gravesworth boy run outside in a frantic attempt to collect his underthings.
         

         
         The house’s front doors slammed behind him.

         
         Celurdur had been trying to defend Faye’s honor, she realized, as its steps fell back into a typical staircase. She wished
            it wouldn’t. This had to stress the house’s foundations . . . not to mention the fact that somewhere down there, the future
            Wizard of the West was watching.
         

         
         By the end of the evening, there were ten contestants seated at the opening feast in Celurdur’s dining hall. There’d been even more applicants—young men from neighboring towns. A baker’s son. A chimney sweep. An orphan boy with overly large glasses. 

         
         Wizard West dismissed them in turn: Too old. Too dirty. Too ragged.

         
         Too nice.
         

         
         There was an obvious theme to the boys he chose. They were from prominent families; most had titles in front of their names
            and great green swathes of western land in their inheritance. All of them were old enough to start apprenticeships—the twelfth
            year was traditional—but young enough that West would have to linger on this earthly plane for many more years in order to
            carry on their training.
         

         
         They were all Faye’s age.

         
         She’d never been around other children before. She hadn’t considered this much—it was hard to miss what you did not have,
            and Puck had been a fine enough playmate. But now, standing at the edge of the dining hall, with her golden eyes on the head
            table, it was the only thing Faye could think about.
         

         
         Her strangeness.

         
         She’d tucked her tail into her serving apron, and she’d even borrowed a maid’s hat to cover her ears, but she could still hear snickers about them. Most came from the Gravesworth boy, who went by the first name of Vance. He seemed to have recovered from the embarrassment of having his underthings strewn across the lawn—that or he was hiding it very, very well. He cut his meat carelessly and held his head high. When he laughed, the sound was a spark. One ha! and the rest of the table burst into laughter.
         

         
         Except for Prince Max.

         
         The prince sat in the seat West had assigned him—front and center—looking like he wanted to slide beneath the tablecloth.
            He kept taking nervous sips of iced char tea instead. Faye was in charge of refilling the goblets, so that no one would spontaneously
            combust during dessert. Her hands were still gray with phoenix nest ashes as she brought the pitcher to the head table.
         

         
         “Thank you,” the prince murmured as Faye filled his cup.

         
         That was nice.

         
         She smiled back at him.

         
         “Oy! Maid!” Vance was holding out his goblet. “I’m low too.”

         
         It felt like a trap somehow, with the rest of the table watching.

         
         Faye stiffened. “My name is not Oymaid.”

         
         “I’m sorry.” But Vance didn’t sound sorry at all. The tone of his voice made Faye’s fur prickle. “Here, kitty-kitty!”

         
         Several of the other boys began laughing.

         
         It felt as if someone had sprayed Faye with Stasis. She couldn’t move. She had to stand here and feel a hot shame wash over
            her. This was horrible . . . far more horrible than Wizard West getting her name wrong. Or even trying to turn her into a
            cat in the first place.
         

         
         “I’m curious,” Vance went on, “which one of your parents was the feline, your mother or your father?”

         
         More snickers.

         
         There was a chandelier of hand-caught stars hanging over Vance’s head, but Celurdur did not drop it in Faye’s defense. Nor
            did the house yank a rug out from under the boy’s chair. She supposed this was a good thing, but it was hard not to feel abandoned.
            She couldn’t even stick up for her own self while she was wearing this maid’s uniform.
         

         
         Then Prince Max straightened in his seat. “Stop it, Vance.”

         
         The table fell silent, and Faye could breathe again. She hadn’t expected a prince to help her—or be thankful for a refilled
            drink. Maybe Max was the best choice for Wizard West’s apprentice.
         

         
         Vance’s eyes narrowed. “Or what, cousin?”

         
         They were cousins! That made sense. She could see the family resemblance in Vance’s golden hair, his cutting jaw. Max set
            his own square mouth to the side. He seemed unwilling to meet his cousin’s stare.
         

         
         “I’ll—I’ll—” The prince faltered. “I’ll tell Father.”

         
         Vance only laughed. “You know Uncle Maximillian hates tattletales.”

         
         Max swallowed. “Then I’ll tell Illian.”

         
         This threat seemed to be more effective. Vance’s lips went thin. He shot a glance over to where the princess sat. Faye didn’t see what he was so afraid of: Illian was up to her elbows in pink frills and barely had time to eat, with all the noblewomen engaging her in conversation. Her goblet was nearly empty, though, so Faye took the opportunity to flee the candidates’ table. She hoped they couldn’t see her tail twitching beneath her apron. Faye’s hand shook too when she tried refilling the princess’s drink. 

         
         Char tea splashed onto Illian’s dress.

         
         Around the table, noblewomen gasped.

         
         The princess looked down.

         
         “I—I’m so sorry, Your Highness!” Faye stuttered. “I’ll be right back with some towels from the kitchen!”

         
         Illian looked up. There was no angry frown on her face. Only relief.

         
         “I’ll come with you,” she announced.

         
         The princess stood, smoothing her tea-splattered dress as well as she could. There were so many frills in the fabric that
            Faye thought the gown might start flapping and fly away. It looked very uncomfortable. Even without the dark brown tea stains.
         

         
         “You don’t have to!” Faye insisted. “I’ll only be a moment.”

         
         “Oh, but you see—” Princess Illian leaned in. Her whisper was loud and conspiratorial. “This is my perfect opportunity to escape! I’ve been forced to converse with Lady Bortram and Lady Ledcestre all evening, and I’ve managed to avoid becoming betrothed to their sons so far, but I don’t know how long I can hold out. Too much talking and not enough eating! I’m weak with hunger! You’re going to the kitchen, you say?” 

         
         Were princesses supposed to be so . . . friendly?

         
         Faye was too overwhelmed to do anything but nod.

         
         “Then lead the way!” Illian gathered her skirts and started pushing through chairs. Furniture parted for her almost magically.
            Being a royal was a sort of magic, come to think of it. No one told the princess to sit or stop or watch where she was going.
         

         
         Even the kitchen itself seemed calmer when Illian stepped through the swinging doors. Faye felt herself relax too. The space
            felt safe again. There were no more infernos. The roast had been carved onto plates and distributed throughout the feast. Most of the
            side dishes had met the same fate. Rena had the look of a general watching the end of a hard-won battle. She was plating dragon-puffs—plucking
            the pastries from a large cage that Faye’s father once used for healing birds. Their flaky wings flapped against the bars.
            Flecks of molten cream hit the metal and turned it orange.
         

         
         “Ohhhhh!” the princess cried when she saw the desserts. “They’re adorable!”
         

         
         Rena was so surprised, that the dragon-puff in her hand slipped out. Illian caught it before it launched off the table.

         
         “How do you get them to move? And—oh—look at the details! Those beady eyes! The tiny fangs!”

         
         The dragon-puff was hissing.

         
         “Don’t hold it too close—” Faye couldn’t finish her warning fast enough.

         
         The pastry spat out some filling. Molten cream landed on Illian’s dress, and Faye had a terrible vision of the fabric going
            up in flames. It might have, if not for the char tea the frock was already soaked in. Instead of catching, the spark sputtered
            into smoke.
         

         
         The princess gasped. “Real fire too?”

         
         “It’s molten cream,” Faye explained. “Rena whips it out of fire-fox milk. You have to eat these with char tea, or else you’ll
            have very, very bad heartburn.”
         

         
         “Eat?” Illian looked—aghast—at the dragon in her hand. “I would never eat Singe!”
         

         
         The princess placed the newly named pastry on her shoulder.

         
         Faye gripped her pitcher of char tea, in case the dragon-puff decided to spit more filling into Illian’s golden braid.

         
         “I wouldn’t get too attached, Your Highness,” Rena said as she went back to plating. Each dragon went under a metal dome to
            keep it contained. There were hundreds spread out on the kitchen’s serving tables—all giving off faint ringing sounds as the
            creatures tested their serving ware prisons. “The Animus powder stops working after a few days. They get stale.”
         

         
         “And Singe will probably singe your dress as soon as its dry,” Faye pointed out.

         
         “I hope she does!” Illian declared. “Then I’d have an excuse to take this horrible thing off! I hate pink and I hate skirts, and it’s all I’m allowed to wear. Max’s outfits are so much better. Breeches and cloaks. Functional shoes!” She made a face at her pointy heels, which reminded Faye of hooves, clacking on the kitchen stones. “He even gets a ceremonial sword! The sharpest thing I’m allowed to hold is an embroidery needle.” 

         
         This gave Faye an idea. She ran over to the cutlery drawer and retrieved a small knife. “Here!” She offered it to the princess.
            “I’ll trade you—a sword for a dragon.”
         

         
         “That’s a butter knife,” Illian pointed out.

         
         “And that is a pastry.” Faye nodded to the animated dough on the princess’s shoulder. “If you hand it back, I’ll introduce
            you to a real dragon.”
         

         
         “Really?” The other girl cocked her head. “Wait—that was you I saw in the arena when our zeppelin flew over, wasn’t it? Most
            people don’t wave back! They don’t offer me knives, either.” Her face fell. “It’s like they think I’ll break. . . .”
         

         
         Faye had a hard time imagining such a life. Da had given Faye her first (sharp) knife when she was eight. When she was nine,
            she used it to cut her way out of a spiderweb the size of this kitchen.
         

         
         “But you!” Illian went on. “You’re a true dragon tamer, aren’t you?”

         
         Was she?

         
         “I’m Neil’s friend,” Faye decided. “You can be too! All you need are some rotting vegetables.”

         
         Servants started spilling into the kitchen. Argon led the charge, picking up a pair of plated dragon-puffs and wheeling straight back around for the door. “West is getting ready for his speech, and he needs us to get these plates out now! Some help please, Faye?” 

         
         “I’ll be right there!” she called back.

         
         “That’s your name? Faye? I like it,” Illian declared as she took the butter knife from Faye’s hand and returned Singe the
            dragon-puff. “I like you too. I think we’re going to be fast friends!”
         

         
         Faye wasn’t sure she had time for friends, though she found that she liked Illian quite a lot too. The girl wasn’t at all
            what she expected Solum’s princess to be. There was something wild about Illian—it was easy to imagine her braid cut loose.
            Or her pointy shoes shucked to the side as she ran barefoot into the woods.
         

         
         For now, Illian tucked the butter knife into her tea-soaked skirts and followed Faye back into the dining room. None of the
            other guests noticed the princess’s new weapon. Their attention was drawn up past the floating star chandeliers. Wizard West
            stood on a balcony there—far enough away that no one would be able to see through his see-through-ness. The hood of his cloak
            was drawn. His face was as radiant as an angel’s.
         

         
         The photographer’s flash in the crowd below only added to the holier-than-thou effect.
         

         
         “Greetings, friends and foes!” West’s voice boomed through the room, magnified by the house’s pipe organ. “Welcome to my humble abode! I must confess that I’ve kept Celurdur’s secrets to myself for far too long. I have spent the last two hundred and fifty odd years as the guardian of western Solum! I’ve painted skies and tamed truly terrifying beasts. I’ve created potions that undo the savage toll of time.” 

         
         “I’ve done most of that too,” Faye whispered to the princess. She realized, after this admission, that Illian could accuse
            her of breaking the laws of the Balance, but the other girl merely smiled.
         

         
         Overhead, Wizard West’s speech rose to dramatic volumes. “I have done all these things and more,” he declared. “But I have
            not, until this very eve, considered taking on an apprentice.”
         

         
         This was the photographer’s cue to start snapping photos of the contestants’ table. Max shrank back from the bright light.
            Vance gave a grin that could only have been learned by studying portraits of old kings. The other boys copied him. A series
            of smiles as pale as the first-quarter moon outside.
         

         
         “The time has come for me to share my wisdom with a worthy protégé. I must say, the response to my advertisement has been
            overwhelming! Many had to be turned away at the gates—but it’s for the best,” Wizard West said dismissively. “These young
            men you see sitting here before you are the brightest in the kingdom!”
         

         
         Vance’s grin grew wider.

         
         Prince Max was as pale as the tablecloth.

         
         Faye couldn’t help but wonder about the boys West had dismissed, just because they were covered in flour and soot. If they’d gotten dusted off, maybe they would have been the brightest. Why, West himself had been a pig farmer’s son, according to certain whispers. It didn’t seem
            fair that he chose only rich boys to inherit his power.
         

         
         “They are the brightest in the kingdom!” Wizard West declared again, then pointed to his own beaming moonfruit face. “Perhaps,
            in future years, one of them will shine as bright as me!”
         

         
         The crowd wasn’t sure if he was joking or not.

         
         There were a few stilted laughs.

         
         The Charm & Curse reporter scribbled furiously into his notepad.
         

         
         Up on his balcony, the wizard carried on, unabashed. “To be the Wizard of the West is no small task. It is a lifetime of sacrifice!”

         
         What sacrifice? Faye wanted to snort. Living in a castle? Being waited on hand and foot? Wearing silk robes and slippers?

         
         “Whoever takes up my mantle must become a figurehead—a beacon of power and hope for the people of Solum. Our kingdom was not
            always so peaceful. Its magic was not always so prosperous. . . . We’ve all heard about the horrors of the Shadow Age.”
         

         
         Several of the candidates’ smiles faded.

         
         The reporter’s pencil snapped.

         
         Even Faye felt uneasy. Adults rarely talked about the Shadow Age, and when they did, they always referenced its history with hushed tones. That, or they pretended the Shadow Queen’s reign was simply a story—made for marionette puppets or getting children to behave. 

         
         “Our island was once ruled by a sorceress who had no laws. No limits. No heart. In her quest for power she took lives and
            stole magic. She enslaved guardian spirits and burned down their forests. She captured water sprites and drained their lakes.
            She created an army of demons to destroy all who opposed her—”
         

         
         King Maximillian cleared his throat.

         
         “But we’re not here to talk about her.” Wizard West pivoted. “We’re here to talk about me! And why my future protégé is so important! The fact of the matter is,
            the Shadow Queen was wicked! Her reign might have gone on forever if the first four wizards hadn’t defeated her! They ended
            the Shadow Age and brought Balance to Solum’s magic, introducing laws to make sure no single person would ever grow so powerful
            again. Not even the king! North, South, East, and West uphold these rules to this day. . . . I’ll be the first to admit, our
            conclave meetings in Retnec can be boring, but it’s better than being hunted down by a pack of wolf demons or hung from a
            dungeon ceiling by your toenails.”
         

         
         “Is that even possible?” Illian wondered.

         
         Faye shuddered, her own toes curling in her boots. She couldn’t help but think of the book she’d caught her father reading
            recently—with all those shadowy spirits and their red, red eyes.
         

         
         Wizard West’s eyes gleamed too as he continued his speech. “I could go on about how the four wizards balance each other out and keep the crown accountable, but you get the point. Without a Wizard of the West, our country would fall into chaos once more! Wizard South might get greener with envy than he usually is and grow his jungles over our farmlands! North could sneeze and start a blizzard that blankets the entire kingdom! We still haven’t gotten rid of the storms the Shadow Queen started!”
         

         
         He was talking about the lightning storms that constantly wreathed the Fathomless Sea. The ones that caused Solum’s ships
            to rot in their docks and popped zeppelins like leftover party balloons, cutting the country off from the rest of the outside
            world. If there was one. Faye had always wondered if the map in the sky library could be even bigger . . . if the thunderclouds
            could be lassoed and shaped the same as a sunset, clearing the way for a shipping lane.
         

         
         “My successor will have to face such challenges with pluck and panache! Strength and style! Cleverness and courage! That is why I’ve put together a series of tasks to test these ten young men. The next four days will hold four distinct challenges—designed by yours truly! Each candidate will be scored according to his performance—and at the end of the week, my successor’s name will appear on the top of the leaderboard!” West pointed to a chalkboard that hovered over his balcony. It looked like the one in the arena, except that it was blank. “This brings me to the first challenge. . . .” 

         
         Neat white letters began to appear above the wizard’s cloaked head.

         
         To most of the diners down below, it looked like a simple spell. It also looked like Jess’s handwriting—Faye suspected that
            the squirrel maid and her piece of chalk had been dipped in nightveil berries to pull off this magic trick. She even thought
            she saw a dusty paw print or two around the final line: A Test of Courage.

         
         “Tomorrow, our young hopefuls will face a legendary beast of old. One of the most fearsome creatures to ever walk—or fly—over
            this island.” At West’s signal, Argon and several other footmen lifted the domes off the contestants’ dessert plates. “Here,
            there be dragons!”
         

         
         Rena’s pastries were agitated by their time beneath the lids. As soon as the metal lifted, they sprang out with all the wrath
            of their namesakes. One of the boys screamed. The tablecloth caught fire. Max grabbed his dome and immediately tossed it over
            the flames. Then he used his empty plate as a shield—clever.
         

         
         Faye couldn’t help but smile when a little dough dragon flung itself straight into Vance’s no-longer-grinning face.

         
         “This is just a preview of tomorrow’s show!” Wizard West announced to the audience, most of whom were looking doubtfully at
            their own covered plates. “At dawn, our brave candidates will face off with a true dragon.”
         

         
         Faye’s smile vanished. No!

         
         Vance caught his dessert by the throat and promptly bit off the dragon’s head. Crumbs sprayed everywhere.

         
         “Wait—” Illian frowned beside her. “Is Wizard West talking about your dragon?”
         

         
         Faye couldn’t answer. She felt that awful pit in her stomach again—it wasn’t helped by the fact that the other contestants
            were following Vance’s lead. Chewing up snouts and tearing off wings. She knew these were just dough and sugar and Animus
            powder, made to be eaten, but she could only see Neil’s scaled green snout. Neil’s moss-coated wings. Neil—who let birds nest
            on his back and baby dust bunnies burrow beneath the earth at his elbows.
         

         
         She couldn’t let these boys hurt him.

         
         “A few years after he defeated the Shadow Queen, the first Wizard of the West battled this beast outside of Retnec’s walls.
            I’m sure you’ve all read the full account in The Fall of the Unholy Wyrm. Well, that Unholy Wyrm has been biding his time—waiting for the next great challenger! Which of you will be brave enough
            to bring the great dragon to his knees?”
         

         
         He’s already on his belly! Faye wanted to scream.
         

         
         She slipped through the dining hall instead, looking for a door that might lead to West’s balcony. It was well-hidden, and well-guarded too. West didn’t want any guests coming close enough to realize that he was a ghost, so he’d ordered two sentient suits of armor to stand in front of a tapestry that depicted Neil’s battle with the first Wizard West. They were there to block the path of anyone who might try stepping into the staircase behind the weaving. 

         
         This included Faye.

         
         “Let me through! Please!” Her voice rang off their metal forms. “I need to talk to West.”

         
         The suits of armor shook their helmets in unison. Any other day, Faye would’ve asked the house to give her an alternate route,
            but after the shaking kitchen and sliding staircase, that seemed too dangerous.
         

         
         Besides, Wizard West had to come downstairs eventually, right?

         
         She waited on a bench across the hall. Her tail had come loose from her apron, and it twitched anxiously from side to side.
            Minutes passed. Diners finished their desserts and started the long, mazelike process of finding their way back to their rooms.
         

         
         Everything fell quiet.

         
         Some stairs started to creak.

         
         A light began shining behind the tapestry.

         
         Wizard West had the look of a fugitive, poking his head beneath the wall hanging, scanning the hall for guests. When Faye
            cleared her throat, he yelped and drew his velvet cloak over his glowing face.
         

         
         “It’s just me, sir,” Faye assured him. “I need to speak with you.”

         
         “Oh.” The wizard blinked. “Hello, Fake. Did you come to praise my speech? It was inspiring, wasn’t it? Everyone was so excited at the end! I didn’t anticipate so many tablecloths catching fire, but those dragon cookies were the perfect touch of foreshadowing—” 

         
         “No!” she cried out. “You can’t use Neil for your event tomorrow.”

         
         “Whyever not?”

         
         “He’s ancient!”

         
         “Exactly!” West nodded. “He’s a living legend! It’s the perfect angle for reporters: ‘Wizard West’s Successor Battles Timeless
            Foe.’ I can’t have the candidates battle the Shadow Queen—obviously—but the Unholy Wyrm is the next best thing! He’ll bring
            the story full circle!”
         

         
         Faye glanced back at the tapestry, where the original battle between the dragon and the wizard was woven into its fabric.
            Retnec looked nothing like Retnec—the castle in the threaded backdrop was black instead of white. The beast roaring in the
            foreground looked even less like Neil. His scales were red and his fangs dripped with blood and his fire was the kind that
            razed cities.
         

         
         Not vegetable carts.

         
         “Neil isn’t that sort of dragon! Not anymore!” A part of her wondered if he ever had been. Maybe the compost dragon’s scales had turned green after centuries of moss growth, or maybe it was the legend itself
            that had changed over the years. “Neil’s old! What if he gets hurt? He’s—he’s—”
         

         
         The wizard waved her off. “Dragons are dragons! Their scales are impenetrable.”

         
         “There are plenty of other BOEFs on the grounds,” Faye reasoned.

         
         “What’s a BOEF?”

         
         “A beast of exceptional ferocity! We could make the candidates battle a giant cockroach.”

         
         “Giant cockroaches aren’t quite the aesthetic I’m going for.” West shuddered. “No. Neil is the best choice. Besides, I’ve
            already committed to the theme—with the pastries and all!”
         

         
         “But—”

         
         “That is my final decision! Have a good night!” Their conversation ended, rather abruptly, when Wizard West melted into the
            floor, leaving his cloak crumpled over the stones it could not pass through.
         

         
         
            Welcome to Celurdur

            by Bryce Bentpen

            Wizard West welcomed the masses to his magical estate with a night of fire and feasting. Celurdur has about as much charm
               as one might expect—singing orchids serenaded automobiles on approach to the castle, and a potent pink potion was offered
               upon arrival. Nearly five hundred guests have gathered at the estate to watch the selection process—most hail from Retnec
               and have expressed relief at being able to spend a week away from the plagued capital.
            

            “The recent rash of earthquakes have been breaking my china and snuffing out my lamps! I haven’t run across any giant red-eyed
               rodents, thank goodness, but my nerves need some fresh country air!” Lady Bortram said before coughing on firework smoke.
            

            It remains to be seen how the nerves of Wizard West’s candidates will fare. Ten young men have been chosen to compete in four
               trials—most notably HRH Prince Max and Vance Gravesworth, the current Earl of Carrington. Impressive titles, to be sure, but
               both boys seem willing to give up these claims to become the next Wizard of the West.
            

            For a man whose face graces every shelf at The Apothecarie stores, the current Wizard West has made himself scarce at Celurdur. He acts like a ghost in his own house. 

            “West likes to maintain an air of mystery,” said a member of his staff, who wished to remain anonymous. “I’d say he’s become
               even more dramatic ever since he di—I mean, ever since he decided to take on an apprentice.”
            

            This drama is off to a roaring start. Wizard West introduced tomorrow’s task by freeing dozens of dragon-puffs into an unwitting
               crowd. The following announcement was even more shocking: at dawn, these ten young men must face off with the Unholy Wyrm.
               Take note of their names—hopefully none shall appear in the Obituaries section.
            

         
            	HRH Prince Max

            	Bentley Crawford

            	Dalton Dupont

            	Ellington Evermost

            	Waters Funderburk

            	Vance Gravesworth

            	Gaston Hunter

            	Alden Kelley

            	Cecil Williams

            	Leopold Vincent

         

            
         

      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 7
The Unholy Wyrm

         
         Faye did not have a good night.

         
         She spent most of the evening worrying about Neil. She even tried to get the dragon to escape the arena. The way out was obvious—no
            roof, stars everywhere, just fly, you silly lizard! But Cornelius the Composter had no interest in stretching his wings. He’d already started putting roots into the smooth arena
            soil, and was sleeping soundly. The ground shook every time he snored. The journey from his old clearing must have exhausted
            him. . . .
         

         
         Faye was tired too. She slumped in one of the arena seats, picking through a tray of feast leftovers she’d tried using as
            bait. There were a few dragon-puffs in the mix—already growing stale. They acted as ancient as Neil. Heavy heads and feeble
            tails.
         

         
         Faye didn’t have the heart to eat them.

         
         She gnawed at her nails instead, biting them to the quick as she thought about Vance and the other boys—their sneers and the terrible chewing teeth beneath. What would they do to an elderly dragon for sport? If one of them won, how would they care for Celurdur? How would they treat the servants who called it home? 

         
         These fears whirled around in her head, chased by one tiny glimmer of hope. Prince Max. If he was anything like his twin sister,
            he’d make a good wizard. . . .
         

         
         Roosters crowed nearby.

         
         Faye jumped.

         
         Dawn had caught her by surprise—its watery light washing out the stars. West almost never designed sunrises, except when he
            wanted to get on Wizard East’s nerves. Faye thought he might make an exception for the guests, who were sitting down to enjoy
            breakfast on the veranda. They were too enamored with Rena’s handiwork to comment on the bleak state of the sky. There were
            more pastries—this time shaped like small swans with marzipan feathers that dissolved into a creamy sweetener whenever they
            jumped into someone’s coffee cup—and eggs any way you could want, served alongside the most magical food of all: bacon.
         

         
         As Faye ran over to help the rest of the waitstaff, she noticed none of the candidates were eating. They were too busy watching
            the arena—white eyes and whiter knuckles. Vance gripped his knife and kept licking his lips. The boy to his left was clutching
            a mostly empty bottle of Optimism.
         

         
         “I have a good feeling about this!” he said with a jittery voice.

         
         “About dueling a dragon?” asked a contestant named Waters Funderburk. Balance bless Argon, who’d had name badges embroidered
            for each candidate’s cloak—mostly to spare West the misstep of forgetting a boy’s name.
         

         
         “He’s really just a lizard with wings, if you think about it,” the Optimistic boy offered.

         
         “And fire,” countered Waters. “And very sharp teeth.”

         
         “And indestructible scales,” Prince Max said. “According to page two hundred and sixty-six of The Fall of the Unholy Wyrm.”
         

         
         “I’ve heard that if you pull out some scales, grind them to a powder, and swallow them, then you can breathe fire!” Vance tapped his knife against the table. “Imagine having that kind of power!”
         

         
         The Optimistic boy—Cecil Williams, according to his badge—poked at the sugar swan paddling around his coffee. “You could roast
            your own marshmallows whenever you wanted!”
         

         
         “You can’t do that!” Faye was unable to bite back the words.

         
         The thought of Neil’s scales being ripped away made her feel sick. Ingredients from magical animals were often used for potions,
            but Da always made sure to ask the owner before he harvested their claw clippings. Other things—like hearts or teeth—were
            taken only after the creature died a natural death. Neil wasn’t going to die anytime soon. And she had a feeling that Vance
            Gravesworth wasn’t going to say please or thank you.
         

         
         Vance stopped tapping his knife. “I can do whatever I like, kitty-kitty!”

         
         “She’s right,” Prince Max said. “You can’t powder an item that’s indestructible.”

         
         “You can if you’re a wizard,” Vance declared. “You can do anything if you’re a wizard!”
         

         
         “Not really,” replied Max. “That’s the entire point of the Balance—”

         
         The doors to Celurdur’s sunroom burst opened, and Wizard West swept out in a scaly leather robe that had been designed to
            look like a dragon, wings and all. His face was half hidden by the fangs dangling from the hood. Even his gloves had tiny
            silver claws sewn to the fingertips. “It is time, my venerable guests! Come! Let us enter the lair of the beast!”
         

         
         He waved toward the arena—the enchanted fabric of his robe burst into false flames.

         
         Chairs scraped and utensils clanked as the diners joined the procession.

         
         “Listen!” West called over his shoulder. “Do you hear the Unholy Wyrm’s thunderous cries? Do you feel the earth tremble with
            his rage?”
         

         
         “He’s not that fierce! He’s just snoring!” Faye tried shouting, but no one seemed to hear. Neil’s snores were rather deafening.
         

         
         She hoped that seeing the sleeping dragon would make the guests understand how not dangerous he was, but to Faye’s dismay, she found that Neil had buried his head almost completely in the soil. Only his ears poked out—and they were so covered in moss that no one noticed. 

         
         “See how the trees sway!” Wizard West kept narrating as the guests found their seats. “The Unholy Wyrm watches from their
            depths, waiting for the perfect moment to strike!” He paused by the royal box, where King Maximillian had waved him down.
            “What is that? Oh—yes, Your Majesty. You and your daughter are perfectly safe. I’ve personally cast protection spells over
            the seats.”
         

         
         Faye knew he’d done no such thing. Lying to the king was punishable by death, but she supposed this didn’t really matter to
            a ghost. It didn’t matter for the crowd, either. Their seats were well above the flames’ range, should Neil happen to sneeze.
         

         
         She found her own seat as close to the action as she could. The reporter and his photographer were in the dugout down below,
            documenting the candidates’ weapon choices. Argon had pulled some pieces out of Celurdur’s armory. Most of them were blades,
            rusty and dull. Vance had a sour look on his face when he examined them.
         

         
         Max didn’t pick up a weapon at all. He wasn’t choosing any armor, either. Instead of a dented helmet, he wore a pair of aviator
            goggles. There was a large messenger bag set around his shoulder too.
         

         
         “This should be interesting!” Puck had appeared—curling up on the seat beside Faye. “Who are you rooting for?”

         
         “Neil.”

         
         The cat smirked. “None of these candidates impress you?”

         
         “Max has promise,” Faye told him. “Most of the others are mean. They made fun of my cat ears.”

         
         “Did they?” Puck’s own ears folded back. His fur puffed out, until he almost doubled in size.

         
         “Vance Gravesworth called me kitty-kitty.”

         
         This got a hiss. “You should have bitten him!”

         
         “That only works if you’re all cat,” Faye said.
         

         
         “Then you should have shed fur in his food,” Puck growled.

         
         Faye shook her head. “That would just get Rena in trouble.”

         
         “You should pee on his pillow.”

         
         “Again, that only works if you’re all cat.”

         
         “You should—”

         
         Faye was sure that Puck’s list of spites would have gone on and on, if Wizard West’s newest speech hadn’t interrupted.

         
         “COURAGE! We know this virtue when we see it. We know that the original Wizard West was brave enough to rid this island of
            evil. First he struck down the Shadow Queen herself! Then he faced this beast—and now, to follow in his stead, these young
            men must do the same. Behold! The Unholy Wyrm!” Wizard West pointed dramatically at the trees growing from Neil’s back. Every
            stare in the stadium landed there—breaths held.
         

         
         Cornelius the Composter continued to snore.

         
         West was starting to turn pink beneath his dragon cloak. “I said BEHOLD!”

         
         Down in the dugout, Argon scrambled for a sack of rotting cabbages that had been unconvincingly disguised as severed heads. The butler tossed these vegetables as far as he could. They landed with a splat, right between Neil’s ears. 

         
         The snoring stopped.

         
         The ground exploded. Dirt clods rained down on Faye’s seat as the dragon rose to his full height. His neck snaked up to the
            tallest bleachers. His trees tilted sideways. His eyes were hungry yellow. His fangs weren’t dripping with blood—as they’d
            been portrayed in the tapestry—but she’d forgotten just how long they looked.
         

         
         And his speed.
         

         
         Neil snapped up cabbages faster than lightning. Probably because he thought the boys in the dugout might try and steal them.
            Once the vegetables were gone, the dragon lowered himself back down into the dirt, shut his jaws, and closed his eyes.
         

         
         No one moved as the dust began to settle.

         
         “Um, Wizard West, sir?” Prince Max looked from the weapons rack to the empty cabbage sack to the disinterested dragon. “How
            is this challenge being scored? What exactly was it you wanted us to do?”
         

         
         Faye was wondering the same thing.

         
         So, it seemed, was Wizard West. “Well . . .” For the first time in forever, the wizard was at a loss for words. The epic battle he’d imagined clearly wasn’t going to happen, and there was a stadium full of guests waiting for a spectacle. “Argon, do you have more cabba—I mean, severed heads?” 

         
         The butler shook the sack in response. One withered leaf fell out.

         
         West cleared his throat.

         
         “Then it is time for you to face the Unholy Wyrm!” he announced to the candidates.

         
         Max turned. “I am, technically, facing the dragon,” the prince said.

         
         Faye bit back a laugh.

         
         The cat in the seat beside her didn’t even do that. “Ha! I see why you like the prince, Faye. His tongue is almost as sharp
            as yours!”
         

         
         King Maximillian rose in his royal box. His crown winked gold in the morning sun as he called down to the prince. “This is
            no time for witticisms, my boy! Show some valor! Lead the charge!”
         

         
         “This dragon won’t fight, Father. He’s dormant! Look at his scales! According to volume two of The Beasts of Before, great lizards only grow vegetation like this when—”
         

         
         “AAAAAAAAAH!”

         
         Every muscle in Faye’s body seized. The scream belonged to Vance—who’d grabbed the largest sword he could and was now running
            toward Neil. Neil, whose eyes were closed. Neil, who only wanted to sleep and make more flowers bloom from his back.
         

         
         A rusty blade rose in Vance’s hands.

         
         The boy aimed—not for the dragon’s impenetrable scales—but for the branches sprouting out of them. Metal hit wood with a sickening
            thwack. It hit something inside Faye too. Something that cracked out of her heart and flooded her veins and flung her over the barrier
            into the stadium. Gasps rained down from the crowd, followed by a white-hot camera flash. Her tail snapped when she landed.
         

         
         Her feet slapped dirt and started running.

         
         Faye wasn’t sure what she was going to do when she reached Vance. . . . She wasn’t wearing her apothecary belt. She hadn’t
            even changed out of her serving outfit from the night before, when the king’s nephew had made such fun of her.
         

         
         She ran around Vance, placing herself between Neil and that horrible sword.

         
         “STOP!” she screamed.

         
         There was a moment where she thought he might not. Her yellow eyes caught his cold ones, and there were more gasps from the
            crowd and more camera flashes. Every detail stood out. Splinters from Neil’s tree covered the ground around her feet.
         

         
         There were splinters behind Vance’s stare too.

         
         He lowered his sword with a growl. “Get out of my way, cat maid!”

         
         “No!” She growled back. “Neil isn’t trying to hurt anyone, and hacking at his back doesn’t make you brave! Prince Max is right! He’s a compost dragon! He eats our kitchen scraps and helps me and Da grow those beautiful flowers you see in the garden. . . .” 

         
         Faye trailed off. Everything had gone quiet. She was suddenly very aware that a stadium of people were staring at her, and
            that Wizard West was spouting steam from his ears. His dragon costume’s hood diverted this to the bottom hem, so it looked
            as if the wizard was floating in fog, and not about to explode from embarrassment.
         

         
         The first challenge was over before it began, thanks to Wizard West’s poor planning, but Faye had a feeling the ghost wouldn’t
            see it that way.
         

         
         No, all he saw now was a servant girl who’d interrupted his grand tournament.

         
         In front of everyone.

         
         Including the king and the reporter from the Charm & Curse.
         

         
         Oh, and the photographer too.

         
         He was still taking pictures. No doubt one of them would be on the paper’s front page tomorrow. Black and white and forever.
            Wizard West would never forgive her for that. She and Da would have to find a new home, and who would feed Neil then? Who
            would clamber through the moonfruit orchards in the middle of the night? Who would collect all the cockatrice eggs at dawn?
         

         
         This thought caught Faye by the throat.

         
         No! Ohnononononono!

         
         She’d been so worried about Neil, and with all the calamity going on, she had completely forgotten about her other chores. The moonfruit would be fine, but the eggs . . . 

         
         The eggs would hatch into very deadly monsters.

         
         “Everyone grab a sword and come with me!” Faye waved at the boys in the dugout. “Hurry! We have to stop the cockatrices!”

         
         “What’s a cockatrice?” Vance asked with a confused expression.

         
         The other candidates wore it too. Except for Prince Max, who’d gone very, very still.

         
         “A cockatrice is a monster born out of a rooster’s egg that’s been incubated by a toad,” the prince explained. “They’re supposed
            to look like a mix between a rooster and a dragon.”
         

         
         “You’ll see! Well, hopefully you won’t,” Faye backtracked.

         
         “A cockatrice can kill you with its stare,” Max said. “And its breath. And its claws, I’d imagine.”

         
         Vance frowned. “Kill?”

         
         They didn’t have time for this! Faye yanked Vance’s sword from his hands and ran as fast as she could out of the stadium.
            The rooster pen wasn’t far—just on the other side of the wishing-fish pond. Maybe she could get there and smash all the eggs
            before they broke on their own.
         

         
         But as soon as Faye rounded the pond and saw the pen, this hope vanished.

         
         She was too late.

         
         Red rooster feathers floated everywhere. Their enclosure’s wire had been ripped open. Broken shells lined the mud, looking
            like jagged white teeth.
         

         
         The monsters had already hatched.

         
         And now they were free.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 8
What Good Will a Butter Knife Do?

         
         Faye froze in front of the twisted fence.

         
         The fur on her tail and second set of ears bristled. She tried counting the broken eggs, but even her thoughts were shaky,
            cracked into as many pieces as the shells.
         

         
         Cockatrices weren’t supposed to hatch. That was the number one rule of harvesting their eggs—never, ever, ever let them break open on their own. The instructions in Notes on Natural Magic were clear on this subject: Though the eggs of this beast make a most useful ingredient in many potions, they should ne’er be allowed to hatch. Should
               a cockatrice see the light of day, all will go dark with death. Their breath will scorch the earth. To meet their stare shall
               peel your soul from your body.

         
         Strangely enough, there was an illustration on the opposite page. The picture showed a creature with a rooster’s body and head. Its wings and tail were much more scaly. Fire spewed from its beak, and its eyes glowed so bright you couldn’t see the pupils. You weren’t supposed to, really. Faye had always wondered how the artist had managed to sketch the cockatrice in such detail without actually looking at it. 

         
         “What’s this?” Vance laughed when he halted beside her. “A chicken coop?”

         
         Faye tightened her grip on the sword. “Don’t get too close!” she warned.

         
         The cockatrices couldn’t have gone far. The mud showed at least three sets of fresh footprints. They were still small. The
            hatchlings were probably running around in the formal garden, eating butterflies and starting hedge fires.
         

         
         “Or what?” Vance scoffed, stepping over the broken wire into the feather-flecked muck. “I’ll get pecked?”

         
         No, you’ll get your soul peeled from your body and become a ghost, just like the man who started this mess! Faye glanced over her shoulder to see Wizard West hurrying down the garden path, forgetting to move his legs the proper number
            of steps. He looked as if he was ice-skating over the gravel. Puck had managed to hitch a ride on the wizard’s shoulder, which
            made him look solid enough to stand up to scrutiny.
         

         
         The Charm & Curse reporter who chased after them probably didn’t even notice.
         

         
         Neither did King Maximillian or Princess Illian, who’d drawn her butter knife from her skirts. It was far shinier than the rest of the blades the competitors were dragging behind them. Everyone gathered around the pen, along with several curious lords and ladies who’d come to watch the excitement. 

         
         But that was exactly what Faye didn’t want them to do.
         

         
         She also didn’t think it was a good idea for the princess of Solum to step inside the coop, but there seemed to be no stopping
            Illian. Her cheeks were flushed as pink as her skirts. “What happened here?” she asked breathlessly.
         

         
         “I forgot to collect the eggs this morning,” Faye admitted. “They’ve hatched.”

         
         Vance snorted when he saw the utensil clutched in his cousin’s fist. “What are you going to do with a butter knife? Serve
            the monsters some soft cheese?” He reached over and seized his old weapon from Faye. “We’ll need real swords to fight these
            cock-a-doodle-doo creatures!”
         

         
         “The correct term is cockatrice,” Prince Max said. “And I don’t think stabbing them is the answer. On page three hundred and five of—”
         

         
         “Come now, son!” There was a note of impatience in King Maximillian’s voice as he drew his golden blade and handed it to Max.
            The weapon was taller than the prince, and he nearly fell beneath its weight. “You have to get out of the library and into
            the fray! All good leaders do.”
         

         
         Faye looked back at Wizard West, waiting for him to offer more specific instructions, but the ghost was making faces at the broken eggshells, counting the chicks’ footprints. His own feet hovered over the mud. “I’d say they’re rather small. Nothing our contestants can’t handle.” 

         
         A fiery scream rose from the other side of the wishing-fish pond.

         
         Faye caught herself before turning to look. The last thing she needed—the last thing she’d do—was to lock eyes with a cockatrice. “EVERYONE NEEDS TO SHUT THEIR EYES! Don’t look at the monster!”
         

         
         “She’s right!” Prince Max pulled down his goggles. They looked like the kind of thing zeppelin pilots wore—only the glass
            had been tinted a deep amber. Faye couldn’t see his eyes behind them, which meant the monsters couldn’t, either. “That’s what
            I was trying to tell you, Da,” he went on urgently. “Page three hundred and five of Monsters: Mad and Mythical says you should never set eyes on a cockatrice. Their stare severs your soul from your body. Fighting them with a sword is
            almost impossible. Besides, they’d burn you to a crisp before you got close enough to try.”
         

         
         Several ladies threw their fans in front of their faces. The Charm & Curse reporter continued to take notes with his eyes squeezed shut. Wizard West had also closed his lids, despite the fact that
            he was immune to the creatures’ stare. The cockatrices couldn’t kill someone who was already dead.
         

         
         But how could they defeat the cockatrices?
         

         
         Faye squeezed her own eyes shut, thinking. . . .

         
         Max was right. Their swords were useless, mostly because they couldn’t aim them. Arrows had the same problem. Was there some
            sort of potion she could brew?
         

         
         What would Da do, if he was here?

         
         She dared a glance at the conservatory. The building’s glass was blue today, and the overhead clouds reflected perfectly in
            its sapphire panes.
         

         
         “Oh!” She brightened, looking at the butter knife, then the shining ceremonial sword in Max’s hand. Those could be good weapons
            against the cockatrices, if they were used just right. “That’s it! Reflections!”
         

         
         “How do you mean?” Illian asked.

         
         Her twin brother understood immediately. “Reflections would turn the cockatrices’ own magic against them. We need mirrors
            so they can see themselves! We won’t even have to get close enough to risk getting roasted! It’s the perfect solution!”
         

         
         Well, it would have been. There was only one problem. They had no proper mirrors at Celurdur, thanks to Wizard West’s reflection detox. Servants weren’t even allowed to keep compact mirrors, much less reflections large enough to do what Max was describing. Faye only really knew what she looked like thanks to the calm waters of the pond, which traced out her features around the lily pads. Dark hair, once-dark eyes, a nose that grew and shrank whenever a wishing fish swam beneath. She found it much easier to focus on the animals, with their flashing scales, than herself, who faded from view as soon as clouds hid the sun. 

         
         “The castle doesn’t have any mirrors,” she told the prince. “We’ll have to use other reflections.”

         
         “Like what?” Illian asked.

         
         Faye chewed her lip. The conservatory windows wouldn’t work. Their lower panes—the ones that would be eye-level with the cockatrices—were
            crowded with overgrowth. And the pond . . . would they be able to keep its water still enough during a battle to show a cockatrice
            its own reflection?
         

         
         Probably not.

         
         Faye looked at the knife in the princess’s hand. Thanks to Buzz and Fizz’s hard work, the silver was so thoroughly polished
            she could see her own golden eye staring back.
         

         
         And if she could, so would a cockatrice.
         

         
         “Puck!” She turned to Wizard West, addressing the cat who still sat on his shoulder. “I need you to take everyone back to
            the stadium and ask Neil to block the entrance.” Even a cockatrice shouldn’t be able to get past a shield of dragon scales.
            Anyone who returned to the bleachers would be safe until she found a way to deal with the hatchlings. “I’m going back to the
            house to find some utensils—”
         

         
         “Utensils?” Vance Gravesworth laughed. “You’re going to stop monsters with soup spoons?”

         
         “Yes.” And forks. And butter knives. And the giant silver vase that held a rather rowdy bouquet of snapdragons. “At least, I’m going to try,” Faye amended. 

         
         “I’m coming with you!” announced Illian.

         
         “I should too,” Max said, though he sounded less excited than his sister. “The mirror theory is plausible, but it may need
            some last-minute adjustments.”
         

         
         “That’s my boy!” King Maximillian slapped his son on the back. “Illian, I’d rather you stay here. You’ll ruin your dress.”

         
         The girl’s fist went white around the hilt of her butter knife, though Faye noticed that her face stayed perfectly princess-like.
            She dipped into a very, very low curtsy, so low that she practically sat in the middle of the rooster pen, smearing mud all
            over her skirts. “As you wish, Da—oh! Oops! Well, I suppose now I must go back to the castle to change.”
         

         
         Puck broke out into a most wicked grin.

         
         Not to be outdone by his cousins, Vance puffed up his chest and announced that he, too, would fight the “cock-a-doodle-doo
            things.” This was copied by Waters Funderburk and Gaston Hunter and the rest of the contestants. Faye’s stomach clenched a
            little tighter with each new volunteer. She had a feeling that most of these boys were treating this like a game. As if they
            were simply rounding up chickens . . .
         

         
         “Stay close to me!” she ordered them in a sharp voice. “Keep your hands on the shoulder of the person in front of you, and
            keep your eyes shut unless I say so.”
         

         
         “Here.” Prince Max reached into his messenger bag and pulled out a second set of goggles. “I always carry around a spare pair, just in case.” 

         
         “In case you run into a chicken-lizard-of-doom?” Faye teased.

         
         A shy smile quirked the prince’s lips. “I invented these for the zeppelin crew. Our pilot used to complain about headaches,
            so I tempered the glass to reduce sun glare. It helps with soldering irons too. I’m not so sure about cockatrice stares, but
            it can’t hurt to try.”
         

         
         Well, it could hurt. It could even kill them, but Faye knew she needed to see, to some extent. The world went dull when she slid the eyewear
            on. Brown sun, brown sky, brown gowns . . . Illian was still dragging mud all over hers, so that none of the court ladies
            would risk getting close enough to escort her back to the stadium with them. Puck had already started guiding the nobles in
            that direction: “This way, yes, yes, follow the talking cat please. For the record, that is the last time you’ll ever hear
            me say please. Well, second-to-last, I suppose.”
         

         
         To Faye’s surprise, the contestants obeyed her own instructions straightaway. Vance jostled to the front of the line. Cecil
            Williams—whose morning dose of Optimism had clearly run out—drew up the rear.
         

         
         “Best of luck!” Wizard West called out to them. “Try not to die! It’s hardly any fun at all. . . .”

         
         The Charm & Curse reporter paused his notetaking. “But won’t you be accompanying them, sir? How else will you judge the candidates’ courage
            accurately?”
         

         
         If looks alone could turn men into toads, the reporter would already have been hopping. West glared at the reporter, but he didn’t even notice. His eyes were shut and his sentences were spilling off the page midword. A BOLD TWIST OR A BRAZEN BLUNDER? ran into VANCE GRAVESWORTH BESTED BY A MAID.
         

         
         Faye wondered if everyone believed this was a planned part of the competition. It might be better in the long run. If Wizard West could decide which
            candidate was bravest while they dealt with actual BOEFs, the first trial wouldn’t be ruined after all. No one else would
            be forced to hack at the compost dragon’s back.
         

         
         They’d be hitting two birds—well, three cockatrices—with one stone.

         
         “Yes,” Faye said. “Wizard West is coming with us. As a judge.”

         
         The ghost sighed. Faye fought the urge to point out, in front of everyone, that he could handle the horrible monsters all by himself if he weren’t so worried about keeping up appearances.
         

         
         She stepped to the front of the line and made sure her goggles were cinched tight. Illian squeezed behind her, then Max, who
            yelped when Vance gripped his shoulder.
         

         
         Faye kept her gaze down on the gravel path as she led the way toward the house. Her other senses were sharp. She could hear Puck complaining from the stadium entrance: “I’d say it’s like herding cats, but that would be an insult . . . to cats. Do you want to be de-souled by a demon chicken? No? Then chop-chop!” 

         
         She could hear the cockatrices too, calling to each other from different corners of the garden. The hatchling by the pond
            had moved into one of the WW patches, while the other two were by the event tents. They seemed to be setting the garden on fire. Smoke perfumed the air,
            smelling not like dragon’s breath or kitchen grease, but flowers.
         

         
         Breakfast was still on the table when Faye reached the veranda, and she was so excited to see the mess of utensils that she
            climbed the steps too quickly. Vance stumbled and the boys behind him tripped, one after the other. Wizard West gave them
            a wide berth, gliding up the steps with a sullen look on his face. He plopped himself down in one of the chairs and shooed
            away a marzipan swan who was making a small nest in the sugar bowl. The ghost drew out the spoon and stared at his upside-down
            reflection.
         

         
         “Oh! I look positively ghastly!”

         
         “Will you pass me that spoon? And some tea?” Faye nodded at the cup by West’s wrist. The char tea inside had gone cold, but
            it would still protect her from the flames that were eating their way through the garden.
         

         
         “What’s the point? This whole morning has been ruined!” Ashes drifted like snow around the wizard’s head, making his dragon
            hood look that much more genuine. Wizard West stared at the outfit, unable to tear his gaze away from the spoon.
         

         
         “I told you Neil wasn’t going to fight—”
         

         
         Bushes rustled. The rest of Faye’s words faded in her throat as she watched a cockatrice leap from a nearby hedge. The creature
            didn’t look anything like the drawing in Notes on Natural Magic. It wasn’t shaped like a chicken. There were no scales on its tail—if that’s what you’d call the wispy string trailing off
            the rest of its cloudy black body.
         

         
         The beast appeared more like a rat.

         
         And it was staring straight at Faye.

         
         She realized her mistake too late. The creature’s eyes had caught hers. Again, they looked nothing like the picture from Da’s
            guidebook. No, Faye thought. If anything, they matched the illustrations from Spirits of the Shadow Age. Glowing like hot, hot coals, ready to burn her soul from her bones . . .
         

         
         They didn’t, though.

         
         Was it because of Max’s goggles? There was no safe way for Faye to test this theory. The prince had his eyes closed, and so
            did the rest of the people on the veranda. Safely unseeing. Scrambling for spoons. Faye couldn’t test her reflection hypothesis,
            either—because as soon as she yanked the utensil from Wizard West’s hands, the creature scurried away, slipping into the burning
            underbrush.
         

         
         Faye frowned. That didn’t seem like cockatrice behavior. According to Celurdur’s previous groundskeepers, they were as aggressive
            as the roosters who laid their eggs, refusing to back down from a fight.
         

         
         So why had this one run away?

         
         She could hear the other chicks screeching, through the encroaching flames, getting closer and closer. “Everyone, drink char
            tea so you won’t get burned!”
         

         
         Ellington Evermost shuddered at the suggestion. “Drinking out of dirty dishes? There’s backwash!”

         
         Faye took a swig from the dirty mug Wizard West never passed to her. Between the moping ghost and the clueless candidates,
            she found her patience running thin. “If you’re scared of a little spit, you’re definitely not cut out to be a wizard!”
         

         
         “That’s true.” Wizard West perked up. “Minus ten points for cowardice.”

         
         “There’s a point system?” Max wondered.

         
         “There is now!” the wizard announced.

         
         Ellington looked horrified. “That’s not fair! You never said anything about it before—”

         
         “Minus ten more points for pointless whining!” Wizard West said. “Now, do as Fable says and drink the spit tea!”

         
         The rest of the boys scrambled to the tables and began searching for leftover teacups with their eyes closed.

         
         “Gather anything that’s silver too!” Faye shouted. “Serving platters, egg spoons, ice tongs!”

         
         “What are we going to do with ice tongs?” asked Leopold Vincent.

         
         “Maybe we can build a barricade. . . .” Prince Max already had a bouquet of forks and spoons, which he was rinsing in the melt-off of the ice bucket. “A line of defense between us and—OH! That’s it!” The prince dropped the utensils he was cleaning and disappeared into the house, running so fast that tablecloths fluttered as he passed. 

         
         “What’s it?” Faye wondered.

         
         “He does this all the time,” Illian explained, picking up the forks and spoons and carrying on with the washing. “Usually
            when Max runs away midsentence, he’s going to his laboratory. I don’t know where he’s off to now. . . .”
         

         
         “Only cowards run away!” Vance declared loudly. “Aren’t you going to deduct any of the prince’s points?”
         

         
         Wizard West had an almost allergic reaction to being told what to do. It was why his staff was so skilled at turning suggestions
            into seeds, planting them in the soft loam of his subconscious and waiting for time to do its delicate work. Vance was the
            exact opposite of delicate. He was covered in sawdust from Neil’s tree. He broke more china as he tore apart the table.
         

         
         Faye held her breath, waiting for West to disqualify the boy. Finally.

         
         It might have happened, if another cockatrice hadn’t interrupted.

         
         The hatchling gave more warning this time. Its SHRIEEEEEEEEK slid through Faye’s blood, making everything feel cold. Everyone on the veranda froze when the creature’s talons scritch-scratched slowly over the patio’s rose-colored stones.
         

         
         Faye kept her gaze down. Rough rooster feet passed, followed by the tip of a scale-covered tail. When she dared a glance at the reflection in the shiny vase Cecil Williams was holding, she saw that she’d been mistaken before. This chick didn’t look like a rodent. It looked like a chick! Complete with fluffy feathers and a flame licking out of its tiny beak. 

         
         “Oh!” West exclaimed. “It’s kind of cute!”

         
         “DO NOT STARE AT IT!” Faye shouted. “UNLESS YOU’RE AN ALL-POWERFUL WIZARD!”

         
         The cockatrice turned at the sound of her voice, moving more like a dragon than a chicken. Faye sensed the animal’s gaze,
            searching for her eyes. And then . . . a prickle. A tug. She felt her own ghost beneath her skin, itching to get out of the
            body it had been so comfortable in these past twelve years. She knew if she looked up, her soul would slip free.
         

         
         “Here, chicky-chicky!”

         
         Princess Illian dropped to the ground, bringing a large serving tray in front of her face. Some of Rena’s carefully sliced
            sandwiches were stuck to it. They began falling off as the princess crawled forward, dragging her skirts through broken saucers
            and smears of marzipan.
         

         
         “Here, chicky-chicky-chick!” she called out again.

         
         Faye could see the cockatrice clearly at the center of the sandwich tray. She felt the moment its attention left—her soul
            settling back into her bones like a bed full of blankets on a frosty morning. The hatchling’s head swung around. It stared
            into its own deadly eyes.
         

         
         There was a long second where Faye thought their plan had failed.

         
         Then came the explosion.

         
         It was feathers, mostly. They poofed out in every direction, falling along with the rest of the ash.

         
         “Did—did it work?” Illian cracked an eyelid and peeked over the tray.

         
         “I’d say so.” Faye studied the stone where the hatchling last stood. It was no longer rose-colored, but black, scorched in
            a way no brush would be able to scrub. The sandwich tray had turned the same color.
         

         
         “But keep your eyes closed,” she reminded Illian. “There are more monsters out there.”

         
         And it seemed that the rest of the cockatrices’ attention had been drawn by the first chick’s demise. Faye could hear their
            shrieks growing louder as they closed in on the veranda.
         

         
         She knew, then, that she’d miscounted the tracks in the rooster pen.

         
         There weren’t just two more cockatrice chicks.

         
         There were six.

         
         And every single one was rushing toward the breakfast area.

         
         Suddenly the sugar spoon in Faye’s hand felt small. Silly. Stupid. Princess Illian’s platter was useless too, its silver completely
            tarnished. The vase that Cecil was holding might catch a hatchling off-guard, but there weren’t enough larger reflections
            left to handle the remaining five.
         

         
         “Wizard West, sir, I think, maybe, you need to step in.”

         
         Faye knew he could stop the cockatrices from attacking, but that would expose the fact that he was already dead.

         
         West did not look pleased about this.

         
         But even though he was self-involved sometimes—okay, most times—West was not cruel. He wouldn’t let any of his contestants die. He began rolling up the sleeves of his dragon robe, his bare arms barely there, and was starting to stand when the nearest
            door to Celurdur swung open.
         

         
         Prince Max was back.

         
         And he’d brought reinforcements! The boy hadn’t run away because he was afraid—he’d gone to get some sentient suits of armor.
            Of course! Faye couldn’t believe she’d forgotten about the guards. Their silver limbs flashed as they marched onto the veranda,
            like a set of toy soldiers. One, two, three, four, five, six! They each went where Max directed, taking up positions around
            the perimeter facing the garden.
         

         
         A line of defense.

         
         Faye couldn’t have planned it better herself.

         
         Neither could Wizard West. He let his sleeves drop and sat hastily back in his seat. There was a crooked smile on his face
            as he watched the remaining cockatrices go up in smoke. “Well done, Your Highness! I’d say you win this one!”
         

         
         “Win?” Max sounded winded, as if West had punched the prince instead of putting his name at the top of the leaderboard.

         
         Illian dropped her tray. “But . . . Max didn’t even fight them.”

         
         Feathers drifted around the group. Most of the other boys looked disgruntled at the news. Faye frowned too. She understood why the other contestants were upset, but shouldn’t the princess be happy for her brother? He was obviously the best next Wizard West. 

         
         “That wasn’t even a real trial!” Vance Gravesworth argued.

         
         Wizard West gave another mumbling sigh that sounded something like “Why is this my lot in the afterlife?” before straightening
            his dragon robe and clearing his throat. “On the contrary! That trial was as real as it gets. The whole point of the first
            test was to see how you’d respond under immense pressure. Sometimes you’re fighting an Unholy Wyrm. Sometimes killer chicken
            things hatch in your backyard. Expect the unexpected! That’s what I always say.”
         

         
         Faye had never heard him say this before.

         
         Vance didn’t seem to be listening at all. “Your cat maid screwed up and forgot to collect the eggs! She admitted so herself!”

         
         She had, hadn’t she? Faye’s ears flattened to the back of her head and her tail curled down one leg. First she’d interrupted Neil’s
            “battle” and now this . . .
         

         
         “Part of running a place like Celurdur is learning how to patch up other people’s mistakes!” Wizard West answered coolly.

         
         Faye’s cheeks burned with a heat that had nothing to do with the fires ravaging the flower beds. She knew what the wizard was saying was true, and that made her feel even worse. Most of the time she and Da were the ones fixing West’s mistakes. She glanced down at her feet, where a bottle of Optimism had shattered, pink glass everywhere. There was so much to clean up. 

         
         “Prince Max just saved you all from a terrible fate! If that doesn’t merit first place, then I don’t know what will.” Wizard West stood and began ushering the contestants past the veranda’s seven dark marks. “Come! Let’s go give the
            people a rousing reenactment of his heroics! Perhaps we could turn it into a saga: ‘The Prince and the Perilous Poultry.’
            That’s got kind of a ring to it, does it not?”
         

         
         No one nodded.

         
         Max looked horrified as he started down the ash-covered path. His sister stomped after him, her mud-streaked skirts swishing
            violently. The rest of the contestants followed, and even though they were on their way to a victory ceremony, Faye felt as
            if she was watching a funeral procession.
         

         
         She couldn’t help but wonder what else she’d seen. That first beast she’d faced on the veranda clearly wasn’t a cockatrice.
            It wasn’t a BOEF, either—at least, not one that Faye recognized. She thought she knew all of the grounds’ animals by heart . . .
         

         
         So what was this creature?

         
         And what was it doing at Celurdur?

         
         Faye looked back at the scorched flower bed where the animal had vanished. She saw no sign of its smoke-colored body, no glimmer
            of its ember-hot eyes. Despite the warmth of the burning garden, she shivered.
         

         
         “Oh, and, Faye?” Wizard West had paused on the path, turning his attention back toward the wrecked veranda.

         
         She straightened. West had finally managed to get her name right! Did that mean all was forgiven?

         
         The ghost’s arm flailed over the burning garden. There were no more WWs left, and one of the event tents was floating off in flames, filling the sky with sparks. “I think you may need to do some
            re-landscaping.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 9
Salt and Stars

         
         “This is so not fair!” declared Princess Illian as she marched through the beds of ashy soil Faye was raking.
         

         
         After their victory over the cockatrices that morning and the subsequent reenactment in the arena, the contestants had returned
            to Celurdur to celebrate. Faye, on the other hand, spent most of her afternoon in the back gardens, trying to replant the
            vegetation the chicks had destroyed. The twenty hedge versions of Wizard West had escaped the burning and were kind enough
            to help her scatter seeds and spread Neil’s fertilizer. Each of them now paused, their heads turning to watch Illian as she
            made her way from the main house. The princess of Solum had on a dress the color of peaches. It matched the glow coming from
            the sunset, as well as Celurdur’s dining room windows, where a new feast was being served.
         

         
         “Faye! There you are! Did you read this?” The princess held up an evening copy of the Charm & Curse.
         

         
         “No,” she told Illian. “I’ve been too busy gardening.”

         
         “Then take a break!”

         
         It was the closest Illian had come to giving Faye a royal order.

         
         The princess pushed the paper into her hands, exchanging it for the rake and scratching at some dirt while Faye scanned the
            front page. She was relieved to see that the picture of her blocking Vance’s sword hadn’t made it to print. There was a photograph
            of Prince Max instead, standing awkwardly in the stadium as Wizard West announced his victory. Neil was asleep in the background.
            Faye was pleasantly surprised by the article beneath it. The headline was better than she expected: HERE THERE BE NO DRAGONS. Bryce Bentpen had described most of the morning in great detail—what the guests ate for breakfast, the flashy scales of Wizard
            West’s dragon costume, the wilted cabbage “heads,” the plants growing from Neil’s dormant back.
         

         
         “‘A vegetarian dragon does not a fearsome foe make,’” Faye read aloud. “Ha! That’s a good line!”

         
         Illian did not look amused.

         
         “Keep reading,” she said.

         
         Faye scanned the rest of the article as the princess hacked at the ground. It reminded her a little bit of the way Vance had
            wielded his sword. Mr. Bentpen hadn’t mentioned that incident in his article, thank the Balance.
         

         
         
            But the morning’s drama was far from over. Seven cockatrices hatched and set fire to the grounds, forcing the contestants to fight them. HRH Prince Max rose to the occasion, defeating the mythical beasts by showing them their own reflections. 

            It remains unclear as to whether or not this turn of events was orchestrated. If so, I am duly impressed. If not . . . well,
               one would need an entirely different editorial to unpack that prospect. How can we trust the Balance to a man who is so disorganized? Perhaps it bodes well that he intends to retire in
               the near future.
            

         

         Faye winced at the final lines.

         
         West would not be happy when he read them.

         
         She weighed the look of indignation on Illian’s own face. “I mean, that’s mean, but I wouldn’t say it’s completely unfair . . . ,”
            Faye told the princess. “Wizard West is disorganized. He didn’t even think about his scoring system.”
         

         
         “Not that part! I’m talking about the part Mr. Bentpen didn’t write! He gave Max all the credit for defeating the cockatrices,
            but you were the one who came up with the idea about reflections. It was you who took us to the utensils! We’d all be demon chicken feed if it wasn’t for you!” Illian huffed. “You should be in the dining
            hall right now, receiving toasts and praise and medals and whatnot. Not stuck out here gardening!”
         

         
         When Faye reached for the rake again, the topiaries looked visibly relieved.

         
         “I’m used to it,” she reminded the princess. “I’m a maid.”

         
         “And you’re a girl,” Illian sighed, folding the paper and staring at its photograph of her brother. “Mark my words, if you
            were a boy, Wizard West would’ve pulled you up on that platform and sung your praises for hours.”
         

         
         Faye wasn’t so sure about this. She didn’t see the situation changing anytime soon, anyway. “I’m glad Max is getting the glory.”

         
         “I’m not.”

         
         “Why?” Faye wondered. “He’s kind. He’s clever. He’ll make a great Wizard West.”

         
         Illian bit her lip. Her cheeks flushed and her forehead sprang a tiara of sweat. “Can I trust you, Faye?” she asked uncertainly.

         
         Faye blinked. “Sure. I mean, yes. Your Highness.”

         
         “Okay . . .” Illian let out a breath and smoothed her skirts. “I’m going to tell you something and you have to promise not
            to tell anyone ever. Swear on the thing you hold the most dear!”
         

         
         Da, Neil, Rena, Puck . . . technically none of them were things, and Faye didn’t have a lot of stuff. Swearing on her bandolier didn’t feel sincere. Neither did making a vow with her rake.
            There was only one option that felt big enough. “I swear on Celurdur that your secret will be safe with me.”
         

         
         The princess seemed satisfied. “Max doesn’t want to be king. He never has. Even when we were babies, he was always rolling his crown down the grand staircase or tossing it into the palace ponds. Our father has tried to prepare Max for the throne—getting him rhetoric tutors and archery lessons—but all my brother really wants to do is invent things. He’s good at it too! You should see his workshop in Retnec. It’s full of the most wonderful stuff—like those goggles you wore today. He’s working on a new kind of flying machine called an aeroplane. It has feathered wings like a bird, and Max says it’ll fly twice as fast as the zeppelin when he’s finished.” 

         
         More sweat dewed Illian’s nose. She paused to wipe it off.

         
         “The thing is . . . I want to be king. I should be king. I was born two whole minutes before Max, and I’m way better than him at studying maps and talking to the court and
            all the things kings were born to do. If I was a boy, there would be no question about my succession, but the law forbids
            passing the crown to me because I’m a girl. It’s stupid. So stupid! Father could change it, if he wanted to, but he’s too
            traditional.” Even in the gathering dusk, Faye could see that the princess’s face was growing a bold, angry red. “Max agrees
            with me. We talk all the time about how I should be the one inheriting the kingdom! We’ve even made a secret pact that . . .”
            She took another deep breath, as if she was about to dive underwater. “That once Max is crowned king, he’ll change the law
            so that women can rule too. Then he’ll abdicate the throne to me.”
         

         
         “Oh,” Faye managed.

         
         That was a huge secret. Suddenly even Celurdur didn’t feel grand enough to keep it, and Faye wondered why, out of everyone here, Illian was
            choosing to tell a servant.
         

         
         “So you see,” the princess went on, “Max can’t be chosen as the next Wizard West! It would mess up our plan, and the crown would pass to the next male successor instead!
            The throne would go to my cousin Vance!”
         

         
         Faye made a choking sound. Imagining Vance Gravesworth as Wizard West was bad enough. For him to be the next king of Solum—the
            person in charge of the entire country—was unthinkable.
         

         
         “Do you understand now?” Illian pressed. “Max cannot—under any circumstances—win this tournament. The future of our country
            depends on it! We have to make sure he loses the next challenge.”
         

         
         “You mean, cheat?”

         
         The princess scrunched her nose. “Is it really cheating if you aren’t trying to win?” she asked.
         

         
         Faye wasn’t sure. Da would probably say yes. Puck would probably say no. The shrub tributes to Wizard West just shrugged their
            leafy shoulders, as if to point out that this whole competition was based on a ghost’s disorganized whims.
         

         
         “Please help me, Faye! You know so much about this place, and you’re the only person here I can trust!” Illian held up the paper again. “You deserve all the credit, and you’ll get it, when I become a monarch! We can change the world together!” 

         
         The world? That seemed awfully big. Much, much bigger than a maid with a rake was meant to handle. Illian, on the other hand . . . Faye
            thought of how the princess had defied her father’s orders with a simple curtsy. She was just as clever as her brother, and
            there was absolutely no reason why she shouldn’t rule Solum one day.
         

         
         And there wasn’t much reason why Faye couldn’t try and help her.

         
         “Okay,” she answered cautiously.

         
         Illian broke out into a grin. “So we have a deal?”

         
         “We have a deal,” Faye agreed. “As long as Vance doesn’t get chosen as the next Wizard West, either.”

         
         This made Illian’s smile fade, a little. “I’m sorry about what he did to your dragon today. . . .”

         
         “I don’t think he is,” Faye said.
         

         
         “Vance wasn’t always such a goblin,” Illian said. “He used to be fun. We played together all the time when we were kids, convincing Wizard North to make ice chute slides from the palace’s northern towers or getting lost in the south garden’s hedge mazes, until Vance learned how to make the bushes move. He’s always been fascinated with magic. He loved talking to the wizards whenever they visited the palace to hold their conclave. But . . .” The princess paused. “Things changed after my uncle died last year. Vance . . . well, he hasn’t done well without his da.” 

         
         “Oh.” Faye couldn’t help but glance at the conservatory. Its glass had turned a deep purple, almost invisible against the
            night sky. She looked away. The thought of her father being gone—forever—was too dark.
         

         
         Too terrible.

         
         “Vance wouldn’t talk to anyone for months,” Illian told her. “He kept disappearing too. Max thinks he took a secret passage from the cellars down the mountain
            into Retnec, but no one ever saw him in the city. Things changed again after Vance read about this contest. He wouldn’t shut
            up about becoming an all-powerful wizard. My aunt didn’t want him to enter, but Da decided it would be good to get Vance out
            of the palace.”
         

         
         Faye looked back at the peachy glow of the dining hall windows.

         
         “Maybe not so good for Celurdur,” she said.

         
         “Maybe not,” the princess agreed. “Vance was a chicken when it came to the cockatrices.”

         
         There was another rustling noise that made Faye jump, before she realized it was just the topiary tributes nodding their agreement.

         
         Illian cocked her head too. “What’s the matter?”

         
         “Nothing, it’s just . . . I saw something strange out here in the garden today.”

         
         “Stranger than a demon chick of doom?”

         
         “I thought it was a cockatrice at first,” Faye admitted, “but it looked more like a rodent.”

         
         “A rat?” The princess sounded more thoughtful than disgusted. “Was it cloudy around the edges? With glowing red eyes?”

         
         Faye nodded. “You saw it too?”

         
         “Not today,” Illian said, “but they’ve infested the palace lately. Especially after an earthquake shakes all the Salt of Stars
            away from the entrances. I don’t mind, because the crystals are so darn sharp and they’re impossible to walk over with heels.”
         

         
         Now that the sky was even darker, stars were dashed across the conservatory glass, sprinkled like a handful of seasoning. . . .
            Faye felt her mouth go dry.
         

         
         He was going to gather salt, she remembered Wizard West saying. Or was it stars?

         
         It was both.

         
         It was Salt of Stars. That must be what her father had gone into the conservatory to collect. But why hadn’t Da told Faye about it? She’d never
            heard of the ingredient before. There was no entry about it in Notes on Natural Magic. There was no drawer of it in the S section of the apothecary.
         

         
         “What’s Salt of Stars?” she asked the princess.
         

         
         “They’re really pointy crystals,” Illian answered.

         
         “But what are the pointy crystals for?”

         
         “Keeping rodents out of the palace, I guess.” The other girl shrugged. “I wouldn’t worry too much about the smoke rats. They don’t really do anything, except scurry around and scare court ladies.” The princess put her hands on her hips. “Not me, of course. I’m not afraid of anything.” 

         
         Faye looked back at Celurdur—with its bright, bright lights and dark, dark conservatory.

         
         She wished she could say the same.

         
         Faye was exhausted when she finally got back to her tree house.

         
         But instead of crawling into bed, she went searching through Da’s library.

         
         There were a few knots and hollows in the walls of their tree house that worked as shelves, but Thorne Gardner had so many
            books that they had to double as other furniture. Her father had stacked volumes into bedstands and chairs and a set of very
            wobbly stairs that reached up to even more books. Atlases. Fairy tales. Wizards’ biographies. Spell books. Books about the South. Faye paused, trying to make out their
            titles by the glowing mushrooms that sprouted from the ceiling. It was enough light not to stumble on a root, but poor for
            reading. Candles were out of the question—their tree hated fire, obviously. So Faye stoked a firefly lantern instead, humming
            a short tune to the insects inside.
         

         
         They lit up long enough for her to find Notes on Natural Magic sitting by her father’s hammock. There was a peacock feather pen stuck between its pages, where Da had been working on a
            recipe for West’s elixir line. The wizard’s latest brainchild? A brew to make your gas smell new! The potion turned farts into a type of perfume—or would, once Thorne Gardner finished figuring out the exact ratio of the
            ingredients.
         

         
         
            	Rose petals

            	Unicorn poop

            	Cirrus cloud

         

         There was no Salt of Stars listed. Faye flipped through the rest of the pages she’d already memorized. She could hear her father’s voice echoing in her
            head as she read them. Telling her all about a phoenix’s life cycle or the way a Centennial tree grew fruit only every one
            hundred years.
         

         
         “Magic,” he’d told his daughter, “is so much more than four wizards holding a meeting once a quarter. It’s everywhere. It’s
            earth and air and sky and sea. . . . Everyone can feel it in their bones, if they sit still enough to listen.”
         

         
         Faye had sat still next to him.

         
         She had listened.

         
         So why hadn’t Da told her the truth?

         
         She paused on the entry about Tears of the Willow, fresh tears filling her own eyes. So much had gone wrong since her father
            had left.
         

         
         
            Willows possess many magical traits. Their bark can be powdered to make water-sensitive parchment* and their leaves can be steeped into a tea that makes its drinker extra limber. The tree’s tears are its most potent property and have many applications in a variety of potions. 

         

         Faye’s tear splashed onto the paper. Thankfully, the groundskeeper who’d written the initial entry had used ink made with
            giant squid stock. It didn’t run or smear, but when Faye went to wipe away the moisture, she found that the page itself had
            grown larger. Its water-sensitive parchment* had extended to reveal fresh text.
         

         
         There was a new footnote at the bottom.

         
         Her heart began to race as she read:

         
         
            *If a willow is made to cry on the night of the new moon—when stars shine their brightest—and the tears are left to harden
               on its branches for a fortnight, they shall calcify into a most-sharpe salt. So sharpe that not even spirits can stand to
               stand near it. This ingredient is useful for keeping evil at bay.
            

         

         Faye read these extra words again and again, until they dried back into the parchment, along with the rest of her tears. She was relieved that her father hadn’t lied. Salt of Stars seemed to be a variation on Tears of the Willow. It was the last two lines of the hidden footnote that bothered Faye. That, and the way the “smoke rat” had looked at her. With such a burning stare. But just because the creature had red eyes didn’t mean it was evil. . . . 

         
         Right?

         
         Whatever the case, Faye took comfort in the thought that she could ask Da about this soon. If the footnote’s timing was correct,
            he’d be back with some Salt of Stars the evening before the full moon. That was only five days from now.
         

         
         She could hold down the fort—or in this case, the castle—until then.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 10
The Vampiric Tiara

         
         The second trial of Wizard West’s tournament was not a death-defying encounter with a BOEF.

         
         It was a fashion show.

         
         The wizard announced it the following morning, wearing a robe that had been charmed to change colors every few seconds. This
            ensemble was distracting enough to keep most of the audience from noticing that his moonfruit juice was wearing off. Faye
            made a mental note to grab a new bottle from the kitchen, but for now, she stood in the corner of the dining hall while the
            task was explained.
         

         
         “Candidates will have one hour to peruse my wardrobe and assemble an outfit suitable for the Wizard of the West. They will be judged on their selection’s form and function! Does it dazzle the eye?” Up on the balcony, Wizard West’s robes became an iridescent yellow. His voice suddenly magnified. “Does it speak volumes? Some of the hats do ramble on, by the way, so you may need earmuffs if you venture into the millinery section.”
         

         
         He was asking his potential successors to pick out clothes? Faye wanted to laugh at the absurdity of it. She could tell that
            several of the candidates were fighting the same reflex. They looked down at their tailored robes, then back at Wizard West’s
            now aquamarine ensemble. None dared voice the question they were all thinking.
         

         
         It was the Charm & Curse reporter who cleared his throat. “But, sir, with all due respect, what does this have to do with being a wizard?”
         

         
         “EVERYTHING, Mr. Bentpen!”

         
         Wizard West’s robes turned a bright vermilion while plaster trickled down over the diners’ plates. Faye winced as she looked
            up at Celurdur’s vaulted ceilings. There were only four days left until the full moon, when the next appointed Wizard West
            could help strengthen the house’s foundations. But this tournament had put the place under a great deal of strain, with so
            many people going up its stairs and slamming its doors and clogging its plumbing.
         

         
         West paused to glance at the chandeliers too.

         
         His robes faded to a rose color.

         
         His voice dimmed as well.

         
         “Appearances are everything, Mr. Bentpen! The entire western population of Solum looks to me as a figurehead—second to His Majesty, of course—and I can’t disappoint them by dressing in pedestrian rags. No offense,” he said, in a way that was clearly meant to disparage Mr. Bentpen’s button-down shirt. “Figureheads must look fantastic enough to engrave upon a coin. They must inspire awe. They must foster trust. Fashion might not be proper
            magic, but it has the power to do such things. I’m searching for a successor who understands the importance of putting together
            a proper outfit.”
         

         
         Smoke and mirrors—all of it. Why, even now Faye could see Jess’s handwriting appear on the chalkboard above Wizard West’s
            head: A Test of Taste.

         
         Faye glanced at her own uniform. There hadn’t been time for laundry after the cockatrice battle, and it was more dirt than
            not, thanks to replanting the entire back garden yesterday. At least it wouldn’t be hard to help Prince Max lose this challenge. . . .
         

         
         “He wants them to pick out clothes?” Princess Illian wondered, several hours later, as she and Faye snuck through the servants’
            passage. This part of the house did not change nearly as much as the rest, probably because the maids didn’t bother clearing
            out its cobwebs. Celurdur had a soft spot for spiders.
         

         
         Faye did too. She whispered apologies to the arachnids as she sliced through their webs with her knife, clearing the tunnel
            that led to Wizard West’s bedchambers.
         

         
         “Enchanted clothes,” she clarified.
         

         
         This second task was perhaps more daunting than Wizard West had let on. There was the sheer size of his closet for one thing. The wizard’s wardrobe matched most scholars’ libraries—rooms upon rooms fitted with shelves upon shelves. There was an entire wing dedicated to footwear. And another set aside for hats. A laundry maid had once gotten lost and wandered through the closet for three whole days before finding the exit. Ever since, the practice had been to knot together Wizard West’s impressive collection of scarves to find your way back to the wardrobe’s door—no matter how deep you ventured in. 

         
         “I wish I could pick out my own clothes!” Illian brushed her skirts into the surrounding cobwebs on purpose, covering them in a new
            silvery embroidery. “They wouldn’t even have to be enchanted. Just functional!”
         

         
         “Wizard West’s outfits don’t always function very well,” Faye told her.

         
         Most of the spells Wizard West infused into his garments were harmless—dustings of Animus powder and color-changing charms—but she’d heard the laundry maids talk about the deeper parts of the closet the way Da spoke of the outer grounds. Danger lurked. Fur coats went feral. Silk scarves slithered along the ceiling rafters. There was a pair of chain mail gloves that wanted to be worn so badly they would hunt down your hands, and once they latched on they were nearly impossible to remove. According to the formerly lost laundry maid, there was a tiara like that too . . . scuttling like a spider over the eaves and dropping onto unsuspecting heads. 

         
         Faye didn’t think this was the kind of crown Illian really wanted to wear.

         
         “Stay close,” she urged as they stepped into Wizard West’s personal quarters. None of the contestants had arrived yet, but
            the place had been tidied up in preparation. Most notably? The ghost’s body. The sheets of his four-poster bed were tucked
            into tight corners. A pleasant fire crackled in the fireplace. The wardrobe entrance yawned open beside it. “We’ll hide in
            the first robe room and put together the most hideous outfit for your brother.”
         

         
         Illian nodded. “Absolutely hideous! Though . . . Wizard West’s tastes seem a little . . . unpredictable. How will we know
            if he’ll dislike something or not?”
         

         
         Faye considered. “We’ll have to find clothes that are as boring as possible.”

         
         This proved difficult. As they walked around, Faye wished she’d brought her new tinted goggles, if only to keep her eyes from
            aching. There was so much COLOR! The wardrobe’s first robe room was filled with fiery pinks, icy blues, leafy greens, actual
            foliage, and frost and flame. They crackled and clashed as the girls found some robes to hide in.
         

         
         “Ugh!” Princess Illian’s braid got stuck on a cape that was coated with honey. Real bees buzzed in and out of the fabric’s
            combed pattern. “Does Wizard West actually wear these things?”
         

         
         “Unfortunately, yes.”

         
         “Why?”

         
         “That was for the release of his sore throat elixir. Its main ingredient is honey harvested on midsummer’s eve. It looks like
            the hive has grown since then. . . .” Faye made another mental note to take the garment outdoors, where it could pollinate
            actual plants instead of the neighboring cape of vines. Its flowering leaves provided good cover for the girls while they
            waited for Prince Max.
         

         
         They didn’t have to wait long.

         
         Argon marched into the wardrobe a few minutes later, the contestants filing in after him. The butler seemed vastly unimpressed
            with the task at hand. Vance looked horrified when he saw the clothes. Max slipped his goggles over his eyes. Leopold Vincent
            reached out to touch a sequined sleeve and yelped when the sleeve reached back.
         

         
         “How are we expected to dress ourselves without footmen?” Ellington Evermost wondered. “Or mirrors?”

         
         “I’m sure you’ll find a way.” Argon’s voice was as sterling as his hair. “I will return in one hour to escort you to the stadium
            for this farcical fashion show—I mean, final judgment. You have sixty minutes to pick out clothes, starting now.”
         

         
         The butler flipped the hourglass he was holding and set it on the floor. The candidates began yanking objects off hangers. Silks, furs, knits, scales, feathers, and velvet were all left in careless piles when the contestants spied something better. The butler sighed heavily at the mess and stepped out of the wardrobe’s double doors, pulling them shut. 

         
         Max seemed to be the only contestant who wasn’t tearing the place to shreds. He watched the other nine boys disappear into
            the depths of the closet. Faye and Illian watched too, waiting for the coast to clear. Cecil Williams had barely exited the
            robe room—dragging a cape made of train cars—when the princess’s arm shot out, yanking her brother back into the racks.
         

         
         He screamed loudly, before realizing it was his sister. “Ack! What is this sticky stuff? Are—Illian, are those bees? What
            if they sting me?! This is why I prefer to stay indoors!”
         

         
         His sister made an impatient buzzing sound. “We are indoors.”
         

         
         “Oh, right.” Max blinked, peering through his goggles to get a better view of the situation. “What are you doing here?”

         
         “I told you I was going to help you lose,” Illian explained. “Faye is too! We’re going to help you pick out a horrible outfit.”

         
         In trying to distance himself from the beehive, Max fell into the vines, getting so tangled that Faye had to use her knife
            to cut him free. “A horrible outfit?” he repeated, picking honey-covered leaves off his sleeves. “That shouldn’t be hard.”
         

         
         “Horrible to Wizard West,” Faye clarified.

         
         “Oh . . .” The prince’s face fell as he glanced at the rack of garments above them. There was a robe made of storm clouds
            stitched together with lightning, spattering the trio with raindrops. “He’s a very daring dresser, isn’t he?”
         

         
         Faye nodded. “That’s why we have to find the plainest clothes we can. There must be a white tunic in here somewhere. . . .”

         
         A peal of thunder shook the rack above.

         
         Illian arched her eyebrows. “Must there?”

         
         Now that Faye thought harder about it, she wasn’t sure she’d ever seen Wizard West dressed in white. “We could also go the
            misfits route. He cursed a pair of ice slippers last year because he claimed they kept making him slip on purpose. And there
            was a hat that made all his hair fall out. I’ve never seen him so angry—” Except for, you know, the time Faye told him that
            he was deceased. Or when she’d made a mess of his first challenge yesterday. What would West do if he discovered that Faye
            was meddling with this one too? She shoved this thought to the back of her mind. “If you wore those to the fashion show, there’s
            no way Wizard West would declare you the winner.”
         

         
         Illian nodded. “That sounds like a good plan.”

         
         “Does it?” Max wondered faintly. “I’m somewhat attached to my hair. . . .”

         
         “It will grow back! Sacrifices must be made for the good of the kingdom, Max!”

         
         “You sound like Da.”

         
         His sister fell silent and looked down.

         
         Faye’s cat ears prickled with everything the twins did not say. Her fur bristled at the overhead raindrops too—hating the
            feel of the wet and damp.
         

         
         “I’m sorry, Max,” Illian said finally. “I know how it feels when Da doesn’t listen. I know he’s pushed you into this competition, but if you let me push you out, we can go back to Retnec. Back to your laboratory and your books and no indoor insects whatsoever.”
         

         
         The prince bit his lip and looked back at the humming hive.

         
         “You don’t have to wear that,” Faye assured him. “You don’t have to wear the balding hat, either. We’ll find a less dramatic
            castoff.” Probably in the back of the closet, running wild with the rest of West’s discarded garments. Faye was glad she’d
            brought her bandolier. She pulled a partemspe leaf from the top pocket. “This should lead us to the misfits room, and you
            can choose whatever cursed item of clothing you want!”
         

         
         “All right,” the prince agreed.

         
         They followed the red foliage in Faye’s palm into the next robe room. She paused by the end of the bottom rack, eyes narrowing.
            It looked empty at first glance, but her enhanced vision caught a strange curve in the air, where the light did not hit just
            right. Faye reached out and pulled the bolt down, revealing the hanger hidden beneath.
         

         
         Her own hand disappeared in the process.

         
         “Ooooh!” gasped Illian. “An invisibility cloak!”

         
         Max shoved up his goggles to examine the fabric more closely. “Technically, no. It’s not invisible.”

         
         “It looks that way to me!”

         
         “If it were invisible, you wouldn’t be able to see the seams,” the prince said. “This robe has been dyed with something . . .”

         
         “Nightveil berries,” Faye told him.

         
         “Really?”

         
         “My da discovered a way to transfer their camouflage properties by juicing them.” She couldn’t hide the pride in her voice.
            “We mostly use the juice to harvest ingredients from BOEFs’ lairs. Wizard West tried putting it on a cloak, but then he lost
            it. . . .”
         

         
         Until now.

         
         Being almost invisible wasn’t hard for Faye.

         
         Sure, she tripped on her own feet a bit more, but the camouflage cloak wasn’t so different from wearing a maid’s uniform.
            She ghosted past Dalton Dupont and Bentley Crawford as they tried on boots that made them grow several inches taller. She
            resisted the urge to tell Alden Kelley that all he had to do to reverse the horns he’d sprouted was to take off the helmet.
            She bit back another warning for Vance Gravesworth as he perused a drawer of rings—more than half had enchantments even heavier
            than their jewels, including the blinking eyeball the boy seemed drawn too.
         

         
         Vance didn’t need three eyes. His two-eyed glare was bad enough as he watched Max pass. Faye and Illian remained under the
            camouflage cloak, but the princess was making an awful lot of noise.
         

         
         “Are we almost there?” she huffed, nudging Faye’s tail from her face for the fourteenth time.

         
         The arrangement was uncomfortable for both of them. Faye would have gladly traded places with the princess, if it hadn’t been
            up to her to read the partemspe leaf.
         

         
         “I’m not sure,” Faye whispered.

         
         They’d been walking for fifteen minutes, and there was no end in sight. Only nightgowns. Faye made sure to steer well away
            from their fabric, which had been stitched with sleeping spells. They couldn’t risk falling asleep here. . . .
         

         
         The leaf spun in her palm, guiding the trio through a hallway of hats, then a staircase that wound up through wings hanging
            from harnesses. Finally, they reached a room that smelled dustier than the others. Faye figured it was level with the rest
            of Celurdur’s attic, judging by the way sunshine zigzagged through the ceiling tiles. Just enough light to see the mountains
            of steamer trunks.
         

         
         Most of these were latched shut.

         
         As Faye and the royal children drew closer, their brass locks began to rattle and shake. The partemspe leaf in her hand fell
            still. “This must be where Wizard West keeps his castoffs,” she decided. “He’s sure to hate anything you choose from here!”
         

         
         Max tiptoed toward one of the trunks and lifted the latch.

         
         A furry black sleeve shot out.

         
         Something inside the chest began to growl.

         
         The prince slammed the lid, but the fur blocked the latch and forced its way through the gap. Another sleeve emerged. Faye yanked Max into the camouflage cloak. Mothballs scattered across the floor as the coat dragged itself free. Its neck—which looked especially unsettling without a head—swiveled this way and that. The coat seemed to be waiting for the trio to move. It stood on two arms, elbows quivering. The growl Faye had heard earlier was actually the shake of its many silver buttons. 

         
         Her own muscles started to ache from holding so still.

         
         Prince Max was turning blue.

         
         Illian red.

         
         None of them breathed.

         
         Then finally the coat turned away and disappeared into the shadows. Faye waited another ten seconds, then let out a sigh of
            relief.
         

         
         Max gasped.

         
         Illian pulled the cloak off the other two children, wrapping it around her own shoulders, so that she looked like a floating
            head. “I can see why Wizard West decided to shelve that one.”
         

         
         “He used to animate coats so that they would take themselves off and crawl up onto coatracks without footmen,” Faye explained.
            She’d been six then, but she still remembered the mercury sweat running down Argon’s forehead. The butler feared he and the
            other footmen would be out of a job.
         

         
         Magic is useless without people, her father had said. It can never replace them.

         
         Sure enough, Thorne Gardner was right.

         
         “I thought Animus powder faded after a few days,” Illian said.

         
         “It has a half-life of thirty-six hours,” offered Max.

         
         “This spell was more than powder,” Faye explained. “It was . . . power.” She wasn’t sure she could explain much more without
            being branded a witch. Then again, she had a feeling that Illian, who was scheming to become the first female ruler of Solum
            since the Shadow Queen, would appreciate witches. “Magic isn’t just some words said in the right order. It’s energy. And if
            you say a spell’s words in the wrong order, those energies will get imbalanced. Wizard West was able to make his coats move, but he didn’t count on the fact that
            they might not listen to his orders. Da reckons it was part of the recoil.”
         

         
         Illian frowned. “You’d think the Wizard of the West would know better.”

         
         “He should,” Faye said.

         
         “Your da seems to know an awful lot about magic,” Max added. “Recoil is advanced theory. And creating a camouflage formula
            from scratch is even more complicated!”
         

         
         A warm glow of pride lit Faye’s skin. “He’s been a groundskeeper for a long time—he worked at the Chantwyn estate before I
            was born,” she told the twins. “He doesn’t talk much about his time there, though. I think something bad must have happened
            to my mom.”
         

         
         Max and Illian exchanged a glance. They’d lost their mother too. And just like Faye, they’d never gotten the chance to know her—Queen Elspeth had died minutes after the twins were born. 

         
         “Oh,” the princess said softly. “That makes sense. Our da is sad too.”

         
         “And mad,” the prince added.

         
         “He doesn’t blame us, Max.”

         
         This was clearly a conversation the siblings had had before. “Then why else is he so hard on you and me? Why doesn’t he let
            you take fencing lessons? Why doesn’t he ever visit my workshop? I just . . . I wish . . .” Max pressed his lips together.
            “I wish Da would see us. You know?”
         

         
         Illian nodded.

         
         Faye thought she understood too. It was a different kind of invisibility than the cloak the princess kept draped around her
            shoulders. Different, too, than a maid’s uniform. Everyone in Solum knew what the royal twins looked like—thanks to photographs
            in the Charm & Curse. They knew that Illian wore glass slippers and Max ate his scrambled eggs with a slice of toast slathered with exactly three
            teaspoons of honey.
         

         
         But they didn’t know the princess really wanted boots.

         
         Or that Max was scared of bees.

         
         Illian put on a brave face as she opened another chest. No coats sprang out. There was a bolt of glowing neon scales instead—probably
            shed from a sea serpent. “Well, Da will be sure to see you in these clothes.”
         

         
         “Are we sure it’s such a great idea for me to go trying on these garments?” Max wondered. “I don’t mind losing some hairs, but limbs are
            a little more—”
         

         
         He stopped when Faye grabbed his arm.

         
         Her cat ears perked high, catching the sound of footsteps.

         
         “Someone’s coming!” she hissed.

         
         There was hardly any time to hide. Illian managed to pull the rest of the camouflage cloak over her head before Vance Gravesworth
            rounded the corner. The boy had obviously followed Max up here—he hadn’t even taken the time to accessorize. There were still
            only two eyes in his head.
         

         
         Both narrowed when they caught sight of Faye’s filthy maid outfit. “What are you doing here?”
         

         
         She knew what it looked like. If Vance so much as hinted that he’d found Faye in the back of the closet, meddling with the
            second trial, Wizard West would probably banish her. She’d be forced to go clean houses in Retnec. . . .
         

         
         “I’m tidying up,” she answered, brushing cobwebs from her apron.

         
         “Are you?” The boy’s snub nose wrinkled as he looked around at the teetering towers of chests. It wrinkled even more when
            a scarf slithered out from between them. “This place is filthy!”
         

         
         “Well, you wouldn’t tidy up a place that’s clean now, would you?” Faye asked.

         
         “I wouldn’t tidy up anything,” Vance sneered. “Max shouldn’t be getting his hands dirty, either. How . . . strange that you bumped into each other up here.”
         

         
         “There’s a fur coat on the loose,” Max said. “It would’ve smothered me if Faye hadn’t heard my cries for help!”

         
         “You two really shouldn’t be in this wing,” Faye told them. “It’s well hidden for a reason. These clothes are Wizard West’s
            favorites, and he’d be inconsolable if anything were to happen to them.”
         

         
         “His favorites?” Vance’s eyes lit up.

         
         “Oh.” Faye bit her lip, trying not to smile. “I shouldn’t have said that!”

         
         Vance smirked, jostling past Max to get a better look at the shimmering sea serpent skin. Faye hoped it wouldn’t change the
            boy into an aquatic snake. She hoped, too, that this would ensure his silence. He wouldn’t accuse the prince of cheating if
            he was reaping the benefits as well.
         

         
         She watched as Vance tore through the chest, pulling out pairs of fang earrings and webbed gloves. He tossed these over his
            shoulder, failing to notice how they landed on Illian’s invisible head before Max brushed them off to the floor.
         

         
         Something else was watching too. . . . Faye’s heart started to pound when she saw a shadowy form scurrying in the overhead
            rafters. It raced even harder when she saw its red eyes—gleaming.
         

         
         The smoke rat!

         
         No, she realized. There were too many eyes shining down. And they weren’t eyes at all—they were rubies. Jewels set into a silver
            crown. The piece seemed to be upside down, its prongs moving like spider legs. Faye’s own skin crawled when she saw the crown
            leap onto a stack of trunks and skitter toward Vance. She didn’t like the way it seemed to be stalking the boy.
         

         
         “Oh . . .” Vance dropped the spyglass eyeglasses he’d been examining.

         
         His eyes gleamed red, transfixed by the crown’s rubies.

         
         His hand reached out for the silver prongs.

         
         “Don’t!” Max grabbed his cousin’s arm.

         
         Vance’s nostrils flared. He kept staring at the tiara. “You can keep the crown to Solum, cousin. This one is far better. . . .”
            He wrenched himself free from the prince’s grasp, lunging. “And now it’s mine!”
         

         
         It was hard to tell which was more eager—the crown or the boy. Faye’s heart stuck to the side of her throat as she watched
            the tiara writhe in Vance’s hands. Silver prongs grew like vines when he placed them on his head, slipping past his temples,
            winding down to the soft skin of his neck. Two of the points sank into the flesh there. Like teeth.
         

         
         Max cried out.

         
         Illian’s disembodied voice did too.

         
         Strangely enough, Vance didn’t appear to mind. He was staring into nothing, or . . . nothing seemed to be staring out of him. The vacancy of his gaze made Faye shiver. His eyes had gone glossy, pupils blown wide. Two dark spots were growing on his neck too, where the crown was feeding. Beads of blood rolled up the tiara, settling in a new setting alongside the rest of the rubies. 

         
         No, Faye realized as the red liquid crystalized.
         

         
         Those weren’t rubies.

         
         They weren’t jewels at all.

         
         The crown was made of silver and blood.
         

         
         “Is it . . . it’s eating him!” Illian screamed from somewhere.
         

         
         Max had gone as white as a sheet—as if he was the one being drained. “Balance help us!”
         

         
         If only. Faye felt helpless as she watched Vance’s neck veins turn black. She’d never seen such an awful recoil before. It made the
            feral fur coat look as harmless as a dust bunny. They needed a wizard . . . someone who wielded real power instead of a belt
            stuffed with powders.
         

         
         She looked back at her bandolier, patting its pockets frantically.

         
         Partemspe leaves wouldn’t do much good. Neither would tea scones or the nip treats she sometimes gave Puck. Stasis might have
            helped, but she hadn’t brought the spray bottle, and it would be too dangerous to use her knife to cut the crown free from
            Vance’s hair without it. The blade might accidentally slice him and he’d bleed even more. . . .
         

         
         “That’s it!” she gasped, her hands wandering to the belt’s final pocket.

         
         “What’s it?” Illian asked.

         
         “Liquefacio powder.”

         
         “Made from amber dust and ice melted thrice,” Max muttered nervously. “Turns solids into liquids.”

         
         “Da and I use it to keep the fire-fox milk from clotting into cream.”

         
         “How will that help, though?” Illian wondered.

         
         “It should keep Vance’s blood from becoming a cursed gemstone. That should break his trance.” Faye hoped so, at least. The
            veins on the boy’s neck looked like the highways that crisscrossed Solum, and the black was still traveling down past the
            collar of the boy’s robes, heading straight for his heart. “Maybe then the crown will stop feeding on him.”
         

         
         Before it’s too late.

         
         Faye’s fingers shook as she opened the vial of Liquefacio and held it over Vance’s head—careful not to touch the crown. It
            was too busy feeding to notice. The newest jewel swelled like a stab-fly’s belly: bigger and bigger and bigger.
         

         
         Until Faye sprinkled the powder.

         
         Most of it landed on Vance’s coagulated blood, causing it to splash from its setting. Just like she’d thought: losing its
            newest “jewel” upset the tiara. The crown jerked back, tumbling off the boy’s head onto the floor. Its prongs flailed with
            a silent scream, wriggling until the tiara managed to right itself and skitter into the mountains of trunks.
         

         
         Faye clenched the vial, waiting.

         
         But nothing emerged.

         
         “I think it’s gone.” Max sighed. “You know, that bee cape doesn’t sound so bad anymore.”

         
         The black veins on Vance’s neck were starting to disappear too. Faye felt bad, watching the dark lines fade. True, it was
            Wizard West who’d locked a handful of children in a closet with cursed clothes, but she’d led Max and Vance straight to the
            most dangerous room. If the Liquefacio powder hadn’t worked . . .
         

         
         She shuddered to think. “Are you all right, Master Gravesworth?”

         
         He looked woozy. “What? What happened?”

         
         “That crown tried to consume you!” Max told him.

         
         “No . . .” Vance frowned, lifting a hand to the top of his head. Blood from the liquefied jewel had splashed all over the
            boy’s robes. Other than that, he seemed unharmed. “Where did it go?”
         

         
         “It was sucking your blood, so Faye used Liquefacio powder to scare it off!” explained Max.

         
         “Why would you do that?” Vance’s eyes pulled back into focus. His tone was sharp enough to make Faye’s fur bristle. She didn’t
            expect gratitude from Vance Gravesworth, but she hadn’t expected him to be so angry, either.
         

         
         “I . . . it’s my job,” she told him. “I’m Celurdur’s junior groundskeeper. I’m supposed to keep its creatures from attacking
            guests.”
         

         
         And vice versa. The way the boy was looking at Faye now reminded her of how he’d stared when she’d jumped in front of his sword to shield Neil. Splintering. Spiteful. Somewhat embarrassed. 

         
         Was that it?

         
         Was he embarrassed to be rescued by a servant?

         
         “That makes sense.” Vance’s head tilted. His hands rose in a crude impersonation of her cat ears. “I suppose it would take
            one beast to handle others.”
         

         
         Faye’s tail flinched.

         
         She bit the side of her mouth so she wouldn’t say something she was sure to regret.

         
         It sounded as if Illian—tucked away under the camouflage cloak—was doing the same.

         
         Max was the one who spoke. The prince almost looked as if he’d stepped into a pair of enchanted boots, drawing himself up
            a full two inches taller. “You need to apologize—”
         

         
         “I need that crown!” his cousin snarled.

         
         “Faye saved your life!”

         
         “You think you’re so smart, reading all those books in your ivory tower, but you have no idea what you’re talking about!”
            Vance stalked off, nearly colliding with Illian before he disappeared amid the trunks.
         

         
         Despite the interruptions, Max managed to put together a truly terrible outfit. He was easy to spot at the center of the stadium, wearing a bright yellow wig that hadn’t stopped growing since the prince placed it on his head. The hair was now as long as Cornelius’s torso. Contestants had been instructed to walk around the sleeping dragon to show off their outfits, and the steam seeping from his scales set a dramatic mood for a fashion face-off. 

         
         Faye still found it difficult to take the challenge seriously.

         
         It would’ve been one thing—tossing candidates into the arena with the feral fur coat or that vampiric tiara—but the boys were
            mostly parading around in silly clothes. Laughter rose from the audience like pop-kernels. She didn’t think this was the effect
            West had intended when he’d imagined “A Test of Taste,” but the wizard didn’t seem to mind. He sat in his box with a pair
            of binoculars and a notepad.
         

         
         Strange, Faye thought. She’d never seen him take notes before.
         

         
         He seemed to be scribbling down commentary on Max’s outfit. Ice slippers? Slippery. Yellow wig? Tertiary tripping hazard. Also, a terrible color for my complexion. The off-tune opera cape? Melts the ears. Also, woke up the Unholy Wyrm, who sneezed and melted the ice slippers. A most ungainly show. Faye couldn’t read the actual notes, but she had no doubt that the prince’s standings were slipping.
         

         
         No pun about footwear intended.

         
         Puck had plenty of other clever comments to offer from the seat beside her. “This is why I don’t wear clothes. Was His Highness
            wearing those goggles when he put together that outfit? Does he know he looks like a phoenix with jaundice?”
         

         
         “I think he does,” Faye said.

         
         Across the stadium, in the royal box, Illian appeared quite pleased with herself. And Faye. Their plan seemed to be working. The cherry on top was the fact that Vance had chosen another headpiece from the castoffs room. His hat was made of cherries that had seen better Sundays—one of the first jokes Puck made when the boy stepped into the arena with red
            juice oozing down his forehead.
         

         
         “Get it? Sundaes? Sundays?”

         
         “I get it, Puck.”

         
         “You’re not laughing,” the cat said flatly. “I thought you’d be in stitches watching that boy make a fool of himself.”

         
         She would be, normally, but the episode with the crown had shaken her. She couldn’t stop thinking about the blankness of Vance’s
            stare or the blackness of his veins. There had been something sinister about that magic. How it had tried to consume him . . .
         

         
         The arrangement of the cherries on Vance’s head looked oddly similar to the crown’s sanguine jewels. Faye wondered if that
            was why he chose the hat, before it began melting under the heat of the midday sun. At least the juices hid the bite marks
            on his neck. And the dried blood.
         

         
         Wizard West didn’t react to either of these things as he judged Vance’s costume.

         
         His face remained as unreadable as his notes.

         
         Also, it was no longer glowing.

         
         Faye realized that every trace of moonfruit had left the wizard’s complexion. This was easy to see because he was no longer wearing a hood. He’d changed out of the color-shifting cape entirely, opting for a set of silk loungewear that was uncharacteristically simple. 

         
         Faye leaned over to Puck. “Does Wizard West seem different to you?”

         
         The cat was too distracted watching the third contestant—Cecil Williams—float out in a cape of feathers. “Hm?”

         
         “West. He’s less . . .” Faye looked over her shoulder to be certain no one else could overhear. The surrounding seats were
            empty, except for a suit of armor that was marching toward their row. “He looks less ghastly.”
         

         
         “That’s good,” Puck replied.

         
         The feline’s head bobbed up and down, stalking Cecil like the rest of the garden’s birds. Faye was glad she didn’t have enough
            cat in her for that type of behavior. “Are you listening, Puck?”
         

         
         “No,” came the dry reply.

         
         Faye sighed as the rest of the contestants marched around Neil, pausing to show off their selections. There were hats shaped
            like sailboats and glass shoes with tiny topiaries growing in the heels. Ellington Evermost had put on a pair of wings and
            managed to crash into the trees on Neil’s back. Waters Funderburk somehow managed to turn his skin blue. The shade West’s
            own complexion should have been. . . .
         

         
         When the parade was finished, all ten candidates paused in front of the wizard’s box, awaiting his judgment. Vance stood at the very end of the line, cherry ooze dripping down his neck. The boy looked miserable. 

         
         “What on earth possessed Master Gravesworth to put a pile of rotting fruit on his head?” Puck mused.

         
         “Me,” Faye said.

         
         The cat fixed her with a yellow stare.

         
         “It’s better than peeing on his pillow!” she protested. “AND it’s a whole lot better than the first headpiece Vance tried
            on. Did you know there’s a tiara running around in the attic that turns people’s blood into jewels?”
         

         
         Puck stiffened then. “It bit Master Gravesworth?” he asked quietly.

         
         “I know you wanted to, but—”
         

         
         “Did Vance’s blood crystallize?” The cat’s question was soft, but sharp.

         
         Faye shook her head. “I threw Liquefacio on the tiara and it scuttled away—” She paused as the suit of armor shuffled toward
            their seats. It moved oddly, as if its joints hadn’t been oiled just last week. Metal settled into the seat beside Puck with
            a groan.
         

         
         The cat finally blinked. “Good. Pillows are one thing, Faye Gardner. Meddling with the candidates’ tasks is quite another.
            The fate of Solum rests on whomever Wizard West chooses.”
         

         
         “I know, I know. The Balance!”

         
         “You don’t know about the Balance,” the cat snapped. “That’s the problem! Even West himself has forgotten what he’s supposed to be guarding. He lets the Shadow Queen’s crown scuttle around like a common pest while he plays dress-up! He eats cake and hawks skin-care products while your father is off saving the kingdom—” 

         
         A muffled sound seeped through the slats of their neighbor’s helmet.

         
         Puck froze.

         
         Faye froze too. She’d never heard the suits of armor speak before. It was almost as startling as hearing that the tiara once
            belonged to an evil sorceress, or that her da was doing more than just gardening.
         

         
         Even more shocking?

         
         This armor had Wizard West’s voice. “It’s not just skin care!”
         

         
         Puck started growling. Faye’s own fur began to rise. She glanced back down at the arena, where West was still making notes
            about the ten contestants. His pen was clenched in his very solid hand. His eyes glittered darkly.
         

         
         Her stomach dropped.

         
         “I’ll have you know my line with The Apothecarie has a wide range of applications!” The armor lifted a gleaming arm and flipped
            back its visor. There—suspended in the darkness of the helmet—was Wizard West’s face. Still very much see-through. “But we
            have more pressing matters than inventory, I’m afraid. There’s an imposter in our midst.”
         

         
         “A spirit?” Puck’s growl turned into a hiss.

         
         “Probably.” The wizard nodded. “The possessive type. I’m afraid they’ve taken control of my corpse.”

         
         Again, Faye stared down into the arena, her understanding dawning. Wizard West’s body looked so solid because it was just
            that—his body. The cadaver that had been laid out on the four-poster bed was now walking and talking and choosing the next round’s winner.
         

         
         “But that’s not possible!” Puck’s tail whipped back and forth. “Spirits can’t cross Celurdur’s borders as long as we have
            Salt of Stars scattered around our fence line!”
         

         
         Faye swallowed. Da’s mission . . . to save the kingdom . . . to gather an ingredient that warded off evil . . . a salt crystal
            so sharpe it could pop automobile tires and cause a traffic jam . . .
         

         
         “Wizard West had me rake the drive,” she croaked.

         
         The black cat’s expression looked as if it could rake coals. “What?” His black fur shivered like flames.

         
         “I didn’t know about Salt of Stars until Princess Illian told me about the rats that have infested the palace. I saw one in
            the garden yesterday. I thought at first it was a cockatrice.”
         

         
         “It wasn’t a cockatrice,” Puck said. “It’s not a rat, either.”

         
         Faye knew that now.

         
         She knew, too, that it didn’t matter if Max and Vance had chosen their clothes from the castoffs room. Not if it wasn’t the
            real Wizard West choosing the best outfit. Now that this test was being judged by an evil spirit, they had just as much a
            chance of winning as everyone else.
         

         
         She watched in horror as Prince Max’s name reappeared at the top of the leaderboard. Firmly in first place.

         
         “Don’t you see?” Wizard West went on with a rusty voice. “This is bad. This is very, very bad! There’s no way that body-snatching
            spirit can wear me as well as me. It’s only a matter of time before Bryce Bentpen notices and writes a scathing obituary!”
         

         

            Faye made a choking sound as Vance Gravesworth filled the second slot. “Oh . . . no . . .”

         
         “Exactly!” Wizard West nodded. “We need to figure out a way to deal with this corpse crook quickly and quietly. We need to
            call a staff meeting.” 
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 11
Emergency Exorcism

         
         The Gardners’ tree house was much too small for a meeting.

         
         Cozy was the term Faye’s father preferred. There was plenty of truth to it—the hollow trunk sat well past the manicured portion of Celurdur’s
            grounds. Warm light poured from its knothole windows, and ladders led up to a branching balcony, where Faye watched all the
            best stars from a hammock. She had spent many nights swinging to sleep beneath a lullaby of leaves. On colder, wetter evenings,
            she and her da curled up inside, sipping tea and reading books. Even though the Gardners were set apart from the rest of the
            estate, they had plenty of company. Rena would drop by with a loaf of freshly baked bread, or Argon would swing around to
            ask after silver polish ingredients, or Puck would chase away the wood sprites that tried nesting in the eaves, or Fizz and
            Buzz would practice “flying” from the lower branches.
         

         
         Now all five of them were here at once, and Faye was starting to wish her house would grow a few extra feet, the way Celurdur so often did. She also wished she’d tidied up. Rena set down the plate of cookies she’d brought and immediately started washing dirty dishes. 

         
         “What’s the point of this meeting, Puck?” Argon leaned on a stack of Da’s books, silver hair glinting beneath glowing mushrooms
            and firefly lanterns. “We’re all exhausted, and the third task is set to start tomorrow morning.” He rolled his eyes at the
            prospect. “Balance help us.”
         

         
         “We have an emergency,” the cat said.

         
         “An emergency that requires us meeting in Thorne’s tree house?” Argon asked.

         
         “Yes,” Faye answered.

         
         It would’ve been far more convenient to meet in the main house, but Wizard West’s imposter had made himself at home. After
            announcing Prince Max’s second victory, he’d ushered the guests to the dining hall and feasted—not on the wizard’s customary
            balcony, but next to King Maximillian himself. He drank char tea and ate Rena’s roast and had the royal table laughing uproariously.
            All except for Illian. The princess stabbed her meat with a sullen expression, one that could only be matched by the true
            Wizard West, who watched the festivities through his helmet.
         

         
         “There is an unwelcome guest at our estate,” Puck explained to the staff.

         
         Rena paused her dishwashing. “So?” she asked. “Get one of these guards to throw them out!” Water flew as she gestured at the suit of armor standing just outside the tree house entrance. “That’s what they’re enchanted to do!” 

         
         “I’m afraid it’s more complicated than that.” The cat also turned toward the door. “Wizard West! You can come in now!”

         
         Clearly, the rest of the staff was expecting a grand, robe-sweeping entrance. But all they saw was the armor moving. Frowns
            grew. Eyebrows rose. There was a CLANG and a muffled oath when the wizard realized his disguise wouldn’t fit through the tree house door. He then slipped through
            the armor’s metal the way he passed through walls or floors: floating into the center of the tree house.
         

         
         The twin maids gasped.

         
         Rena dropped the towel she was drying her hands with.

         
         Faye couldn’t blame them. It was clear now how much the moonfruit and extravagant robes had helped Wizard West. Without these
            things, he looked like a snail shucked from its shell. Plain. Pale. As if a dash of table salt might undo him.
         

         
         “Is there an outfit I can commandeer?” He cast a despairing glance at the laundry drying next to some herbs on the overhead
            line—mostly maid uniforms.
         

         
         “You’re wearing clothes,” Puck pointed out.

         
         “They’re purgatory pajamas!” West snapped. “If I’d known I was dressing for my entire afterlife, I would have picked out something
            more suitable.”
         

         
         They were rather plain. Faye realized the wizard was dressed in a translucent version of the silk loungewear set his body had worn in the arena earlier. The spirit who’d resurrected Wizard West’s corpse hadn’t even bothered to raid his closet. . . . 

         
         So what did the imposter want?

         
         Whatever it was, Faye had a feeling it couldn’t be good.

         
         “We’re here to plan an emergency exorcism!” West announced as soon as he retrieved Rena’s discarded tea towel and wrapped
            it around his neck like a scarf. This single, solid piece of clothing seemed to help ground him.
         

         
         “An . . . exorcism?” repeated Argon.

         
         “But, sir, you’re already out of your body,” Rena said.

         
         “Yes!” The wizard gave an exasperated sigh and flicked his tea towel scarf. “I am out of my body, and some other nefarious
            spirit is in it! Imagine my surprise when I saw myself strolling through the gardens next to King Maximillian after this morning’s
            breakfast! Imagine my horror at how tasteless my imposter’s taste in clothes turned out to be! I should have burned Prince Max’s wig ages ago.”
         

         
         The yellow wig? Faye wanted to laugh. What about the carnivorous crown that once belonged to an evil queen? Why, in the name of the Balance,
            did West have an artifact like that scurrying around in his closet?
         

         
         Now didn’t seem like the time to ask, though. Not when the rest of the staff was already connecting the dots of their current situation. 

         
         “You’re not you?” Fizz asked the wizard.

         
         “You seemed to be acting strangely at dinner,” Buzz added. “We figured you were just in a fantastic mood.”

         
         “This imposter is terrible at impostering. . . . He’s going to give up the ghost! My ghost! Everyone will find out I’m dead and I’ll be the laughingstock of the kingdom!” Wizard West shuddered. “Our situation
            is dire.”
         

         
         The tree house went so quiet that Faye realized she couldn’t hear the nightingales that sang in the surrounding trees every
            evening.
         

         
         “That’s the emergency?” Argon tilted his head. “You’re afraid people will laugh at you?”

         
         Faye’s cat ears perked higher. Was that a branch that just snapped? Or was she hearing things?

         
         Meanwhile, Puck’s ears had gone flat on his head. His fur looked strange—licking this way and that, as if he was standing
            in the middle of a windstorm.
         

         
         “It’s worse than a few giggles,” the cat told Argon as he hopped onto Da’s desk, swiping crumbs off the last Charm & Curse Faye’s father had read. “Thorne came to me several weeks ago, concerned about reports coming out of Retnec.”
         

         
         “Those earthquakes do sound awful,” Rena said.

         
         Faye felt herself starting to shake. There was no photograph next to the article about the rat sightings in Retnec’s western quarters, but she didn’t need one. Puck kept batting away at the paper to reveal much darker reading material: Spirits of the Shadow Age. The volume was still open to the page her father had fallen asleep on, filled with illustrations of dozens of blood-red eyes.
            Eyes that belonged to shadow wolves, dark dragons, and . . . rats.
         

         
         “I don’t think Da was worried about earthquakes,” she whispered. “He was afraid of evil spirits.”

         
         Puck gave a curt nod. “Your father believed the royal palace was under attack, so he sent as much Salt of Stars to their groundskeeper
            as we could spare, then went into the conservatory to harvest more. . . . It was incredibly poor timing. Though none of us
            could have anticipated that Wizard West would die, rake away the last defenses from Celurdur’s gates, and then invite half the capital here! All while leaving his body unattended!”
         

         
         “I was saving it for the grand finale,” West muttered.

         
         “Yes.” The cat’s voice was as acidic as his stare. “Well, that may be far more grand and far more final than you’d anticipated.
            Now that one of the Shadow Queen’s old demons is possessing your body, it can do anything it wants to! It could assassinate
            the king! Sabotage the selection of your successor and destroy Celurdur! It could let the house collapse on the full moon
            or drag the rest of Solum into a second Shadow Age!”
         

         
         The weight of what Puck had just said settled heavily over the tree house. Faye sat down on the edge of her da’s bed, wishing he was here to tell everyone it would be okay. They’d find a way through this . . . wouldn’t they? 

         
         Wizard West seemed speechless.

         
         “Oh . . . ,” he said, faintly, so faintly. Even his outline went a notch paler. “I hadn’t thought of that.”

         
         While everyone else was turning white, Puck had grown darker. His fur was puffing out and his low growl reminded Faye of summer
            thunder. “You weren’t thinking at all! Hosting a festival for your fragile ego instead of a funeral!”
         

         
         “I told you not to use the F word!”
         

         
         “And I told you to BURY YOUR BODY!” boomed the cat. Except, he didn’t quite look like a cat anymore. Puck’s outline was blurring, bleeding
            into the walls until he was nothing more than fangs and yellow eyes. “If you’d put it in the back garden like I’d asked, NONE
            OF THIS WOULD HAVE HAPPENED!”
         

         
         Wizard West’s mouth hung open. He wasn’t used to being shouted at. “I am not a sack of fertilizer—”

         
         “YOU ARE THE WIZARD OF THE WEST!” Puck roared. “You should have spent your time tending to Celurdur’s foundation spells instead
            of magical foundation powder!”
         

         
         The tree house was shaking. Da’s books started sliding across the floor. Old copies of the Charm & Curse folded feeble wings onto themselves and fluttered away. The fireflies in the lanterns went dark. West’s scarf had fallen with the rest of Faye’s laundry, but he was too shocked by Puck’s outburst to retrieve it. The others were as well. Argon stood as stiff as a suit of armor. Fizz and Buzz hugged each other. Even Rena flinched back. 

         
         Faye’s blood rushed through both sets of ears.

         
         Puck was the one who’d purred her to sleep as a baby.

         
         Puck was the teacher who’d helped her tame the rooftop gargoyles.

         
         Puck was always curled up in a sunbeam, always appearing exactly where you needed to walk, never quite making you trip.

         
         Puck wasn’t at all what he seemed.

         
         Faye had always figured that the cat was a human servant underneath his fur, caught by a transformation spell much like her.
            But if that was the case, he wouldn’t be able to spread his shadows so far. His silhouette moved across the walls, dimming
            the constant glow of the mushrooms on the ceiling, so that Faye could no longer see the pages of Spirits of the Shadow Age. Again, she didn’t need to.
         

         
         She knew, now, that she was standing in the presence of one.

         
         “I HAVE SERVED THE WHIMS OF TWENTY MASTERS AND ONE MISTRESS!” The spirit glared with Puck’s eyes and roared with Puck’s voice.
            “You are not the worst of them, but you are by far the most ridiculous, self-centered excuse for a wizard I have ever encountered! Nothing can depend on you! Not even Celurdur! The house would have fallen into ruin years ago if it wasn’t for
            Thorne!”
         

         
         West blinked, and Faye wondered, for a wild moment, if the wizard might cry.

         
         Books kept falling from the upper shelves.

         
         Fireflies broke free from their lanterns and fled out the window.

         
         The other servants looked like they wanted to escape too.

         
         Faye rose from the edge of the bed, trying to decide where to face the feral shadow. His darkness was everywhere and his eyes
            burned like furious stars, but she refused to be scared of him. Puck might not be a cat, or even a former human, but that
            didn’t matter.
         

         
         Puck was Puck.

         
         “Well”—she put her hands on her hips as she addressed the spirit—“I know Da wouldn’t appreciate you making a mess of his house. And we aren’t going to save Celurdur by screaming at each other! We need to put our heads together to develop a plan
            to get rid of this evil spirit, and you yourself will need a head to do that.”
         

         
         The black cloud hovered, and then sighed. It shrank back into four paws and a tail. “Forgive me . . . I . . . It’s been so
            long. . . .” The cat shuddered, as if forcing himself to fit back into the smallness of his bones. “I have been bound to Celurdur
            since the first cornerstone was placed, and I will continue to serve the house until its foundations fail. I hope—for all
            our sakes—that is later, rather than sooner.”
         

         
         “Me too,” Faye said.

         
         The rest of the tree house guests nodded.

         
         Even Wizard West.

         
         “Does anyone have any ideas on how we should handle—” Faye paused when she saw a flash of yellow on the other side of the
            open door.
         

         
         Another branch cracked.

         
         Someone was outside.

         
         How much had the eavesdropper seen? What had they heard? Faye needed to cut off their view. Quickly. She rushed through Wizard
            West—who yelped as if he’d been doused in ice water—and pulled the door shut. There was no latch. Da had never thought they’d
            need a lock.
         

         
         Faye leaned against its thick wood, heart pounding.

         
         “What is it?” Buzz asked anxiously.

         
         “Not what . . . ,” she whispered. “Who.” But the question remained. Faye’s tree house was too far away for a guest to stumble upon, even if they’d had too much Flutterby
            Fizz to drink.
         

         
         “Is it the evil spirit?” Argon wondered.

         
         Faye leapt to the nearest window and peered through to a view of hushed trees and West’s abandoned armor, gleaming sterilely
            beneath the waxing moon.
         

         
         “I don’t see anything,” she told the others.

         
         “He’s probably hiding in the woods, waiting to pick us off one by one,” Fizz said.

         
         “Argon could overpower him,” her sister offered.

         
         “Argon? Matched against my body?” West let out a guffaw. “Ha! I was in my prime! A peak physical specimen!”

         
         “You died,” Faye said.

         
         “Yes, well, aside from that, I was in tip-top shape!”

         
         Faye spotted another sliver of yellow. It looked suspiciously like hair. . . .

         
         She opened her window and crept onto the branch.

         
         “YOU!” Moonlight rippled, and suddenly Princess Illian stood on the ground below—the camouflage cloak they’d borrowed from
            West’s closet was pooled at her feet. “You promised Max would lose this challenge! I thought we were friends!” The princess’s
            voice shook.
         

         
         Something inside Faye shook too. She’d never had a friend her own age before, and the thought of losing Illian’s trust stung
            far more than she’d expected. “We are friends—”
         

         
         “Friends don’t let friends win stupid costume contests! Look at what you did to poor Max!” Illian stepped aside to reveal
            her brother. It was hard to see Max, not because of the camouflage cloak, but because the prince was wrapped round and round
            in hair the color of an overripe lemon. “That wig was cursed.”
         

         
         “He should take it off!” Faye called down.

         
         “I did,” Max replied miserably. “This is my real hair.”

         
         “It hasn’t stopped growing,” added Illian. “If he was a princess, he would’ve been locked in a tower by now!”

         
         “We can fix it,” Faye promised. “Wizard West is here and—”

         
         Illian cut her off. “Stop lying, Faye! Max and I just saw him in the dining hall!”

         
         “If you’d let me explain—”

         
         Wizard West stepped out of the tree house’s still-sealed door, pale as a pearl. “What’s all this ruckus about?” Clearly the
            royal twins were wondering the same thing. Illian’s eyes widened. Max peered through his curtain of hair. The wizard peered
            back. “Oh, hello, Your Highness. I see you’ve tangled with the worst of my wigs. Spray your hair with Stasis. That should
            take care of the growth. The color will fade in a few months. . . .”
         

         
         “Months?” croaked Max.

         
         “Or years. Or weeks.” The Wizard of the West gave a vague wave, his see-through pajama sleeves flapping. “It all depends on
            how long you wore the wig. Might I suggest purchasing some Gray Be Gone elixir from your local The Apothecarie? The Charm & Curse’s beauty section gave it rave reviews.”
         

         
         “I’ll . . . give that a try,” the prince replied faintly.

         
         “Good. Now, back to this emergency exorcism business. Are you coming, Fare?” the wizard asked Faye before he floated back
            into the tree house.
         

         
         “Did he say exorcism?” Max rasped.
         

         
         “Yes.” Faye sighed. “You’d better come inside. There’s some Stasis stuck to the bottom of my spray bottle.”

         
         It was easier than she’d expected, explaining the situation to the royal twins. They sat at the foot of Faye’s bed, munching on Sweet Nothings while Fizz took a pair of shears to Max’s canary-colored mane. Every cut kept growing back, until Faye managed to spritz the last remnants of her Stasis elixir across the prince’s hair. 

         
         “So let me get this straight.” Illian swallowed her rhyming cookie, crumbs scattering down her dress. “Our situation is not
            great. . . . The Wizard of the West is dead, yet he managed to keep his very grand head. He wanted to make a fantastic host,
            but he’s really just a fading ghost. Now his successors’ competition is the scene of some spirit’s dark ambition, and if we
            don’t do something soon, Celurdur will collapse by the full moon.”
         

         
         Max sat beside his sister, looking shocked, until Faye realized she’d gotten some Stasis on his eyebrows. Oops . . .

         
         “That’s the gist of our situation, yes,” Puck said.

         
         “No!” Wizard West wailed. “I need a better ballad! That was the whole point of hosting this competition in the first place.”

         
         “There’s still time to fix this,” Faye said, watching sheaves of the prince’s hair fall to her floor, covering its dirt like
            straw. “We have three days until the full moon. If we get rid of this spirit quickly, we can go back to choosing Wizard West’s
            apprentice without too much trouble.”
         

         
         Puck sat on top of Da’s desk, his tail twitching like a grandfather clock. “I’m not sure we can do it quickly. Exorcisms aren’t like cookies. There’s no set recipe for banishing spirits. . . . The ceremony has to be tailored. We need to learn more about the entity that’s stolen Wizard West’s body.” 

         
         “It looks like the critters that haunt our palace,” Illian offered, “but those don’t act with such great malice.”

         
         “They’re easy to get rid of too.” Max tapped his chin, then turned to Faye—his eyes as bright as his hair. “What did you do
            with the Salt of Stars you raked from Celurdur’s drive? Could we repurpose those crystals? Maybe get your cook to season the
            imposter’s food with it?”
         

         
         The black cat shook his head. “Now that this spirit has made itself at home in Wizard West’s body, the only thing that Salt
            of Stars will do is chip a tooth. We’ll need a stronger spell to overpower it. I’ll have to find out the imposter’s true name.
            Among other things.”
         

         
         Rena wrung her hands. “So . . . what . . . we just walk up and ask who he is? He’ll say he’s Wizard West!”

         
         “That part will be tricky,” the cat admitted. “Ideally, we should find out the spirit’s name, intentions, and origins without
            its knowledge.”
         

         
         Tricky? No, it didn’t sound tricky. It sounded impossible. Faye’s heart fell as she looked around the tree house. Everyone else seemed
            just as stumped.
         

         
         Tick-tock, went Puck’s tail. Tick-tock.

         
         A breeze from the open window fluttered Da’s drying herbs. Faye’s thoughts twisted with them. She looked back at Max. The prince might not have been right about the Salt of Stars, but he was certainly onto something. . . . 

         
         “Wizard West, sir, what exactly is tomorrow’s challenge?” She already had an inkling—Argon and his men had spent the afternoon
            setting up chairs around the potions workshop. They’d cleaned out the cauldrons too. Ten potion-mixing stations set in a row.
            “Does it have something to do with elixirs, by any chance?”
         

         
         Wizard West perked up, floating off the floor a little. “Yes! A Test of Genius! Wizards must be dashing and daring, but they
            must also be clever and calculating. What better way to prove these traits than by inventing an elixir for my line at The
            Apothecarie? Contestants will have three hours to perfect their recipe—crafting magical ingredients into potions that showcase
            each candidate’s potential. That’s the opening paragraph of the speech I wrote down. . . . The imposter is probably memorizing
            it as we speak!”
         

         
         “Perfect!” exclaimed Faye.

         
         “I know.” Wizard West drifted down a few centimeters when he realized she wasn’t referring to his speech. “Wait . . . what’s
            perfect?”
         

         
         Illian flushed with excitement. “I understand! You want to make a truth potion!”

         
         “That’s right!” Faye smiled at the princess, whose speech pattern was already back to normal. They’d have to make sure their truth-telling elixir was stronger than Rena’s Sweet Nothing cookies. “Only, Max is the one who’s going to brew it.” 

         
         “I am?”

         
         Faye kept thinking out loud. “Wizard West will have to judge the potions by tasting them, won’t he? If we invent a recipe
            for truth-telling that’s potent enough, all we’ll need is for the imposter to take a single sip. During the celebration feast,
            we’ll take him aside and have our questions answered! And if we lace the serum with forget-me-so flowers, he won’t remember a thing!”
         

         
         Puck’s tail stopped counting down. Argon, Rena, Fizz, and Buzz were staring at Faye as if they were meeting her for the first
            time. Even Wizard West was staring at her longer than usual—a full ten seconds.
         

         
         “That sounds . . . clever,” he said finally.

         
         Max did not appear quite as excited. “That sounds complicated.”

         
         Illian scowled at her brother. “You invent things all the time!”

         
         “I do invent a lot of things,” Max told his sister. “But potions aren’t something you can toss together like a salad. You
            have to be well-versed in botanical lore to understand how ingredients will interact with each other. Not to mention the biology
            of contributing beasts and how to adjust measurements accordingly. I can’t create something as complicated as a truth serum
            in a single afternoon!”
         

         
         He wasn’t wrong. In fact, the more Faye thought about it, the more she was certain this trial would end in flames. Ten boys who’d never harvested an herb in their lives mixing random ingredients in such tight quarters? That was just asking for disaster. 

         
         As for Prince Max’s potion . . . they’d have to perfect the recipe ahead of time.

         
         “Well, it’s a good thing you have the most skilled elixologist in Solum here to help, Your Highness!” West announced. “My
            potions come out flawlessly after the first try. The Charm & Curse called my recipes inspired.”
         

         
         “They’ve certainly inspired our eyebrows to come off,” Fizz mumbled.

         
         The wizard kept talking, oblivious. “Granted, sometimes I have to sleep on it, but answers always come to me in the morning.
            I should have a full truth-telling recipe for you before breakfast!”
         

         
         The staff shared a collective look. They all knew the true force behind Wizard West’s success, and it wasn’t his skill. It was Thorne Gardner’s. The groundskeeper
            knew the apothecary’s ingredients better than anyone—and the handwritten field guide lying on his bed was proof. The latter
            pages of Notes on Natural Magic held several fine-tuned recipes, entries that had been scratched out and reweighed with dozens of footnotes. Many had been written at the darkest hour of the night, by the light of a cauldron’s flame, to spare the rest of the staff from suffering the side effects of stirring together Wizard West’s half-baked ideas. 

         
         Faye had a feeling that tonight wouldn’t be much different.

         
         “I’ll help Wizard West write down his recipe.” And tweak it. Faye glanced at her bed wearily before meeting Prince Max’s gaze. “All you have to do is memorize the instructions before
            the trial tomorrow, then follow them without making anything explode.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 12
A Test Batch

         
         It was another long night.

         
         Faye spent most of her evening in the apothecary with an inky quill tucked behind her human ear and Notes on Natural Magic open on the workshop table. The surrounding area was littered with leftover ingredients from test batches, which were now
            bubbling in eight of the cauldrons Argon had already cleaned. Owl feathers, a half-burnt birthday candle, gravel from Solum’s
            highest mountain, a fallen star caught while it was still shining . . . these were just a smattering of the things she and
            Wizard West had tried combining—mostly at the wizard’s whim. Faye’s suggestions were more meticulous, based on the entries
            of groundskeepers old enough to spell truth with an e at the end.
         

         
         “It says here that daffodil flowers are long associated with honesty, and that their roots help get to the truth of things: ‘Paired with juice of pears one may discern a frynd from a foe.’ We’ll have to gather some from the conservatory.” Along with some forget-me-sos. Much to Faye’s chagrin, the drawer that housed this essential ingredient was empty. She hoped the flowers wouldn’t be too far beyond the conservatory’s double doors. . . . The jungle her da was currently traipsing through went deep enough to fit almost two thousand years’ worth of magically crossbred plants. You could walk for days without reaching a glass wall. You could wander for weeks trying to find the fruit the third Wizard West had cultivated to taste like toast. 

         
         Faye couldn’t spend too many hours searching for the forget-me-sos.

         
         She and Wizard West had wasted enough time just boiling toad warts.

         
         “Fruits and flowers?” The ghost floated up to a set of drawers labeled Sea Serpent Fangs and grunted. “Sounds boring.”
         

         
         Faye gave a tired sigh. “Boring isn’t bad.”

         
         “I disagree.” The drawer rattled as he pulled out a tooth the size of a small saber. “Now, this! This has pizzazz!”

         
         “It won’t fit in the cauldron,” Faye said as patiently as she could. “But you’re right that the recipe needs a fauna element.
            We’ll need a meatier cornerstone ingredient to tie together the daffodil roots and pear juice.” Her eyes drifted to the collection
            of giant glass jars in the corner. They weren’t a pretty sight, filled with blinking eyeballs and various organs that had
            been marinating in Forevermore elixir.
         

         
         “Fine! No sea serpent fangs!” The tooth went clattering back into the drawer. “What about a pair of lizard’s lips—for speaking truth?”
         

         
         “Do lizards have lips?” She glanced up at the Ls section.
         

         
         There were Licorice Bits and Light of the Northern Borealis, but no lips. A frown grew on Wizard West’s face as he read the adjoining labels. “I could have sworn I used them before.”
         

         
         Faye knew that he hadn’t. She also knew what the best ingredient would be—truth might come out of a person’s mouth, but it
            started in a much deeper place. “We need to use a heart!”
         

         
         “A heart?” Wizard West hovered. “No, I don’t think so.”

         
         “Why not?”

         
         “It sounds icky.”
         

         
         She’d said something similar to Da, when he’d held out the jar of hearts to her as a child. The muscle in her own chest had
            wobbled like jelly. This feels wrong. . . .

         
         Wrong? Da had arched an eyebrow. Death is a natural part of life, and we must make the most of it when it comes. The best way to honor a deceased creature
               is to use every part of it we can. What would be wrong would be to let it rot. The only thing worse would be trying to take
               a life force that does not belong to us—the way the Shadow Queen once did. The balance of magic goes both ways, dear Faye.

         
         “It’s not icky,” she told Wizard West. “It’s an integral part of the recipe. Heartstrings will tie this elixir together! See here!” She flipped through the ancient pages so fast they nearly tore. “‘Hearts have unique properties when distilled. They are useful for—’” 

         
         “Oh, who cares what some dusty old book says?”

         
         Faye sucked in a breath, then coughed. Wizard West was right about one thing—the book was dusty. “I care,” she said, as soon as her throat cleared. “My da cares. And he uses this book to take care of you.” She flipped
            to the final pages, which held every recipe for Wizard West’s potions line—from Gray Be Gone to Stasis to Optimism. They were
            filled with her father’s scratchings, corrections he’d made after long nights of trial and error. “How do you think all your
            recipes have magically fixed themselves over the years?”
         

         
         Wizard West glanced at the pages. “I wrote the solutions in my sleep!”

         
         “Da wrote the notes in your handwriting and placed them by your bedside so you’d think that. He said you wouldn’t listen to
            his suggestions otherwise! And he was right.”
         

         
         Puck, in his shadowy fury, had been right too. Wizard West’s estate would have fallen into ruin years ago if it wasn’t for
            Faye’s father. It wasn’t fair that he worked so hard without so much as a thank-you! That West’s face smiled from the labels
            of the elixirs he’d sacrificed so much sleep to create.
         

         
         “You are too stubborn,” Faye told the wizard, barely biting back the impatience in her voice. “Too proud! And you’re being
            very unhelpful right now!”
         

         
         The ghost wilted over to get a better look at the book. “I—I—Thorne was the one who perfected my potions?”

         
         “Yes,” Faye said. “Now I’m going to perfect this one, if you don’t mind.”

         
         West did seem to mind, but he didn’t say anything. He kept sinking into the floor, until he was a silvery puddle that Faye was forced
            to walk around on her way to retrieve the jar of hearts. Now, if she could just get the rest of the ingredients, there’d be
            enough to begin testing this recipe. . . .
         

         
         The conservatory rustled sleepily as Faye stepped inside. A few singing orchids opened their petals and let out some notes.

         
         “Shhh!” she urged. “I’m trying to be stealthy!”

         
         The largest orchid—purple with a rich baritone—nodded, tucking its blossom back into its green leaves. Faye soaked in the
            surrounding silence. She’d stood in the conservatory countless times before, but it seemed stranger at night. Like the beginning
            of a dream, but one where monsters might lurk in the leaves. Staring out into the jungle made Faye think of the Spirits of the Shadow Age’s open pages, with their terrifying illustrations.
         

         
         But no glowing red eyes stared back from the conservatory’s darkness.

         
         This wasn’t as comforting as Faye wanted it to be. It only reminded her that the rat spirit had taken over Wizard West’s body—and now it was trying to take over the rest of Celurdur. Maybe even the rest of Solum. 

         
         She tried not to shiver.

         
         There was nothing to be scared of in the conservatory. Well, that wasn’t exactly true. There were spiders the size of dinner
            plates and plants that would mummify you alive and really a whole list of reasons Faye needed her bandolier. Hers was still
            mostly empty, waiting to be filled with daffodil roots and forget-me-sos. She carried a bucket for pears, too. This bounced
            against her leg as she forged deeper into the foliage.
         

         
         It was nice to be alone.

         
         At first.

         
         But, without the clatter of dishes or the clicks of a camera, there was too much time for Faye to think. Everything she’d
            experienced over the past few weeks came flooding back. Her new feline features. Her sleepless nights—worrying about Celurdur
            and working to save it. Wizard West’s plots to impress the press. Illian’s scheme to inherit the throne. Vance Graveworth’s
            horrible laughter. And the awful glitter of that strange spirit behind Wizard West’s eyes as it decided the fate of the kingdom. . . .
         

         
         Was Puck’s prediction true? Could this imposter really drag Solum back into a second Shadow Age? Faye still felt a thrill
            of terror at the not-cat’s words, even if she wasn’t entirely sure what they meant.
         

         
         She wasn’t sure about anything anymore.

         
         “Da?” she called into the leaves. “If you can hear me . . . we don’t need the Salt of Stars anymore. We need you to come back! Right now. Celurdur is in trouble. Wizard West is dead and an evil spirit has stolen his body and Puck isn’t a cat and I am one now and I don’t know what to do! I can’t even remember where the forget-me-sos are.”
         

         
         That’s why they’re so hard to find! Her father might have laughed.
         

         
         But he didn’t.

         
         He was too far away to hear her, much less help.

         
         Faye set down her bucket and started to cry. Useless tears. If she’d had a spare vial, she might have been able to collect
            them for the apothecary drawers, but the thought of doing one more chore only made her sob harder.
         

         
         She was tired.

         
         So tired.

         
         She cried until she couldn’t. Her head throbbed. Her fresh tunic was soaked down the front, while the rest of her felt like
            one of Rena’s wrung-out kitchen rags. When Faye spotted her reflection, in the navy-colored glass of a nearby window, she
            looked wavy. At first, she thought it was because of her tears, but then she realized that the conservatory was moving. Celurdur
            had heard her. Its windows shifted to reveal a partemspe tree up ahead, red leaves twisting, ready to show her the way to
            the ingredients she needed.
         

         
         “Thank you,” she sniffed.

         
         With the help of the partemspe, she found the pear tree first. It wasn’t in bloom. After being bribed with the promise of fertilizer, it begrudgingly offered Faye some fruit, but only on the top limbs, which branched almost as tall as Celurdur’s clock tower. Any other time she might have asked the house to grow a staircase, but keeping the foundations stable was more important than ever. 

         
         She started to climb, bursting into a fresh round of tears when she dropped the bucket halfway up. It clattered to the conservatory
            floor, rolling all the way to a pair of bare feet.
         

         
         “Do you need some help?” a voice called from below.

         
         Faye’s sob froze in her throat.

         
         It wasn’t Da.

         
         It was the imposter.

         
         He stood at the base of the pear tree, picking up the bucket and peering at Faye with an earnest expression.

         
         “Help?” Faye croaked.

         
         She realized her mistake as soon as the spirit began floating through the leaves. He was too silvery. Too airy. Too translucent
            as he drifted up onto the adjoining branch and handed back her fallen bucket. Faye stared, trying to understand what it meant.
            Wizard West—the real Wizard West—had stopped to help her.
         

         
         “That’s very considerate of you, sir—”

         
         “See!” he exclaimed, as soon as she took the bucket’s handle. “You’re wrong!”

         
         “About what?”

         
         “You said I was being unhelpful, so here I am. Helping.” The wizard said the word as if it belonged to some dangerous spell. “It feels . . . strange.”
         

         
         Faye had to agree. She watched through tear-filled eyes as Wizard West drifted higher and began pulling fruit from the topmost
            branches. He even rolled up the sleeves of his phantom pajamas. Pears began to rain down. More ended up smashed on the pavers
            below than in the bucket.
         

         
         Splat! Splat! Thunk!

         
         “I don’t like being dead,” West announced.

         
         Faye had to jump out of the way to avoid getting covered in jam. Splat! “I don’t suppose many people would.”
         

         
         “I thought for sure that someone would notice the imposter by now, but I just saw him laughing with King Maximillian through
            the dining hall windows. They looked so happy . . . and I felt so . . . invisible.”
         

         
         “You are. Almost.”

         
         The ghost’s laugh echoed around the conservatory glass, then vanished deep into the leaves of the larger plants. It sounded
            more sad than humorous, as if Wizard West was about to send tears raining down alongside the pears.
         

         
         “You aren’t the only one who feels that way,” Faye said.

         
         “I’m not?”

         
         “What’s my name?”

         
         “It’s . . .” The storm of pears slowed. “Gardner.”

         
         She knew West only knew this because of her father. “What’s my first name? What color were my eyes, before you turned them gold? What year was I born?” Faye. Brown. 2200 ASA. She knew these answers would never come. The pears had stopped too. “Did you ever consider that maybe people aren’t paying
            close attention to you because you ignored them first? You hardly ever leave the house, and you’ve never invited people over,
            until now. Most of Solum only knows you through the labels on your elixirs.”
         

         
         Wizard West drifted down through the leaves, landing on the branch beside her. He looked nothing like the picture they pasted
            on potion bottles for The Apothecarie—the portrait where he wore a pointy purple hat and had a twinkle in his eye. His gaze
            was dark now. Sorrowful.
         

         
         “Do you know my name?” he asked.
         

         
         “West.” This was barely out of her mouth before she realized her mistake. West was his title. “Actually . . . no, sir. I don’t.”
         

         
         The ghost beside her gave a sad sigh. “I don’t remember, either. People stop using it once you become the Wizard of the West.
            They scrape and bow and put your face on coins, but they never quite look at you the same. They never invite you to tea just
            so you can drink it. It’s always magic this and magic that and ‘a jealous witch turned my husband into a pig, can you come and fix it?’ Everyone is always needing something from you, but they never need you.”
         

         
         Faye felt heavy. She’d never considered that Wizard West might feel the same way she did—alone and overwhelmed. That the real
            reason he wore all those outrageous clothes was because he felt so see-through. Even when he wasn’t a ghost.
         

         
         “I tried to help everyone at first. I really did. I wanted all the citizens of western Solum to be happy, to see me as someone
            who could fix all their problems. But, by the Balance, they had so many problems! Dying crops and unicorn pox and crow’s-feet,
            on and on. . . . Their demands had me flying from coast to capital every week! After a century or so, I decided to take a
            vacation. I stayed at Celurdur. I slept in my own bed! I stopped and smelled the flowers in the gardens. And then I just . . .
            didn’t stop.
         

         
         “I suppose I was so proud of my line at The Apothecarie because my potions seemed to be the perfect solution—helping people
            from afar. I could work in my purgatory pajamas and all they would see was the magical savior on their elixir bottles or the
            wizard who dressed in beehives at release parties.” He sighed. “That image is impossible to keep up with . . . unless you
            spend all your time and energy obsessing over it.
         

         
         “I think that’s why I was too blind to see that your father was helping me. Thorne is the true elixologist. He’s the one who really fixes people’s problems.” The branch they were sitting on began to droop. West sighed once more. “Puck is right. I’m ridiculous and self-centered. I’ve done nothing but play dress-up. I’ve wasted my time as the Wizard of the West. I’ve wasted my life.” 

         
         Faye had to grip the branch to keep herself from sliding off. She held on to her bucket with her tail. There was a tang of
            magic on the air—metallic and sharp enough to make the surrounding branches drop their leaves. West seemed oblivious to the
            fact that he was cursing the pear tree. He also didn’t seem to notice that he was turning paler. The edges of his pajamas
            went mist-like. One ill-timed sneeze was all it would take for the ghost to disappear for good.
         

         
         “Well,” she said carefully. “It would be a shame to waste your afterlife too. You’re still the Wizard of the West, and if
            Puck is right, then the people of Solum need you more than ever.”
         

         
         Their tree began to straighten.

         
         Wizard West did too.

         
         His hands were cloudy enough to hold the bucket when Faye passed it back to him.

         
         “Plus, I need more pears.”

         
         The wizard nodded and floated back up to the remaining fruit. It was incredibly convenient—Faye was starting to wish he’d
            cursed her with wings instead. Though the tail did help as she climbed higher. “Wizard West?”
         

         
         “Yes?”

         
         “Did you happen to taste any of the test batches before you came?”

         
         “None of them looked particularly appetizing,” he admitted. “Why?”

         
         Faye had thought, maybe by some chance, one of the ghost’s mad brews had worked. She’d never heard Wizard West speak so honestly
            before. She’d never seen him get his hands dirty. It felt like magic, but perhaps it was something even more powerful than
            that. . . .
         

         
         “I think I’m right about the heart,” she said. “We’ll test the theory as soon as we get back.” 

         
         

         
         
            
               A Potion for the Telling of Truths

               by Faye Gardner and the Wizard of the West

               
               
                  Ingredients:

                  
                     	One large feather*

                     	A jar of pickled hearts

                     	Two beeswax candles

                     	8 oz pear juice

                     	One solemn oath

                     	3 oz daffodil roots

                     	½ oz crushed forget-me-so petals*

                  

                  Equipment:

                  
                     	Standard brass apothecary scale

                     	Fire ignited by a phoenix* 
                     

                     	Cauldron

                     	Stoppered bottle

                  

               

               
                  	Take the large feather and the jar of pickled hearts. Using the standard brass apothecary scale, weigh each heart against the feather—the lightest one available will serve as your base ingredient. (Note: This is not always the smallest! Weigh them judiciously!) 

                  	There is a phoenix who nests in the west corner of the workshop. Her name is Guy, and she comes in handy starting fires when
                     we need them. Try climbing up to her nest with two candles—beeswax are her favorite. Offer one as a treat and hold out the
                     other for her to light. Transfer this underneath your cauldron. Wait until the flame is purest white at the center, and then
                     bring the pear juice to a rolling boil. Add the solemn oath, and wait for its ink to turn the juice “true blue.”*

                  	Boil the chosen heart until tender. This will take anywhere from ten seconds to half an hour, depending on the size.

                  	Hold your breath as you add the daffodil roots and crushed forget-me-so petals. Cover the cauldron immediately so the fumes do not escape. Let simmer until the phoenix’s fire fades to ash. (Save this ash for char tea, please; our stores are running low!) 

                  	Strain out the heart and discard. Bottle the remaining liquid—this should look like a wide-open summer sky and taste like
                     flying. Though I would not recommend testing it yourself, lest you give away our plan.
                  

               

            

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 13
Nothing But the Truth

         
         A Test of Genius?

         
         It felt more like a trial by fire as Faye sat down to watch the third task. She hoped there wouldn’t be any real explosions,
            but she chose a chair in the final row just in case. This also kept Wizard West’s guests from seeing the nervous twitch of
            her tail. She wasn’t sure the truth serum recipe would work. There had only been time for two batches before sunrise, and
            when she gave a sip to Puck—the ultimate judge—the cat started speaking in a strange language. No one else in the room could
            interpret the words, so there was no way to know if he was telling the truth. Rena, their next test subject, started crying
            to Wizard West about her weeping onion.
         

         
         While this was promising, would it be enough to squeeze the truth out of the imposter?

         
         Much of their plan depended on Prince Max, who’d been awake since dawn, committing Faye’s recipe to memory. And the back of his aviator goggles. He wore these over his eyes as he marched into the potions workshop with the other contestants. Guy, the phoenix, gave an uneasy squawk when the evil spirit stepped over the workshop’s threshold. The imposter was still wearing Wizard West’s face, but he wore it all wrong. His mouth twisted with disgust as he perused the apothecary drawers—opening one or two and crumbling their contents between
            his stiff fingers.
         

         
         “You have three hours to put this dust together into something amusing,” he began. “A Test of Brewing Elixirs Without Burning
            Anything Down. Best of luck.”
         

         
         Faye glanced at the real Wizard West—hidden in a suit of armor beside her. This wasn’t the speech he’d prepared.

         
         No one else in the audience seemed to notice the change in tone, other than Princess Illian. Her father let out a laugh, and
            the rest of the nobles echoed it. Bryce Bentpen had his notebook open, taking notes as the contestants began pilfering drawers.
         

         
         Faye hardly let Max out of her sight—watching to make sure he weighed the lightest heart or that his liquid boiled to the
            right shade of blue. The prince approached each step with precision. He didn’t flinch when Alden Kelley spilled a jar of live
            scarab beetles across the table, or when Leopold Vincent’s cauldron started floating away. A beginner’s mistake—always anchor
            your hardware if you want to try out a flying potion!
         

         
         There were two explosions. One caused Cecil Williams to lose his eyebrows. The other involved dried unicorn poo—covering everyone in the workshop and the first row of observers in a glittery substance. Faye suspected that if Lady Bortram and Lady Ledcestre had known what it was, the women would not have gasped with delight. Illian looked disgusted regardless, trying to wipe the sparkles off her dress. 

         
         It took almost the entire three hours.

         
         When all was said and done, eight cauldrons simmered on the workshop table. Leopold’s had drifted out the door and was now
            floating away. Vance had been so busy watching Prince Max that he didn’t notice when the acid green goo inside his pot ate
            through the bottom. The rest of the contestants had bottled their creations for the imposter to taste.
         

         
         Most were a waste of her father’s hard-harvested ingredients.

         
         Alden Kelley had combined scarab beetle wings, unicorn poo, and reflections skimmed off the surface of a pond. After one sip,
            the imposter’s skin broke out into pimples that looked like diamonds.
         

         
         Waters Funderburk had also tried to create a floating potion—using far too many clouds and not enough feathers. The result?
            A series of farts that barely lifted the imposter’s ankles off the ground.
         

         
         Gaston Hunter showed more promise with his growth serum, only his measurements were wildly off. The spirit in Wizard West’s body was smart enough not to drink this. Instead, he poured it onto one of the drive’s orchids, which grew as tall as Celurdur’s highest tower. 

         
         By the time the imposter approached Prince Max’s flask, the spirit was understandably wary. “And what do we have here, Your
            Highness?”
         

         
         Faye hoped Max hadn’t tested his own brew. Even if he hadn’t, the prince didn’t strike her as a very bold liar. “It’s a cordial
            to lift your spirits—” Max paused at the word, blanching. “I mean, this potion will put you in a good mood. A freeing mood. It tastes like soaring through a sunny spring sky.”
         

         
         The fake Wizard West lifted the flask to the sunlight. Faye had to grab her tail to stop it from twitching. Her heart raced.
            Illian leaned so far forward in her chair she nearly fell out.
         

         
         This was the moment of truth.

         
         Literally.

         
         The imposter lifted the sapphire liquid to his lips and took the tiniest sip. His face stayed flat as he set the flask back
            on the table.
         

         
         “Soaring, you say?” he asked the prince. “I don’t feel much of anything.”

         
         “Are—are you sure?” Max stuttered.

         
         But the spirit had already moved on to Ellington Evermost, whose beaker seemed to be sprouting fur.
         

         
         Had something gone wrong with the potion? Faye squeezed her tail harder. Max hadn’t missed any steps—he’d even wooed Guy so well that the phoenix kept bringing the prince embers. Were there no innocent hearts left in the jar? Should she have used a feather other than ostrich? Two solemn oaths instead of one? More daffodil roots? 

         
         These questions swirled through Faye’s head, but it didn’t matter. They’d lost their chance to get the truth out of this strange
            spirit.
         

         
         The imposter had reached the end of the row, where Cecil Williams had tried to create a potion that turned vegetables into
            ice cream. Tried being the key word. Another orchid fell victim, wailing as its leaves curdled into a stinky cheese.
         

         
         “And the winner is . . .” The fake Wizard West cast a look back over the boys with their half-empty flasks. “No one.”

         
         Alden squawked.

         
         Vance and Leopold looked relieved.

         
         “There are no winners here,” the imposter went on. “This is the most pathetic display of magic I’ve seen in well over two
            thousand years!”
         

         
         Two thousand? Faye’s breath hitched in her throat. Her Wizard West was only two hundred and fifty years old. She wasn’t the only one who
            heard this error. Bryce Bentpen’s pencil had stopped scratching. The nobles began whispering among themselves.
         

         
         “Potions!” spat the fake Wizard West. “They’re nothing more than the dregs of leaves and stones and bones. Leftovers. Remnants. If this is what you consider magic, then I feel for you. Truly. There was once a time when seas would freeze with a single word. When the sun could be forced to stand still in the sky. When shadows grew thicker than forests.” 

         
         The uneasy whispers rose.

         
         Even King Maximillian’s golden expression was starting to tarnish. “You speak of the Shadow Age?”

         
         “I speak of a glorious era! When the crown kept even death itself at bay. . . .” The imposter drifted off with a sigh, his
            eyebrows furrowing. “What was I saying? Oh yes. Your powers are lacking. Don’t get me wrong, you’ve come up with some impressive
            substitutes—musicians in a box and big balloon steeds!” The imposter waved through the window where the royal zeppelin was
            anchored.
         

         
         “What is he going on about?” Lady Bortram asked.

         
         “Gramophones, I think,” another noble replied.

         
         Faye was beginning to think that the truth serum had kicked in. There was no time to smile about this success—not while the
            photographer’s camera was flashing straight into the imposter’s dazed face.
         

         
         He squinted and waved West’s arm at the lens. “What wizardry is this? Do you mean to capture my soul in that box? Ha! You’ll
            have to try harder! I’ve been held in far worse prisons!”
         

         
         Faye rushed around the chairs. She wanted the truth, yes, but she didn’t want every soul in Solum to know it.

         
         She had to get the imposter out of earshot.

         
         Now.

         
         “Is this another stunt?” Bryce Bentpen was asking. “Cockatrice chicks are one thing, Wizard West, but heresy about the Balance is another. Are you seriously suggesting that we were better off under the reign of the Shadow Queen—” 

         
         This name sent the rest of the crowd into a full-blown roar.

         
         Lady Bortram and Lady Ledcestre fainted in unison.

         
         King Maximillian let out a booming cry. “ENOUGH!”

         
         Silence fell over the audience. Faye leapt in front of the imposter before the photographer could snap another picture. The
            effects of Max’s truth serum seemed to be more than just verbal—Wizard West’s body was starting to look more corpse-like.
            His lips were going blue. His eyes went red at the edges. His smile was a rictus. If you looked close enough, you could see
            the death in it.
         

         
         “You’ll have to forgive Wizard West, Your Majesty!” She curtsied toward Max and Illian’s father. “I’m afraid he’s suffering
            side effects from one of the potions. Bad leaves . . .”
         

         
         “Bad leaves?” the king repeated.

         
         His face was full of doubt as he looked over Faye’s shoulder. Argon had reached the imposter, thank goodness, and was herding
            him back into the workshop.
         

         
         “Oh, what wonderful hair you have!” the fake wizard cried out. “Is that hair or did he try to turn you into a porcupine?”
         

         
         Faye had to think quickly. “I can put together a remedy, but I think it’s best if you and the other guests evacuate the area immediately. Wizard West has a fondness for turning people into woodland creatures when he gets worked up.” She pointed at her own ears. “We wouldn’t want anyone sprouting an extra tail, would we?” 

         
         This worked almost as well as a charm.

         
         King Maximillian and the rest of the audience hurried for the main house, while Faye shut the workshop doors. Puck slipped
            through last minute, and the real Wizard West followed, leaving his armor pieces in a pile outside. The imposter didn’t look
            surprised to see his ghostly counterpart—he was too busy having a staring contest with the jar of eyeballs in the corner.
         

         
         Faye took a closer look at Max’s cauldron. The liquid inside bubbled a deep, navy blue. “I think this batch turned out stronger
            than we meant it to.”
         

         
         “Strong is good.” Puck jumped onto the workshop table and batted off a few flasks to make room to sit. When they smashed to
            the floor, the imposter turned, coming face-to-face with the black cat. “Who are you?” Puck asked.
         

         
         The spirit squinted. “Who are you, hiding beneath all that fur?” The death smile on his face widened, revealing teeth that made Faye think of maggots. A hiss
            of strange words escaped. They sounded like a just-snuffed candle—wispy and fading.
         

         
         Faye could not understand them.

         
         Puck started growling again.

         
         The real Wizard West floated over the broken flasks. “What did he say, Puck?”

         
         Faye couldn’t get the sound of the unknown words out of her head. They crawled around her scalp like spiders. She felt as if the sun had gone a notch darker through the diamond windows. 

         
         Puck cleared his throat. “He says he is a servant of—”

         
         “I am a servant of Her One True Majesty!” the spirit broke in with the common tongue. “The Wielder of the Ancient Darkness!
            The Shadow Queen! I have come here at her behest, so that she might rise back to claim her rightful place on Solum’s throne!”
         

         
         Now it felt as if the sun might fall straight from the sky. Was this a nightmare? Had Faye fallen asleep with her quill while
            their test batch boiled over? She wished she could wake up with an ink-smeared face, but even darker writings crept into her
            head instead. None of the stories told about the Shadow Queen ever ended with a funeral. . . . The puppet shows always showed
            the evil sorceress falling past the curtain. Tapestries didn’t show her at all, choosing instead to focus on the four wizards
            who’d defeated her.
         

         
         “The Shadow Queen?” Argon’s chin—which was always steelier than his hair—began to tremble. “But . . . she’s dead!”

         
         West screwed up his translucent face. “What’s wrong with being dead?”

         
         Nothing, Faye thought, her stomach falling. We have the opposite problem.

         
         The Shadow Queen is alive.
         

         
         She knew this was true when a smile wormed across the imposter’s lips. “Even Death obeys my mistress,” he told them. “How else could I wear your master’s body like a cast-off robe?” 

         
         Wizard West made a sound between a choke and a squeal. “Cast-off? Now see here! I was a—”
         

         
         “Prime physical specimen, yes,” Faye interrupted. As strong as the potion was, it wouldn’t last forever and they needed to
            know more about what this new-ancient enemy was planning to do. She turned to the imposter. “Why have you stolen Wizard West’s body? What’s your purpose at Celurdur?”
         

         
         “I have been sent to ensure that the house falls,” he told her. “And once this place is in splinters, I shall release my mistress
            from the bowels of King Maximillian’s palace. Three wizards will be no match for her, once she is free! She shall seize their
            magic and rule the rest of Solum with an iron fist. And very well-manicured fingernails.”
         

         
         Faye’s stomach heaved. Her head swirled. It was everything she feared, and worse. She didn’t fully understand—What did Celurdur
            have to do with an evil sorceress from the ancient past? And what about King Maximillian’s palace?—but she knew this problem
            would take more than herbs to solve.
         

         
         Argon had clamped his mouth shut. Even Wizard West had gone gravely quiet.

         
         The double doors began to creak, and Faye turned to see no one entering the workshop. The cloak her father had dyed was starting to fray at the edges—just like everything else—so that it swirled like a desert mirage. 

         
         “Max and I finally managed to slip away from Da!” Princess Illian emerged from the fabric, breathless. The prince stood behind
            her, still wearing his goggles. “What did we miss?”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 14
The Story of the Shadow Queen

            
         
         
            
               
               A Short History of the Shadow Queen,
as told by Puck

               Once upon a time, the world was bigger.

               
               Solum was not Solum then. It was a modest island in terms of size—a speck on a much wider map—but even the most talented cartographer couldn’t draw our coastlines. We were too wild, too magical. The land was guarded by great and powerful spirits: dragons who could move mountain ranges with the flick of their tails. Or sprites who could shift the entire sea whenever they got too playful, tossing lighthouses on their waves the way a child might throw a ball. Buildings did not last long, so there were no cities for mapmakers to mark down, either. Small settlements dotted the countryside instead, and only villages with very good witches or wizards managed to stand in one place for more than a few years. 

               
               The Shadow Queen was a very good witch.

               
               At first.

               
               No one knows the Shadow Queen’s true name. Or where she really came from. When she arrived here on a ship, the sprites of
                  the Fathomless Sea thought she was funny. They said her boat’s prow tickled their backs. They said she taught them to wear
                  the pearls they plucked from the deep and even let them try on her own shiny, silver crown. When she asked the sprites to
                  calm their waves so that she could anchor her ship, they thought nothing of it.
               

               
               They certainly did not think she would take their pearl necklaces and twist them into shackles. Or that she would steal their
                  own magic and use it to destroy the fleet of ships that followed from the far horizon—dashing them to splinters on the cliffs.
               

               
               The cliffs themselves were the next thing to break.

               
               The sorceress used the sprites’ waves to wear down the volcanic dragons who lived there. She bound their powers to her too, then flew on their dark wings around the rest of the island, battling its guardian spirits and forcing them into her service. With each victory, she grew stronger. She stripped the mountains of their snow. She drank rivers dry. She burned forests to their roots. She even stopped the sun from shining down on our lands, weaving together storm clouds so strong, they never broke. These cloaked our island in a darkness so thick, ships could not find our shores. 

               
               Thus, the Shadow Queen became the Shadow Queen.

               
               She built a fearsome army and used her largest dragon to create a mountain at the center of our island—a fortress made of
                  glassy black rock. Here she ruled with even darker magic. She wore a dress of shadows. Her crown began to hold jewels the
                  color of blood. Many said it was actual blood, though there was some confusion as to whose. Was it the blood of her enemies?
                  Or could it possibly be her own? The sorceress had become so powerful that she did not bleed when she was cut.
               

               
               She could not be wounded.

               
               But it was clear the Shadow Queen had to be defeated. In order to sustain her thirst for power, our island was dying. It had become a place filled with ash and bones, lashed by endless storms, cut off from the rest of the world. Trade ships had stopped coming from the outer kingdoms. Our own crops would not grow without sunlight. Villages began to starve, unless they had witches and wizards to help coax plants out of the shadowy soil. Secret gardeners. They created the earliest form of moonfruit—a food that flourished in the dark—to keep people’s bellies full. 

               
               They tried their best to fight the Shadow Queen too. One by one, the island’s other witches and wizards traveled to the dark
                  mountain to challenge her.
               

               
               One by one, they failed.

               
               No one was powerful enough to face the Shadow Queen and her armies alone. So four young wizards decided to band together and
                  attack the evil sorceress’s fortress from all sides. North, South, East, and West. Their names are remembered even to this
                  day—Reuel, Ghibli, Chantwyn, and Celurdur. Had they been alone, the Shadow Queen would have turned each of them to stone.
                  But they worked as a team: half of them attacking, half defending. Always. The Shadow Queen could find no gap in the wizards’
                  defenses. It did not help that the spirits she sent to attack found themselves freed by the young men’s spells. Sprites fled
                  back to the Fathomless Sea. Dragons flew over its waves too, eager to get away from the sorceress.
               

               
               Other spirits had nowhere left to go.

               
               Some even stayed loyal to the Shadow Queen, fighting by her side for seven days and seven nights. As the battle dragged on, the sorceress grew weary. She could not sleep the way her assailants did—one at a time—and after a full week, she finally collapsed from exhaustion. 

               
               The four young wizards were also weary, but they had not yet won, for when they found the sorceress sleeping in her mountain,
                  they discovered that the terrible rumors were true. The Shadow Queen did not bleed. She did not even breathe. She’d already
                  gone too far into death on her own, and this dark magic had turned her more spirit than human.
               

               
               Killing her was impossible.

               
               So what could the four wizards do?

               
               It was Celestius Celurdur who came up with the best solution: the Shadow Queen could not be killed, but she could be bound
                  by magic. So the young wizards each agreed to cast a spell—four enchantments that would keep the evil sorceress and her spirit
                  servants imprisoned inside four walls. Deep, deep beneath her palace. But even when the Shadow Queen was locked away, the
                  young wizards’ task was not finished. Because of the sorceress’s strength, these spells would have to be renewed every full
                  moon.
               

               
               They decided to guard the Shadow Queen’s prison from afar.

               
               Reuel went to the north.

               
               Chantwyn went to the south.

               
               Ghibli went to the east.

               
               Celurdur went to the west.

               
               Magic followed them. Woods grew where the four wizards walked. Lakes filled. Mountains settled. And the sun began to shine
                  down once more—for while the wizards could not dissolve the storms woven by the Shadow Queen, they were able to move them,
                  pushing the clouds as far offshore as they could. The wizards colored the skies every morning and night thereafter—to keep
                  these storms at bay.
               

               
               Four great houses were built, serving as anchors for the spells that kept evil contained. These estates served as sanctuaries
                  too—where the island’s magical plants and animals could recover after the Shadow Queen nearly drove them extinct. The wizards
                  vowed to each other that such a thing would never happen again. They had to maintain a balance.
               

               
               The Balance.

               
               The four wizards formed a conclave, setting laws in place so that no single individual could hoard all the island’s magic.
                  Never again would one person become as powerful as the Shadow Queen. Even its future kings would not be allowed to become
                  wizards.
               

               
               And vice versa.

               
               Thus, Solum became Solum.

               
               The kingdom prospered under this new system, for even though the trade routes to the outside world remained closed, the wizards
                  used their magic to reshape the land so it would give us everything we needed to be self-sustaining. Ore mines. Wheat crops.
                  Cocoa trees. Swords. Bread. Chocolate. Et cetera.
               

               
               Mountain ranges no longer moved after that. Cities grew on every corner of the map, but the greatest one of all was Retnec—sitting
                  at the center of the wizards’ four territories. Its white towers buried the evil sorceress’s mountain palace. She is there
                  to this day, waiting for a full moon when one of the wizards fails to renew their spell.
               

               
               Waiting for her prison to fall. . . .

               
            

         
         Faye had never heard this tale before, but when she listened to Puck tell it, she felt as if she’d known the story all her
            life. It explained so many things. Wizard West’s house was so much more than a house—it was a key to the Shadow Queen’s prison.
            And Puck’s dire warnings made far more sense. Celurdur is held together by very old, very powerful enchantments. A Wizard West has always been here to tend to them. If
               they start to unravel, the house falls down, and if the house falls down, very bad things happen.

         
         Like an ancient evil rising up to cast Solum back into darkness.

         
         “So . . . wait.” Prince Max’s eyes darted from Wizard West’s ghost to his body, then through the diamond windows to Celurdur.
            “The earthquakes in Retnec . . . the rat spirits infesting the palace . . . all of that is happening because a wicked sorceress
            is trapped in my basement? And if we don’t find an apprentice strong enough to cast Wizard West’s full moon spell, she’s going
            to break free and destroy Solum?”
         

         
         The imposter nodded. “My mistress grows restless, but she will not have to wait much longer! In three days’ time, the Shadow
            Queen shall sit on your father’s throne, bringing this kingdom back to its former glory!”
         

         
         “Uh-oh,” the prince said.

         
         “An apt summary,” Puck muttered.

         
         “Does Da know about our evil houseguest?” Max wondered.

         
         “It was her house first!” the imposter snarled.
         

         
         This was true. The black towers Faye had seen woven in the tapestry with the Unholy Wyrm had been the peaks of the Shadow Queen’s mountain.
            How long had it taken for the white versions to replace them?
         

         
         “Your father should be aware of your living situation,” Puck said. “Though it’s possible that the conclave forgot to tell
            him.” The black cat’s lip curled back to show a shard of white tooth. “Or your grandfather. Or your great-grandfather. Two
            thousand years is a long time to stand guard. Some of the wizards have gotten . . . distracted. Honestly, it’s a miracle that
            something like this hasn’t happened before.”
         

         
         “Why is it happening now?” Faye wondered.
         

         
         “To honor my passing,” Wizard West said. “Obviously. She wouldn’t dare wake up before I died in my sleep—I was far too powerful
            for her to face!”
         

         
         Faye frowned, thinking of the newspapers her father had left on his desk. “That doesn’t make sense. The rat sightings started
            well before you became a ghost. And the earthquakes have been going on for months!”
         

         
         “I woke my mistress after I was awoken by a young wizard,” the imposter said.
         

         
         “Which one? East? North?” Wizard West made a face. “It was South, wasn’t it?”

         
         “None of the Four. This boy wants more than that. He’s willing to go deeper—all the way to the underworld! He came sniveling
            into the cellars nearly a year ago.”
         

         
         Wizard West’s expression soured even more. “There’s a rogue wizard in Retnec?”

         
         “There are rogue wizards everywhere!” the evil spirit told them. “Witches too. Do you really think your laws can bottle up
            people’s powers the way you cork your silly potions? It’s just as well that you haven’t trained them. When my mistress is
            free, she’ll drink up their magic like a vintage Flutterby Fizz. No one will be strong enough to stop her. The Shadow Queen
            shall reign supreme!”
         

         
         “We’re not allowed to have queens!” While her brother looked pale, Illian seemed flushed. Angry. Her hands were on her hips and her blue eyes blazed at the spirit. “And now I know why! People are too afraid of having another evil sorceress rule them! Witches are bad words, and I’m stuck doing needlepoint, and it’s all your mistress’s fault! Ugh! That’s so stupid! Men do terrible things all the time and you don’t see boys suffering for it!” 

         
         Again, Faye felt the pieces click into place. It had never occurred to her to wonder why girls weren’t allowed to become apprentices . . . but Illian was right. Witches had never been able to escape the Shadow
            Queen’s shadow. Even after two thousand years. The injustice of this stabbed Faye in a way it never had before.
         

         
         The Balance was not really balanced after all. How could it be, when girls were never allowed to reach their full potential?
            When only four men out of thousands controlled the practice of magic?
         

         
         “The princess has a point,” she said.

         
         “She does,” Puck agreed, “but needles aside, we need to find a way to mend our current problem. Quickly.”

         
         “How do we do that?” Princess Illian wondered.

         
         “We could go to the library,” Max suggested.

         
         “And look up ‘how to defeat the ancient forces of darkness’?” his sister snorted. “Seems easier just to ask this spirit himself.
            Tell us, how do we defeat you?”
         

         
         The imposter sneered at her. “You cannot, little girl.”
         

         
         “We should warn King Maximillian,” Faye said. “And we should send messages to the other three wizards. North, South, and East could help us renew Celurdur’s foundation spell, can’t they?” 

         
         “No!” the real Wizard West cut in sharply. “That’s not a good plan at all!”

         
         “Why not?” wondered Faye.

         
         “You know the rules! The other three cannot leave their quadrants—not without neglecting their own foundation spells. Plus
            I’d never hear the end of it from Wizard South! Oh, of course you would be the one to cause an imbalance and nearly free the Shadow Queen after two millennia, West. No, no, no. We cannot tell King Maximillian about any of this, either! All that would do is upset the festivities, and the
            show must go on!”
         

         
         Faye looked around the wrecked workshop. Half the apothecary drawers were hanging open. One of the cauldrons was giving off
            a rotten-egg smell. She wasn’t sure if this was what was making her nauseous, or if it was the way Wizard West’s eyes had
            gone flinty.
         

         
         She knew that look.

         
         She knew he was too proud to ask for help. She’d hoped that—after their talk in the pear tree last night—Wizard West would
            see the error in his selfish ways. Instead, the ghost seemed to have forgotten the conversation entirely, as if he was under the influence of the forget-me-sos instead of the imposter.
         

         
         The Shadow Queen’s servant was looking at the diamond windows as if he’d just woken up and was trying to remember where he’d
            fallen asleep.
         

         
         “This isn’t a show,” Faye said. “It’s the future of our kingdom!”

         
         “It’s both,” Wizard West replied. “It’s always been both. The best way to prevent the Shadow Queen from breaking free is to
            find my successor as soon as possible. Now that we know what this ruffian is up to, we’re in the perfect position!” Wizard
            West grabbed the imposter’s pajama sleeve and led him to the double doors. “He will carry on the trials thinking he’s in control—”
         

         
         “He is!” protested Faye.

         
         The ghost carried on as if he hadn’t heard her. “Whereas I will continue to assess the candidates from afar. After tomorrow’s
            cloud-sculpting contest, I’ll have a much clearer idea which boy is best suited to follow in my footsteps! With his help,
            we’ll reinforce Celurdur’s foundation spells and banish this spirit like a bad slice of beef. With two whole days to spare!
            No one will be any the wiser!”
         

         
         Faye looked around the room, waiting for the others to join her argument. Argon stood stiffly in the corner. Max looked like
            he wanted to pull the camouflage cloak over his head. Illian still seemed too mad to focus on anything else.
         

         
         Only Puck offered his thoughts. “We could try binding this spirit without official help, but he is old. And strong. It would be more of a battle than a ceremony. . . . If Celurdur’s foundation spells aren’t reinforced when the fight happens, it might cause the house to collapse.” 

         
         Faye swallowed. Why was this so complicated? It didn’t have to be.

         
         All they had to do was ask for help.

         
         “The Balance might not let the other three wizards come west, but what about their apprentices?” she pressed. “Couldn’t they
            travel here to Celurdur?”
         

         
         “That would disturb the guests!” Wizard West waved his hand dismissively. “And it might cause this spirit to start smashing
            things before the foundations are fixed! Hastening us to a second Shadow Age!”
         

         
         “So you’re going to let someone like Vance Gravesworth smash stuff instead?” Faye thought of the splinters flying off Neil’s
            back. This was just like the night she’d asked Wizard West to protect the old dragon. And this time it was more than just
            a few tree limbs at stake.
         

         
         West paused to tilt his ghostly head—a thinking pose.

         
         Faye’s heart leapt.

         
         Maybe the wizard was listening to her after all!

         
         “Hm . . . Master Gravesworth. He did show some spark at my Test of Courage. Do you think he should be my successor?”

         
         The workshop windows rattled as Faye and the royal twins all shouted at once.

         
         “No!”

         
         “No!”

         
         “NO!”

         
         “He makes fun of cats,” Puck hissed.

         
         The ghost sighed, wrinkling his see-through nose. “What about you, Prince Max? Do you like cats?”

         
         “Sure!” The prince paused, understanding the true meaning of the questions. “I mean . . . No? I—I really don’t know. I’m only
            here because father threatened to close my workshop if I didn’t compete. I don’t think I’d make a very good Wizard of the
            West.”
         

         
         “I know some cockatrice chicks that might beg to differ! And this truth serum worked wonders!” Wizard West focused in on Max,
            squinting at the prince’s hair. He’d managed to comb back the ragged bits, but the color was still a sour lemon yellow. “Although
            that wig was a truly unfortunate choice, so perhaps you’re right. We’ll have to see your cloud-sculpting capabilities to get
            a fuller picture.” He threw open the double doors and ushered the dazed imposter back toward Celurdur. “The search continues!”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 15
Sending Out an SOS

         
         It was time to take matters into her own hands.

         
         This was what Faye told herself, over and over, as she ripped blank pages from the back of her father’s guidebook and wrote
            down everything that had happened over the past fortnight. Three letters addressed to three wizards asking for help. Wizard
            West might be too proud to say please, but Faye certainly wasn’t. She wrote the word three times before folding each plea
            into a paper aeroplane. She sprinkled Velocitas—a powder made of hummingbird feathers, cheetah claws, and quicksilver—on their
            wings for fast flights. Then she wrote each recipient’s name over the silver embossment.
         

         
         North, South, and East.

         
         She’d sent similar messages before. It was a chore Argon often delegated to her, since Faye was so used to scaling Celurdur’s slippery roofs. Climbing above the tree line was necessary, so that the paper aeroplanes would soar over branches instead of getting trapped in them. The best launching point was Celurdur’s weathervane—a platinum Pegasus that actually controlled the wind, instead of vice versa. This always sat at the tallest point of the house, but never in the same place. Sometimes it took minutes to reach. Other days, the climb took hours, so Faye often made sure to pack snacks before she started the summit. Both for herself and the gargoyles. 

         
         She couldn’t risk visiting the kitchen this evening, however. Not with the letters stuffed in her pocket and Wizard West haunting
            the halls as a suit of armor. The imposter could be watching too—the truth serum had worn off, and he was now trying to smooth
            things over with his guests by throwing a party. Even if Faye escaped the notice of the wizards—real and fake—she wouldn’t
            be able to slip past Rena. The cook would rope her into serving if she went searching for tea scones.
         

         
         So Faye scaled the roof with a mostly empty knapsack, apologizing to the gargoyles who peeked out of the eaves when they heard
            her. The statues seemed more skittish than usual. Ears bent back, their paws tiptoeing as if Celurdur’s shingles were made
            of eggshells instead of silver. As if they knew what a fragile state the house—and everything else—was in.
         

         
         Faye couldn’t help but feel the same.

         
         It wasn’t quite sunset by the time she reached the weathervane. She paused by the Pegasus, watching golden light spill over the estate. Steam rose from Neil’s new spot in the stadium. The surrounding gardens were already beginning to grow back, their WW flowers blooming while the hedge herd frolicked around the wishing pond. The moonfruit orchard was starting to glow—the way
            it did every dusk. Its fruit reflected against the conservatory like early stars.
         

         
         It struck Faye as strange, that such a beautiful place was actually the key to a prison.

         
         She tried not to think of the Shadow Queen as evening shadows began stretching over the grounds below.

         
         Instead, she readjusted the Pegasus so that its snout was in line with the S. The weathervane flapped its wings and the winds started to shift—southward. Faye pulled the letter for Wizard South out
            of her knapsack and studied it for a moment.
         

         
         She’d never disobeyed Wizard West so directly before.

         
         He would be angry.

         
         He might even be mad enough to make his successor turn Faye fully into a cat.

         
         But she didn’t care, at this point.

         
         One of the other three wizards could fix it.

         
         Faye tossed the paper aeroplane off the roof. Thanks to the Velocitas powder, it flew swiftly on the northerly wind, past
            the broken rooster pen, over the woods that held her tree house, toward the outer edges of the estate.
         

         
         Where the letter promptly burst into flame.

         
         CURSES!

         
         Faye frowned, scanning the southern horizon for a phoenix, or any other combustible creature. But the sky was clear. . . .
            The grounds were too. There was no sign that the imposter had seen her attempt to send the message, much less made it explode.
         

         
         So she turned the Pegasus eastward and tried again. The letter for Wizard East coasted down the gravel drive toward the front
            gates. As soon as the paper aeroplane reached the golden bars, it, too, caught fire.
         

         
         She looked down at the last airplane—addressed to Wizard North—and finally understood. The letters West sent to his colleagues
            always bore his seal. Messages without this magical mark of approval could not cross the boundaries of the estate. To prevent
            forgery. Et cetera. Et cetera. This was why the rest of the staff used the post office in the village down the road, whenever
            they wanted to send mail.
         

         
         “Argh!” Faye crumpled the final airplane in her fist. Even if she tried to rewrite the letters on the other side of the fence
            line, she couldn’t use Celurdur’s magic to make them fly. It wasn’t as if she could lick some stamps and pass these messages
            along to the postmaster, either. They were too urgent. Three days would be long gone by the time the letters arrived. She
            needed the apprentices to get here far sooner than that.
         

         
         She slumped against the weathervane, thoughts spinning.

         
         How did Bryce Bentpen send his columns to the Charm & Curse so quickly? Could she somehow trick the reporter into including an SOS in his next article? The other wizards must be reading
            about West’s festival. Was there a way to ask them for help in the national newspaper? Would the other wizards take it seriously?
            Or did all of them want to turn Bryce Bentpen into an amphibian too?
         

         
         She simply couldn’t see how to get word to the other three in time. . . . Her thoughts turned darker as the sun started to
            set. Clouds began gathering into distinct shapes over the stadium. Letters, Faye realized. They’d been sculpted with the rest of the sunset—arranging into a giant banner across the blazing sky.
         

         
         
            A TEST OF VISION

         

         The fourth trial was being announced. When Faye craned her neck, she could see hundreds of guests gathered on the veranda—oohing and aahing as the imposter stumbled through some speech about wizards being visionaries, guiding the kingdom into the light of magic.
            This sounded more hollow now that Faye knew the truth. Wizards weren’t special. Or, rather, they were only special because
            so many other people were told that they weren’t. Peasant boys and every girl. Kitchen witches. Hedge witches. Any woman who wanted to help herself along with an odd spell or two. The poor farmers who would write to Wizard West, desperate for charms to protect their crops. 

         
         The Shadow Queen had been locked away by Celurdur.

         
         But magic itself had too, and even the wizards felt like prisoners because of it. Trapped. Alone. Seen only for their sunsets.

         
         This one wasn’t particularly grand. In fact, Faye was beginning to suspect that whoever had put it together must have been
            colorblind. Blood-orange skies soured into a dull ochre, and purple clouds became bruised and violent. Stormy. She couldn’t
            help but think of what slides she’d have chosen, if she’d been in the sky library. . . .
         

         
         She would have done a much better job.

         
         She could still.
         

         
         The idea struck like lightning. Faye leapt up with a yelp. The Pegasus reared too, sending a wild gust of wind over the grounds.
            Ladies clutched their hats. Men ushered them indoors. The letters announcing the fourth trial blew off into the evening. But
            Faye knew that the night was only just beginning.
         

         
         The guests’ party was in full swing by the time Faye returned to the dining hall. Someone had managed to gather the contestants’ leftover potions, watering them down into flasks for a rousing game of Truth or Dare. Well, it was mostly dares. Max must have been smart enough to toss out his truth serum, since the sapphire brew was nowhere in sight. Faye did see plenty of nobles with jewels popping out of their faces. Cecil Williams’s elixir had transformed most of the roasted vegetable platters into cheese curds. The floating potion was making the rounds too. Lady Ledcestre had obviously had her fill: the woman was drifting toward the chandelier, her skirts billowing like a hot-air balloon. 

         
         Faye grabbed a pitcher of water and made her way to the contestants’ table, where Prince Max was taking a tentative bite of
            a cheddar carrot. Vance was there too, glaring as Faye approached. He hadn’t thanked her for saving him from the Shadow Queen’s
            crown. He hadn’t forgiven her for the rotting cherries, either—their juice had been wiped off long ago, but his neck stayed
            red. Flushed with anger.
         

         
         But Faye didn’t have time to deal with the boy’s temper tantrum. She made a point to turn her back on him, swishing a dismissive
            tail at his face as she poured water into Max’s goblet.
         

         
         “I need you to help me get a message to the other three wizards,” she whispered to the prince.

         
         “How?” He sounded skittish.

         
         She couldn’t exactly blame him. “No cursed wigs. Or phoenix fire. I promise.” Faye couldn’t say much more. She could almost feel the heat of Vance’s glare on her shoulders, and Wizard West’s imposter was only a table away. The afternoon’s heretical speech seemed forgotten. Everyone had forgiven him, including the photographer, who was letting the spirit examine his camera. He peered into the lens, accidentally taking a picture as he did. There was no way those photographs would turn out flattering. . . . “Meet me outside of your rooms as soon as you can. Bring Illian.” 

         
         “Where are we off to this time?” Illian wondered, when Faye met the royal twins outside their apartments. “A closet stuffed
            with flying brooms?”
         

         
         Faye held a finger to her lips as they passed the grand staircase. Even though it was late and they had to wake before dawn,
            the party was raging down below. Faye led Max and his sister toward another staircase. This one curled like a snail shell,
            and vanished halfway up. She hadn’t been to this part of Celurdur since Wizard West had first tried to curse her.
         

         
         “We’re going to the sky library,” she explained quietly. “It’s where Wizard West designs sunsets.”

         
         “Why?” Illian wondered.

         
         Faye climbed to the section where the stones became see-through. She could spot their destination several stories above: a
            room filled with brushes and baskets of raw cloud and shelves of sky slides and every other tool you needed to dress up the
            heavens. “I used to think it was just for showing off, but Puck’s story makes more sense. The wizards paint the sky to help
            keep the Shadow Queen’s storms out at sea—”
         

         
         “No, I mean, why are we here?” The princess waved at the invisible steps. “Max doesn’t need help losing this challenge. He probably won’t even be able to make it up the stairs.” 

         
         Faye glanced over her shoulder. Max was looking awfully sweaty, his back pressed to the wall as he watched his sister climb on. It was unfortunate, but understandable.
            Who in their right mind would want to step out onto what looked like thin air?
         

         
         “The stones are still there.” Faye stamped her foot on the first step. “See?”

         
         “I think it’s better if I don’t look d-down.” The prince’s voice trembled. “Illian’s right. I can lose this challenge on my
            own.”
         

         
         “This isn’t about winning or losing,” Faye told them. “It’s about defeating the Shadow Queen. Wizard West might be too proud
            to ask for help, but I’m not. We need to get word out to the other three wizards. Quickly. I tried sending paper aeroplanes,
            but they kept bursting into flame at the estate’s borders.”
         

         
         “What about a telegram?” Max wondered.

         
         She’d thought about that too. “Argon tried to install a telegraph machine once. Celurdur smashed it. I’m guessing the other
            three houses did the same. Even if we could get a telegram out, I’d have no idea where to send it.”
         

         
         Illian looked toward the tower, her face lighting up. “So you want to send clouds instead?”

         
         Faye nodded. “It’s the best way for us to get the word out without upsetting Wizard West.”

         
         “The real one or the fake one?” Max asked.

         
         “Both,” Faye answered.

         
         The wizard she’d served her entire life did have one good point. They needed to be subtle. They couldn’t let anyone else catch
            wind of what they were doing until more help arrived. Once the other wizards’ apprentices were here, once the Shadow Queen’s
            servant was bound and the foundation spells were steadied, they could let Bryce Bentpen write an exposé about the entire ordeal.
         

         
         For now, they had to climb to the top of the invisible tower and start sculpting clouds.

         
         “Come on, Max!” Illian jumped down the steps back to her brother. “You have to climb the stairs or else the Shadow Queen is
            going to take over the world in three days!”
         

         
         “Two days, technically.” Max nodded at the clock tower. “It’s after midnight.”

         
         “All the more reason to hurry! You’re not really going to fall!” She nudged the prince’s shoulder, trying to get him closer
            to the see-through stones.
         

         
         It didn’t work.

         
         “Stop pushing me, Illian!”

         
         “Then start climbing! Honestly, Max! We live on top of a mountain! You design aeroplanes in your spare time! We rode here
            on the royal zeppelin!”
         

         
         “Sure.” Max swallowed. “But I know how zeppelins work.”

         
         Illian flapped her arms impatiently. “Sometimes you just have to take a leap of faith! It’s okay not to understand everything about everything!” 

         
         But Max kept shaking his head. It looked as if he’d taken a big swig of the jewel-sprouting potion—with all the sweat glittering
            from his brow. His hair was a truly awful shade of yellow.
         

         
         “It’s okay to be scared, too,” Faye said. “I felt the same way, the first time Da brought me up to the sky library.”

         
         She was small enough to ride on his shoulders then, clutching fistfuls of his thick black hair while he laughed. No need to make me go bald! I’ve got you, Faye! It was true. He’d kept a firm grip on her ankles, his green thumb looking like a new sprung leaf against her boot. When they’d
            reached the sky library, he pulled out a small cumulus cloud for her, to make the invisible floors less scary.
         

         
         That wasn’t a bad idea, come to think of it.

         
         “Wait here!” Faye bounded up the stairs into the sky library.

         
         Even with her enhanced feline vision, it was hard to tell if the invisible door was open or shut—but the clouds were easy
            to spot. Like the apothecary drawers, her father’s script labeled the wispy baskets that sat around the vapor wheel. She brushed
            her hands with stardust and pulled out a long bolt of cirrus, stretching the cloud as thin as she could while she ran it down
            the stairs, back to the royal twins.
         

         
         “There!” She laid the last wisps at Prince Max’s feet. “Now you can pretend you’re walking on clouds!”

         
         He still looked hesitant as the cirrus wisped under his boot. “Clouds aren’t solid. They can’t be walked on.”
         

         
         Illian started to roll her eyes. “For Balance’s sake!”

         
         Those words had a whole new meaning now: this was for the Balance’s sake.
         

         
         And for Max’s sake, it was becoming clear that Faye needed to explain why the stones were clear. “The tower has been enchanted
            with an optical refraction spell. It’s like the camouflage cloak. Except . . . bigger!” she told him. “Nothing about the stones’
            structural integrity is affected. Does that help?”
         

         
         The prince swallowed. “In theory,” he said, but his boots didn’t budge.

         
         Faye frowned, thinking about how happy she’d been to sit on the cumulus cushion, while Da taught her how to pick out the perfect
            brush for a summer sunset. It wasn’t the cloud itself she trusted. Or even the wider enchantments.
         

         
         Magic is useless without people, Da’s voice echoed in her head. It can never replace them.
         

         
         “You don’t have to trust the stones.” Faye held out her hand. “Just trust me.”

         
         Max looked up from the misty floor, blinking.

         
         His fingers were still shaking when they joined hers—they trembled on the first invisible step. And the second. But then Illian looped her arm through her brother’s other elbow, and the trio solidified. By the time they reached the cloud-carpeted room at the top of the stairs, the prince seemed to accept that he wouldn’t fall through the floor. 

         
         He even let go of Faye’s hand when she unbuttoned her bandolier pocket and pulled out a fallen star—the same one Wizard West
            had left lying on the workshop table the evening before. “Cloud sculpting can be even more complex than potions. Normally
            I’d use the vapor wheel to work with larger cloud fronts, but these will be better if they’re done by hand. You should coat
            yours with stardust to keep a good grip on your materials.”
         

         
         She rubbed some of its shimmering light on her palms, then passed the star to Max. Only now would they be able to pull the
            clouds from their labeled baskets. Cumulus was Faye’s favorite to work with, under normal circumstances, but cirrus would travel faster. And its wispiness was
            more suited to shaping words.
         

         
         “There are a lot of things to take into account,” she told the prince. “Height, wind speed, distance, where you wish the cloud’s
            final form to be seen. The letters you’ll send tomorrow morning won’t look like letters at all, when you launch them.”
         

         
         Max was already elbow deep in an altostratus cloud, his glowing palms shaping edges into wings. She could tell the prince had a natural talent for sculpting—probably because
            of all the engineering he did in his palace laboratory.
         

         
         “What will they look like?” Max wondered.

         
         Faye considered. The wind component would be tricky, especially since this was part of a competition. They wouldn’t be able to send all three messages at once—they had to choose which wizard would be the main recipient. East was too far away. South did not like West at all. Their best bet was Reuel. The house of Wizard North. It was hundreds of leagues from here, and the shapes of any clouds they sent would change considerably over the journey. 

         
         “Blobs,” she answered. “They’ll seem shapeless, but they won’t be by the time they reach their destination.”

         
         The prince smiled as a miniature version of Neil launched from his hands. “I’ll lose for sure!”

         
         So will the Shadow Queen. Hopefully.

         
         “Why does this have to be a part of the competition?” Illian wondered, handing the fallen star back to Faye, who then tucked
            it into her bandolier. “Why can’t we just send the cloud message now?”
         

         
         “It’s too dark out,” she reasoned. “And Wizard North will be sleeping.”

         
         The prince pulled more clouds from the nearest basket, letting them curl around his fingers as if he was handling a scarf
            snake. “What should the sky writing say? ‘An ancient evil is about to be unleashed, please come help us before the world ends’?”
         

         
         Accurate, but: “You won’t have time to sculpt all those letters.”

         
         “So, something shorter?” Max tugged a tendril of cloud from his wrist and sent it floating in the shape of an S. Then O. Then S again. “Like this?”
         

         
         Faye nodded. “We should add a dash and some double Ws. . . .”
         

         
         The trio sat cross-legged on the translucent floor, calculating distance warp and wind speeds and the malleability of cirrus
            clouds. Well, Faye and Max were doing the calculations. Illian was rolling cumulus clouds into balls that looked vaguely like
            sheep. They trotted in a ring above the princess’s head, scattering whenever Max’s dragon flew too close.
         

         
         “This is kind of fun!” she declared.

         
         “It’s one of my better chores,” Faye admitted.

         
         Illian raised an eyebrow. “Is there anything you don’t do around here? You’re a cloud sculptor, a dragon tamer, a wardrobe
            wrangler, a potions master, a junior groundskeeper . . .” The princess ticked off titles until she ran out of fingers. “What
            am I missing?”
         

         
         Hearing her jobs listed out loud made them sound far grander than they actually were.

         
         “I just clean up messes,” Faye protested.

         
         “Magical messes,” Illian emphasized.
         

         
         “It’s what maids do.”

         
         “No.” Illian shook her head. “I think it’s more. I think you’re more. Wizard West keeps saying that Max is his ideal candidate, but you’re the one behind the scenes, fixing everything!
            The silver spoons, that terrifying tiara, the recipe for the truth serum, and now these clouds . . . You should be Wizard
            West’s successor! You’ve been his unofficial apprentice your entire life!”
         

         
         Her? West’s successor? Faye looked down at the half-spun cloud in her hands. She’d never considered her work as an apprenticeship—picking fruit and shoveling dragon poop and shooing smoke bats out of the chimney felt so humdrum. But Illian was right. Doing those everyday tasks alongside Da had taught Faye more about magic than any of the theory books the candidates might have studied . . . although it seemed like Max was the only one who’d bothered to read up on dragons. 

         
         “I—I can’t,” she stammered automatically.

         
         Illian waved aside one of the floating Ss. “Why not? Why can’t the Wizard of the West be a Witch?”
         

         
         “It’s against the law!” Faye pointed out.

         
         “Laws can change,” Illian said. “They should, if they don’t make sense. And this whole business banning women from being queens
            and witches really doesn’t make sense. The Shadow Queen will win if we’re too scared to let our strongest magicians practice balanced magic. If a witch is the best person for the job,
            then she should be allowed to have it!”
         

         
         Sure, Faye wanted to say. But she wasn’t so certain, when the question came down to her.
         

         
         She didn’t feel like a strong magician at all. The thought of becoming the next Wizard of the West and being responsible for
            something as huge as the foundation spell terrified her.
         

         
         “Illian’s right,” Max said quietly beside her. “It should be your name on the leaderboard, Faye. You’re the best candidate,
            by far.”
         

         
         Even scarier? The thought that one of the other ten boys would have to perform the foundation spell before the full moon. . . . Maybe they had just enough false pride to make the ceremony work. They wouldn’t wobble because they didn’t understand the magnitude of what they were doing. 

         
         Or they would fail, utterly.

         
         Faye was just about to say all of these things when she noticed that the door to the sky library wasn’t as empty as it should
            have been.
         

         
         “I KNEW IT!” Vance stood there, looking as if he’d just downed a whole glass of Optimism. His grin was twisted. “YOU DIRTY
            CHEATERS!”
         

         
         Max seemed ready to jump into the cirrus basket.
         

         
         Illian leapt to her feet.

         
         Faye did too. She wanted to kick herself. And then Vance. She should have known the boy would follow Prince Max up here, just
            as he had in the closet.
         

         
         “This isn’t what it looks like,” Illian told her cousin.

         
         But Vance wasn’t listening.

         
         He turned to a second figure looming on the stairs behind him. “See, sir? It’s just like I said! The cat maid is helping Prince
            Max cheat so he can win the challenges!”
         

         
         “Is that so?” Wizard West’s voice came from the shadows.

         
         Faye’s blood turned to ice when the imposter stepped through the door. A strange orb of green light appeared in his palm, casting a pall over the sky library. Illian’s sheep fled to the corners, unraveling into mist when they hit the walls. Faye wished, wished, wished that her letters would do the same, but the Ss and Os floated aimlessly over her cat ears. She could feel the Shadow Queen’s servant reading them. His gaze cut from the clouds
            to meet her golden eyes.
         

         
         His own eyes flashed red.

         
         She knew then that he knew.

         
         Vance rambled on. “You should disqualify Prince Max and fire the cat maid! She’s a terrible servant anyway. She’s defiant
            and rude, and she spills drinks.”
         

         
         “Hush, Vance!” Illian hissed.

         
         “We’ll deal with this downstairs,” the imposter said in West’s cruelest voice. “I have the perfect punishment in mind.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 16
Here, Kitty-Kitty

         
         The dining area was in shambles.

         
         Faye looked around frantically as she was ushered through a door that hung on a single hinge. It looked as if a battle had
            taken place instead of a party. Bleary-eyed nobles stood around a pile of chairs, which someone had stacked in an attempt
            to get Lady Ledcestre down from the chandelier. To no avail. Celurdur was trying its best to accommodate the woman, even changing
            the colors of the ceiling to match her dress. Spilled potion bottles littered the tables, and almost everything had been turned
            into a foul-smelling cheese. Six out of the eight remaining candidates had fallen asleep in their seats, just like King Maximillian.
            Bryce Bentpen sat in a corner—attempting to make his deadline even though all the keys on his typewriter had been turned into
            jewels.
         

         
         She wondered what the headline of his next article would be.

         
         
            CAT MAID CAUGHT CHEATING

            OOPS, WE SET THE SHADOW QUEEN FREE

            WELCOME TO THE END OF THE WORLD

         

          

         None of the possibilities seemed good.

         
         Wizard West’s body marched over to King Maximillian and shook him awake, whispering something in his ear. His Majesty suddenly
            looked very serious, even with bits of cheese in his beard. His son curdled under this gaze. “I am very disappointed in you,
            Max.”
         

         
         “I wasn’t cheating, Da—”

         
         “At least have the pluck to own up to your mistakes. Have I taught you nothing? And you, Illian, you know it’s not proper
            to be scurrying around after midnight.” The king cast a wary glance at Bryce Bentpen. His voice dropped to a whisper. “Much
            less dabble with magic!”
         

         
         Faye kept scanning the dining hall, hoping to see Puck lurking in some corner. Where was he? And where was the real Wizard
            West? There were over a dozen suits of armor scattered throughout the room. None moved to help her.
         

         
         Illian did step forward, hands on her hips. “Max is telling the truth, Da. We weren’t cheating!”

         
         Vance snorted. “Then why were you sculpting clouds in the sky library?”
         

         
         “Because . . .” Illian hesitated, realizing exactly what she had to say to reinforce her argument. The truth sounded preposterous.
            But the princess drew herself up and shouted it anyway. “Because that’s not the real Wizard West!”
         

         
         From the heights of the chandelier, Lady Ledcestre gasped.

         
         The rest of the candidates began to stir.

         
         Bryce Bentpen looked up from his bedazzled typewriter.

         
         The imposter’s hands curled into fists.

         
         Illian went on before anyone—including Faye—could stop her. “The real Wizard West died in his sleep almost three weeks ago.
            What’s standing next to us is just his body . . . and it’s being possessed by a servant of the Shadow Queen!”
         

         
         Lady Ledcestre gasped even louder.

         
         Vance stiffened, his eyes darting back to the wizard.

         
         “That is a very serious accusation,” King Maximillian told his daughter gravely.

         
         To everyone’s surprise, the imposter burst out laughing. “It’s not serious at all, Your Majesty. Princess Illian’s imagination
            has clearly run away with her—and I’m afraid my maid here is to blame.” He smiled straight at Faye, who’d never noticed how
            long Wizard West’s incisors were until this very moment. “She’s been angry with me ever since I gave her those extra ears,
            and she’s trying to get revenge by filling your children’s heads with poison.”
         

         
         Suddenly Faye felt as if she was standing at the center of an inferno, without any char tea to help shield her from the flames. She understood why Max was so intimidated at the thought of becoming his father. The king was nothing like her own da, who always had dirt on his hands and a smile on his lips. This man’s stare was almost as powerful as a wizard’s spell. It sparked across Faye’s skin and made her heart go cold. 

         
         But then Prince Max stepped in front of her, blocking the king’s gaze. “He’s lying, Father!”

         
         “I did see the cat maid whispering to Prince Max at dinner,” Vance said unhelpfully.
         

         
         Illian turned on her cousin. “She was asking us for help! She wanted Max to send out an SOS message to the other three wizards during the Test of Vision tomorrow. Didn’t you see the letters floating around our heads
            when you interrupted?”
         

         
         Vance sneered. “All I saw hanging over you was a cloud of guilt—”

         
         “ENOUGH!” The king’s roar was loud enough to wake the remaining contestants.

         
         They had a full audience now. How was it that almost all the festival’s guests were here, but Puck and the rest of Faye’s
            coconspirators were nowhere to be seen? She’d give anything for one of the suits of armor to push back its visor and say something
            incredibly self-centered. Aren’t I the best-looking ghost you’ve ever seen? Yes, yes, I know. Death shouldn’t age so well. But here I am!

         
         Instead, Faye’s cheeks burned in the uneasy silence. She wanted to say something, but she had a feeling no one would listen.

         
         Illian, at least, had a crown to polish her words. “Da, you have to believe us! This spirit wants to start a second Shadow
            Age. . . . He told us so himself, after Max slipped him that truth serum this afternoon. Didn’t you hear him saying all those
            strange things? About living for two thousand years and keeping death itself at bay?”
         

         
         “Truth serum?” The imposter’s eyes lit like firework fuse—flashing red again. Faye knew there was no going back. “The blue
            brew? Let me guess, the cat maid instructed you on how to make it. Another step in her revenge, I’m afraid. There was no truth
            in that elixir. It was more poison, Your Majesty, meant to make me spout nonsense.”
         

         
         There was a tug-of-war frown on the king’s face.

         
         He looked from the Wizard of the West to his children.

         
         Max started fumbling with his goggles, and Faye remembered that the prince had inscribed her recipe on the back of one of
            the lenses. “It was a truth serum, Da! See! I have the recipe right here.”
         

         
         A wounded look struck the king’s face when he saw the goggles. He did not study the list of ingredients Faye had spent an
            entire night gathering. He stared back at his son instead. “You cheated.”
         

         
         “I was trying to help my friends—”

         
         “You gave the Wizard of the West bad leaves!” King Maximillian gripped Max’s goggles so hard that they cracked. Then he turned on Faye. “And you. You tricked him into doing it!”
         

         
         Everyone held their breaths.

         
         Except for the imposter, who had no need to breathe at all. His grin had grown wider and Faye felt the rest of the room tilting
            terribly when she stared at it. Wrong. This was going all wrong. The real Wizard West had been right. Telling King Maximillian
            the truth had only made things worse.
         

         
         The festivities were upset.

         
         The show was over.

         
         Well, maybe not over, Faye thought as she watched the spirit’s burning gaze. He certainly wasn’t going to let her walk away to create more cloud
            messages.
         

         
         “Your Majesty”—the imposter addressed King Maximillian—“I am a reasonable man. I see that your children are the victims here,
            so I shall seek no recourse against them.”
         

         
         “WHAT?” Vance looked deflated. “You—you’re not going to disqualify Prince Max?”

         
         “No. He’s welcome to compete in the fourth trial, if he would like. But in the interest of fairness that challenge has been
            revised. You will no longer be judged on splashy sunrises. I think instead that we should do something more . . . transformative.”
            The spirit paused and Faye felt her cat fur rising. “This is not the first time this maid has disappointed me. Clearly. But
            it will be the last.”
         

         
         Where was the nearest exit?

         
         Faye knew that running would make her look guilty. She also knew she didn’t have a choice. The swinging door to the kitchen
            was only a leap away . . . but Vance Gravesworth stood between here and there. The boy was already rolling up his sleeves.
         

         
         “The fourth trial is this: complete this maid’s transformation into a cat. Preferably not a talking one. Whoever brings her to me meowing will be the winner,” the imposter announced. “This challenge starts now.”
         

         
         There was a moment’s hesitation. The candidates looked almost as shocked as Faye felt. According to the laws of the Balance,
            none of them were supposed to know how to cast a transformation spell.
         

         
         This didn’t stop Vance Gravesworth.

         
         The boy lunged.

         
         Magic crackled at his fingertips, turning Illian’s skirts into fur when the princess blocked him. “Run, Faye!”

         
         Chairs scraped as the other candidates joined the chase. Spells sputtered and fizzed, transforming stones into shaggy carpet
            as Faye dashed toward the kitchen. One landed squarely on the photographer’s chest. His camera clattered to the floor as he
            shrank into something that was fuzzy, but definitely not a cat. Faye didn’t pause to do a full taxonomy. The kitchen door
            had started sprouting fangs when she dove through it.
         

         
         Rena was waiting on the other side.

         
         She held her kettle. The one that never ran out of water, no matter how many teacups you filled. The cook must have taken it off the flame several minutes ago, since it no longer seemed to be steaming. 

         
         “I’m afraid I don’t have time for tea,” Faye gasped.

         
         “No,” Rena answered grimly. “You don’t. They’ll expect you to go out the back door, so I suggest you climb a chimney and hide
            upstairs.” She waved toward the ovens. “You know your way around this house better than anyone. And Celurdur knows you. It
            will do its best to protect you.” Rena used her foot to jam the door as Faye’s pursuers threw themselves against it. “So will
            I. Now, hurry!”
         

         
         Faye scrambled through the ashes of the nearest hearth. The narrow brick passage above was covered in soot, and staring into
            it made her lungs squeeze like a tube of Wizard West’s Stardust Smiles paste. There was no way she’d fit through. . . .
         

         
         But there was no time to go anywhere else.

         
         The service door to the kitchen swung open. Rena let out a fearsome cry as she dropped her kettle.

         
         Char tea spilled everywhere.

         
         Lukewarm amber liquid gushed out of the spout so that the candidates found themselves wading into the kitchen. Ankles, knees,
            waists. Rena climbed onto a counter and opened a cage of pastries. Somehow, she’d found the time to bake fresh dragon-puffs,
            which were all too eager to swoop down on the boys trying to swim through the sea of tea.
         

         
         Faye climbed as far up the chimney as she could, watching ashes wash away in the brown currents below. Her shoulders scraped stone. The bottom of her tail was starting to get soaked. And the tea kept rising quickly. 

         
         If something didn’t change soon, she would drown.

         
         Faye rested her forehead against the chimney and shut her eyes. Was it the bricks that were shaking? Or was it her? Perhaps
            both?
         

         
         “Please, Celurdur, please, please . . .”

         
         The house groaned.

         
         Mortar and soot rained down on Faye’s ears as the surrounding stones began to shift. The noise made her think of rusty chains
            snapping, but the space above her grew wider so that she was able to squeeze through. She climbed away from the floods of
            tea, up through the new fireplace that had appeared on the third floor.
         

         
         Where was she? There were no beds or steamer trunks or dining tables. For a blink, Faye wondered if somehow Celurdur had managed to send her back to her tree house, but that was only because of the books stacked everywhere. These volumes, however, were on proper shelves. Celurdur had spat her out in the library. This made sense: it was one of the house’s least used rooms. Hardly anyone came here besides her da. The place was dusty—so much so that it was almost impossible to tell her own sooty footprints apart from the floorboards. She stirred up a cloud as she walked through the stacks, trying to catch her breath. Trying to find comfort in the smell of leather-bound books and age-old ink. 

         
         She was safe.

         
         For now.

         
         But her heart would not slow, even though the grinding bone sound of the fireplace stones had stopped. When Faye looked back
            at the fireplace, she found that it was choked full of ashes, as if Celurdur had tried to seal it, but gave up halfway through.
            The mantel sagged in a way that made her think the house was sighing. Or gasping. A loud WOOMPH made Faye jump, and she watched in horror as a wall of shelves collapsed. Had one of the candidates found her? It didn’t
            appear so. The books that poured across the floor weren’t sprouting fur. And there was no streak of light as the next set
            of shelves fell.
         

         
         This wasn’t a misfired transformation spell.

         
         It was the house’s foundations.

         
         The strain was too much. Celurdur couldn’t spare it. Faye wondered if the imposter knew this would happen, if this chase was
            part of his plan to speed up his timeline of destruction. If so, it was working. There was no way the house could last two
            more days.
         

         
         Another shelf collapsed.

         
         And another.

         
         At this rate, she’d be surprised if Celurdur lasted the night.

         
         Her lower lip wobbled as she stepped over the strewn books. She couldn’t help but remember coming here as a small girl with Da, playing in the stacks while her father studied how to encourage wishing-fish molting. Celurdur always made sure she found the shelves filled with brightly illustrated fairy tales . . . and if she wandered too far, the house would rearrange the room so that her father was always around the next corner. The house had taken care of Faye. Time and time again— 

         
         A rasping sound from the hearth caused Faye to duck behind the stacks. Between a gap in two books, she watched as a hand burst
            through the fireplace ashes.
         

         
         “Here, kitty-kitty!” Vance dragged himself from the hearth, spitting out soot. He was covered head to toe in the stuff. “I
            know you’re up here!”
         

         
         His eyes lit on the tracks Faye’s own filthy feet had left.

         
         The ones that led straight to the shelf she was hiding behind.

         
         She barely had time to leap away before pages exploded into fur balls. Even more shelves collapsed, sending grimoires and
            histories swirling. Faye felt as if she was trapped in some bizarre snow globe. Much less fun than the ones that commemorated
            Wizard North’s annual ice sculpture competitions, which sprinkled real snow around whatever room you were in when you shook
            them.
         

         
         Now it was just ash and paper fluttering through the library.

         
         Faye looked around frantically, but there was nowhere left to hide. All she could do was grab a book and hold it in front of her like a shield as Vance gathered up more magic in his fists. “Vance, I know you don’t like me because I accidentally spilled your underrobes everywhere, but please! This is so much bigger than you or me! Illian was telling the truth! Wizard West’s body is being possessed by an evil spirit, and he’s trying to sabotage the tournament—” 

         
         Vance hurled another transformation spell. His aim was getting better. So was his execution. Faye was no longer holding a
            book out in front of her, but a calico kitten, which wriggled free and started pouncing at floor-strewn pages. It took a fair
            amount of study to bring life to an inanimate object like this without the help of Animus powder.
         

         
         So who had taught Master Gravesworth that magic?

         
         “He’s not evil! The Four just call him that because they don’t understand his power!” A third spell started charging on Vance’s
            fingertips. “They’re too scared to do real magic! Your Wizard West could have lived forever, if he’d really wanted to! He could have kept my da from dying.”
         

         
         Oh.
         

         
         Faye’s mouth went dry.

         
         Illian’s words came rushing back to her: Vance wasn’t always such a goblin. . . . Things changed after my uncle died last year. . . . He kept disappearing too. . . .
               Max thinks he took a secret passage from the cellars down the mountain into Retnec, but no one ever saw him in the city.

         
         There was a good reason for that, Faye realized.

         
         Vance might have found a secret passage, but he never went down to the city.

         
         He came sniveling into the cellars nearly a year ago. . . .

         
         “You’re the young wizard who woke up that smoke rat spirit!” Faye’s thoughts tumbled, just like Vance’s steamer trunk down
            the grand staircase. It wasn’t only underrobes she’d spilled that day. And it wasn’t a red scarf she’d spied through the luggage’s
            brass keyhole, either. “You were the one who brought it to Celurdur.”
         

         
         The house gave another great shudder, as if it was agreeing.

         
         It hadn’t simply been trying to defend Faye’s honor that day.

         
         It had been trying to defend all of Solum.

         
         She wasn’t sure that Vance understood this, however. The boy had made no mention of the Shadow Queen so far.

         
         “Why?” she asked, desperate.

         
         The question was small, but it might buy her time to figure out a new escape plan. Tea was bubbling up into the fireplace,
            turning its ashes into black mud. No crawling back there. Vance was standing in front of the library’s most obvious exit.
            The calico kitten had tumbled over to the foot of a stepladder, which might help her climb to the second level of shelves.
            If it didn’t get turned into a set of whiskers first. . . .
         

         
         “He promised to help me win the tournament,” Vance told her.

         
         “I thought you hated cheaters.”

         
         “I’m not cheating!” he protested. “I’ve worked hard—I’ve practiced the spells he’s taught me every single day since Da’s funeral!” The boy’s face dropped; his spell-lit hands did too. “I felt so powerless after my father died. Everyone kept saying his death was a part of the Balance, or they kept trying to feed me flowering cakes, and I couldn’t stand the thought of Da being underground all alone, so I went down to the cellars to hide . . . but then I heard a voice. 

         
         “Someone was stuck in a tunnel below the Flutterby Fizz barrels. They’d been trapped by a landslide. They asked me to help
            clear the rocks.”
         

         
         Faye was willing to bet her entire bandolier that those rocks had actually been Salt of Stars. “So you did. . . .”
         

         
         “I was surprised when I saw that the voice belonged to an ancient mountain spirit! He was in my debt after I freed him, so
            he promised to teach me magic. Secret magic. Old magic. Magic that makes a difference, instead of just a bunch of stupid cakes.”
            Vance chewed on his lip, biting down hard enough to draw blood. “The spirit said that once I took over Celurdur, I could become
            powerful enough to bring my father back.”
         

         
         From the dead, he meant.
         

         
         Faye’s fur prickled. She thought of all the hearts in the jar, and how her own da so tenderly sorted them, teaching her about
            scales and even bigger balances. Death couldn’t be outweighed so easily. There was a reason why Wizard West hadn’t slipped
            back into his body after Faye had broken the news of his passing. He would have had to take someone else’s life force to finish
            the spell.
         

         
         Again, she wasn’t sure Vance understood this. “Magic isn’t supposed to work like that—”

         
         “When I’m the Wizard of the West, magic can work however I want it to!” The boy’s face twisted. The spell in his fist did too—bright blue and blazing. Big enough that there was no way for Faye to dodge it. 

         
         She wasn’t going to reach the ladder, either: the calico kitten had knocked it over. The only way out of this was to get past
            Vance.
         

         
         Or get through to him.
         

         
         “That spirit downstairs lied to you,” she said in a rush. “He doesn’t want to resurrect your father. He wants to bring back
            the Shadow Queen!”
         

         
         Vance hesitated. The sapphire magic in his hands began to waver. “The Shadow Queen? But . . . she’s dead.”

         
         Faye fought the urge to roll her eyes. Hadn’t they just been talking about resurrection? “None of the stories ever actually said that. According to a spirit who was there, the Shadow
            Queen couldn’t die. She performed too much dark magic, so that when she was cut, she didn’t even bleed!”
         

         
         Vance looked faint behind the blue flame, as if he still hadn’t recovered from his own blood loss two days before. “‘The crown
            kept even death itself at bay,’” he murmured, repeating what the Shadow Queen’s servant had declared in front of the potions
            workshop. “Oh . . .”
         

         
         “The original four wizards defeated the Shadow Queen, but they couldn’t kill her, so they imprisoned her beneath the mountain at Retnec.” Exactly where Vance had freed the smoke rat. She saw this revelation flicker across the boy’s face. His curse was starting to sputter too. “Her servant wants to destroy Celurdur because the house is a piece of a spell meant to keep the evil sorceress locked away. If its foundations aren’t renewed by the full moon, the Shadow Queen will break free. Do you understand what that means? You won’t be the Wizard of the West. There won’t be a Wizard West at all! Or a Wizard East. Or a North. Or a South. If the Shadow Queen takes over Solum, she’ll rule the island the same way she did last time. 

         
         “I’m sorry that your da is gone.” She dared a pause. “But the rest of your family needs your help. What do you think will
            happen to Max and Illian and your uncle if an ancient sorceress seizes their palace?”
         

         
         The cobalt curse in Vance’s hands was almost extinguished.

         
         “You’re just trying to scare me,” he said.

         
         “You should be scared!” Faye told him. “I know I am.”

         
         She thought he might sneer at this. Or call her a scaredy-cat. Or finally transform her fully into one, but the boy’s arms
            had lowered to his sides.
         

         
         His bleeding lip began to tremble.

         
         He bit down on it again. “I—I didn’t know that’s what the spirit had planned. I thought he was just trying to help me win,
            but if you’re telling the truth . . . If the Shadow Queen is trying to break free . . . well, then I’ve really messed things
            up, haven’t I?”
         

         
         Shelves began tipping like dominoes on the far side of the library—Faye wasn’t sure if this was Celurdur’s strange way of agreeing or if the house was simply crumbling. No matter which was true, there was a lot of cleaning to do. Far more than polishing stained glass windows, or beating out rugs, or feeding crumbs to gargoyles. 

         
         “We can still fix this, Vance.” Granted, Faye had no idea how to renew the house’s foundation. It was doubtful Vance did, either—the Shadow Queen’s servant wouldn’t have taught him that
            kind of spell. But she knew one of them had to try. “We need to go to Celurdur’s cellars.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 17
A Grand Finale

         
         There was only one problem.

         
         Well, Faye certainly had more than one problem, but the biggest conundrum she currently faced was the fact that Celurdur’s
            entire ground floor was flooded.
         

         
         She stood next to Vance at the top of the grand staircase, staring down at a river of tea. From what Faye could tell, it wasn’t
            very deep. Vegetable scraps only floated past the bottom two steps, but the liquid was impossible to creep through quietly.
            Splish! Splosh! Splash! She could hear the remaining candidates running up and down the corridors, searching for her. If one of their spells caught
            her by surprise, there was no telling what she’d turn into.
         

         
         “Where are the doors to the cellars?” Vance wondered.

         
         Normally they were hidden under a rug in the butler’s pantry. They still were, probably, but Faye could see tins of silver polish bobbing through the foyer. It was the kind Argon always used to shine his hair. 

         
         “Under a lot of char tea,” she answered.

         
         Vance frowned as he watched a baby leviathan splash past the staircase. “Are you sure we have to perform this spell in the
            cellars? Couldn’t we do it upstairs? Or somewhere in the attic?”
         

         
         “The attic?” Faye tried not to roll her eyes again as she leapt down the stairs. “Foundations are underground. That’s where
            Puck always went to keep an eye on them.”
         

         
         Was the not-cat there now? she wondered. If so, he’d be getting quite wet. Celurdur was now too tired to even open its front
            doors to clear the foyer, so most of the lukewarm tea would be splashing into the cellars.
         

         
         “Do you know any spells for breathing underwater?” she asked Vance.

         
         “No,” the boy replied. “Are there any potions we can use? If dragon skin helps you breathe fire, maybe sea serpent scales
            do the opposite? You could rip one from that monster right there.”
         

         
         Faye looked back at the baby leviathan, which was spinning around in curlicues. “That’s not a sea serpent,” she told him tersely.
            “It’s a baby leviathan.”
         

         
         “So?”

         
         “So they don’t have scales.” She thought back to Puck’s story about the Shadow Queen and the sea sprites—how she’d stolen their magic by force, choking them with their own pearls. It made her own throat tighten. “And even if they did, you couldn’t just rip them out whenever you wanted. You’d have to wait for them to molt.” 

         
         Vance rolled his eyes.

         
         This didn’t make Faye feel great about taking the boy down to repair the foundations. Assuming they both avoided any spell’s
            recoil—which would no doubt be strong enough to mash them like one of the rotten potatoes floating by—and saved Celurdur from
            the Shadow Queen, she knew who would take the credit. She knew who’d be chosen as the next Wizard of the West.
         

         
         She knew that Vance knew this too.

         
         The boy wasn’t helping her out of the kindness of his heart, certainly. He snapped his fingers, and a blue spell lit like
            a match, dancing over his knuckles. “I could try to give you scales,” he said with an edge to his voice. “And gills.”
         

         
         “No, thank—”

         
         Just then, a different spell sizzled past. It burst—bright orange—into the wall just over Faye’s shoulder. The WW banner hanging nearby started meowing.
         

         
         “I GOT HER!” Waters Funderburk cried from the doorway to the second foyer, before realizing his mistake.

         
         Faye was still only halfway a cat.

         
         And now the rest of the candidates knew exactly where she was.

         
         There was no time to explain the situation—the way she had in the library—because Alden Kelley had appeared in the opposite doorway. Ellington Evermost clamored behind him. Spells exploded across the foyer, looking like the sentient fireworks show Argon had tried to set up. Sparks, everywhere. One of the banisters sprouted into a tail, and when Vance braced himself on it to get to the bottom of the stairs, he started growing one too.
         

         
         Thankfully, there was so much chaos, Faye was able to slip into the servants’ tunnel that was hidden behind the meowing tapestry. Spiders waved desperately from their webs—she tried her best not to break them as she pushed farther
            into the passage. Hopefully it led to the butler’s pantry.
         

         
         The end was marked by a swinging bookcase. Vases and picture frames splashed into the tea-soaked halls when Faye opened it.
            She was relieved to see that she was just one corridor away from Argon’s office.
         

         
         But that feeling did not last long.

         
         When Faye rounded the corner, she didn’t see the gleaming double doors of the butler’s pantry. The way was blocked by a fallen
            beam.
         

         
         And the imposter.

         
         He hovered over the flooded floor, careful not to get wet. The spell the spirit used made it look as if Wizard West’s body
            was dangling from a hanger. Its eyes flashed red. It gave a graying smile.
         

         
         “This is a dead end, cat maid. But do try and keep running—I know the Shadow Queen would love to add another fallen witch to her menagerie! She has a fondness for felines.” A pause. A hunter’s grin. A resounding shout. “She’s over here!” 

         
         Footsteps started splashing back in Faye’s direction.

         
         Her heart clawed up her throat.

         
         The best escape now was through one of the stained glass windows that lined this hall. Most were filled with images of Wizard
            West doing magical deeds. Pushing back thunderstorms. Flying with his own homegrown wings. That sort of thing. Faye ran for
            one that showed him face-to-face with the Unholy Wyrm. The glass was dark because the sun had not yet risen, but the image
            still sparked an idea.
         

         
         Faye paused to fish a wilted carrot that floated in the tea past her feet.

         
         A spell shot over her ears.

         
         The window exploded into a cloud of fur. She barreled through this, landing in a bed of very startled flowers. These released
            a thick fog of pollen, which not only provided the perfect cover, but made the pursuing candidates double over, sneezing.
         

         
         Only the imposter was unfazed. He drifted over the yellow haze.

         
         Faye kept running, glancing over her shoulder to see if the spirit was following.

         
         He was, dragging Wizard West’s body over the WW flower beds and around the wishing-fish pond. She paused in the stadium entrance, making sure he spotted her there before she slipped through the arch. The arena was empty. Pennants flapped over empty jade bleachers. There was a terrible echo when the Shadow Queen’s servant shouted after Faye. 

         
         “Ah, the perfect place for a showdown.” He hovered in the archway, blending too well with its shadows. “There’s nowhere left
            for you to flee, cat maid!”
         

         
         He was right. The arena had only one entrance, and the bleachers climbed too high for Faye to escape over without wings.

         
         Still, she smiled.

         
         “That’s good,” Faye said as she pulled a wilted carrot from her pocket. “Because I’m done running.”

         
         The spirit squinted at the vegetable. “More roots?” he scoffed. “What are you going to do with that? Whip up another potion?
            Your truth serum was a clever trick, I’ll admit, but you won’t be able to fool me twice.”
         

         
         The ground began to tremble.

         
         “I don’t need an elixir to stop you,” Faye said, waving the carrot. It was just rotten enough for the smell to carry down
            to the steaming vents of Neil’s nostrils. These widened. Cracks appeared in the dirt by her feet. “I have a dragon.”
         

         
         She tossed the vegetable as high as she could.

         
         Neil reared out of the earth to catch it.

         
         His trees crashed against the bleachers, and the roots of his belly sprayed dirt every which way. Even his wings unfolded, shedding centuries of moss as Neil pounded his two forelegs back into the ground. The entire stadium quaked. Part of the far wall started to crumble. Cornelius the Composter swallowed his carrot. 

         
         “Cornelius, help! Please!” Faye pointed at the imposter. “This evil spirit is trying to hurt me! And he’s trying to destroy
            Celurdur. I need you to stop him!”
         

         
         Dragons, as it turned out, made much better listeners than kings.

         
         The scales of the ancient beast’s chest began to glow—going from green to yellow to orange. Moss fizzled away. Branches started
            smoking. Heat continued to build. Red, then redder. This was nothing like the small sparks Neil had sneezed at her compost
            wagons over the years.
         

         
         This was true dragon fire.

         
         Faye watched in awe as Neil’s chest turned a deep garnet—the same color of his scales on the tapestry. Heat ribboned out of
            his mouth when he opened his jaws. His fangs shimmered. His eyes gleamed with a warning she knew all too well after losing
            so many carts: I’d get out of the way, if I were you.

         
         Faye dove into the dugout, but even then, she felt her tail fur curling from the heat. Thank goodness it was soaked in char
            tea! The rusty swords on the rack beside her started to melt. Scarlet flames ripped across the stadium, pouring toward the
            entrance.
         

         
         The imposter was still standing there.

         
         The last thing she saw before the fire hit the arch was Wizard West’s face.

         
         Shocked.

         
         Then searing.

         
         When the fire cleared, there was no sign of the wizard’s body whatsoever, but the spirit that had been possessing the corpse
            remained floating over the ground. He was no longer rat-shaped. In fact, the spirit had no real shape at all—he reminded Faye
            of the cirrus clouds she’d just been sculpting. His body was a wispy, wavering darkness. Two long arms sprouted into claws and two red eyes
            slashed above that.
         

         
         These narrowed in Faye’s direction.

         
         “Dragon fire? Perhaps your powers aren’t as lacking as I thought!” He no longer sounded like Wizard West, either. The spirit’s
            voice seemed to split into many, high-pitched and low, as his shadowy form floated toward the dugout. “You command the Unholy
            Wyrm?”
         

         
         Faye laughed. She’d never heard something so ridiculous said so sincerely. “I don’t command Neil! I just feed him cabbage!
            And sometimes broccoli!”
         

         
         It was the imposter’s turn to guffaw. “You may have the others fooled, cat maid, but I know a powerful witch when I see one.”

         
         She was beginning to wish that this was true. All she had to defend herself were the herbs in her bandolier and some half-melted swords. The weapons were too hot to hold, and she didn’t think they’d work regardless. Neil snapped at the Shadow Queen’s servant, but there was nothing for his fangs to pierce. Just dark mist. The spirit wreathed out of the dragon’s jaws like smoke and began rolling toward Faye. 

         
         His legion voice kept speaking. “This age does not favor you, it’s true! There are so many rules meant to keep power under
            lock and key—bent on keeping young girls like you in the dirt. The Shadow Queen was like you once. She understands. Help me
            set her free, and you’ll be doing the same for yourself! Join us!”
         

         
         Faye hesitated.

         
         The spirit had her cornered . . . pressed down into the dugout. Thanks to the light of the not-quite-full moon, she could
            see through him. The rest of the arena wasn’t so empty anymore. They finally had their audience. The candidates who’d hunted
            her gathered at the scorched entrance—spared the same ashy fate because of the char tea that soaked their clothes. Vance appeared
            to be sporting a prehensile tail, which curled when King Maximillian pushed past his nephew. Illian appeared at his side,
            and Bryce Bentpen behind her. The journalist was scrawling notes as fast as he could run, but his pencil slowed drastically
            when he saw the evil spirit looming in the corner.
         

         
         “What is the meaning of this?” the king asked.

         
         “It means I was right!” Illian told her father. “That’s a servant of the Shadow—AHHH!”

         
         The princess’s scream was just one of many, as a pearly figure burst through the crowd. Wizard West had finally joined the festivities. And he did not look pleased about it. The ghost paused exactly where King Maximillian stood—his translucent flesh overlapping with the king’s golden armor. 

         
         “My body! Oh, my beautiful body!” he wailed at the charred ground. “What a waste!”

         
         Never mind that he had wanted to save it as a prop for the tournament’s grand finale.
         

         
         Faye fought the urge to roll her eyes.

         
         “Is it always so much drama with that one?” the Shadow Queen’s servant wondered.

         
         “More or less,” she answered.

         
         “I can empathize,” the spirit said. “But my mistress’s drama serves a much bigger purpose. Magic like you’ve never seen! Spells
            that split the boundaries between life and death! Swear your allegiance to her and she won’t waste your time making you trim
            ridiculous topiaries!”
         

         
         This was just a different version of the speech Illian had made, up in the invisible tower. It was probably a different version
            of the speech this spirit had given to Vance Gravesworth as well. Faye wondered if she was supposed to want what the Shadow
            Queen’s servant was offering . . . the chance to become powerful.
         

         
         “You can be so much more than just a gardener!” the spirit went on. “You can be the second-best witch in the world—wielding
            the fire of the Unholy Wyrm!”
         

         
         Faye looked back at the dragon.

         
         He was looking more like Cornelius again. Though most of the moss on his scales had burned away, and many of the trees were starting to molt from his back, Faye could see the gouge Vance’s sword had left in the lowest trunk. It would be easy to let that hurt, still. 

         
         The Shadow Queen was a very good witch.

         
         At first.

         
         The Shadow Queen was like you, once. She understands.

         
         What had caused her to change? A boy like Vance? A father’s funeral? A moment like this? Faye swallowed. She understood now
            why Vance had been so eager to help the Shadow Queen’s servant—he wanted to stop the pain. He wanted the power to save his
            da.
         

         
         Faye wanted those things for herself too, but saying yes to this spirit wasn’t the way.

         
         It wouldn’t heal Neil’s wounds.

         
         It wouldn’t stop the conservatory from caving in along with the rest of Celurdur.

         
         “You’re wrong!” she shouted at the imposter. “I’m nothing like the Shadow Queen!

         
         “And I’m already more than a gardener.” Faye considered her father’s official title: groundskeeper. She was more than that
            too. “I am the keeper of this castle, and I will not let you destroy it!”
         

         
         The spirit sighed. The beginnings of a spell forked between his claws like lightning. “You should have accepted my offer.
            You aren’t powerful enough to stop me.”
         

         
         “I don’t have to be.” Faye looked through the Shadow Queen’s servant and raised her voice. “The fourth challenge has changed! Whoever binds this spirit and banishes him from Celurdur will be declared the winner! Right, Wizard West?” 

         
         “What?” The ghost looked up, blinking. “Oh! Oh yes! The ultimate challenge! A Test of Defeating Evil Once and for All.”

         
         The candidates charged all at once, their spells fizzing and popping against the bleachers. King Maximillian drew his ceremonial
            sword. He said nothing when Illian copied the motion with her butter knife.
         

         
         As Faye suspected, the blades were useless. The Shadow Queen’s servant darted this way and that to avoid the onslaught. His
            cloudy form scattered, then regathered, so that not even Neil could catch him between his teeth. The only one who could keep
            up with the spirit’s fading tactics was Wizard West himself. The ghost and the spirit slipped past each other, flying around
            and around the chaotic arena.
         

         
         “Just so you know! You were a terrible Wizard West!” the ghost called. “You wore the same outfit two days in a row! And they
            were pajamas!”
         

         
         “It was better than wearing a fruit salad!” The spirit’s center vanished when one of the candidate’s spells tried to strike.
            It exploded as a bright green ball of light against the bleachers behind him instead. “Judging by your wardrobe, it’s no wonder
            magic is in such a sorry state. The Shadow Queen, now, she has true style!”
         

         
         West screamed as if he’d been wounded. “A dress of shadows? A crown with bloody jewels? Come on! Everything about that is so cliché! As are you! The claws! The red eyes! The ‘we are legion’ voice! At least Puck has the whole cat persona going for him. You’re the spell book definition of basic evil spirit. Run-of-the-mill, average—” 

         
         “I am not average!” the spirit spat. “I am the Right Hand of Rot and Ruin!”

         
         Wizard West laughed. “Right Hands are overrated! Left Hands are much more avant-garde. You really should have someone work
            on your branding.”
         

         
         It seemed silly, but Faye suspected that Wizard West was trying to annoy the imposter on purpose. Distracting him so some
            of the candidates’ spells could land. One of Ellington Evermost’s curses hit the leaderboard just above the spirit’s head—causing
            its chalk letters to scatter like snow.
         

         
         “I don’t need branding!” the Shadow Queen’s servant protested. “Everyone knows of my mistress!”

         
         “Sure, but they don’t know you,” the Wizard of the West said. “Are you content to live in the Shadow Queen’s shadow for the rest of your un-life? Or do
            you want to be someone?”
         

         
         Funny, Faye thought. This wasn’t so different from what the imposter had just asked her. It also felt like an echo of her heart-to-heart
            with Wizard West in the conservatory. Maybe he remembered more of their conversation than she’d thought.
         

         
         Everyone wanted to be someone.

         
         Even the Right Hand of Rot and Ruin.

         
         The evil spirit paused.

         
         Considering.

         
         And then Prince Max’s spell hit him square in the chest. It landed differently than his sister’s blade had—threading through
            the spirit’s misty form like forks of blue lightning.
         

         
         “That’s my boy!” King Maximillian cheered. “You did it! You defeated him!”

         
         Not quite, Faye thought as she watched the Right Hand of Rot and Ruin crackling through the air. The spirit was still a cloud. The
            prince’s magic wasn’t strong enough to bind him completely. . . .
         

         
         But it was a start.

         
         “Swords won’t hurt him, but spells can!” Faye shouted at the candidates. “Keep firing!”

         
         The boys obeyed, casting curses this way and that. The Shadow Queen’s servant kept evaporating around the magic. He was somewhat
            slower now, thanks to Max’s spell, but he was still too quick for anyone else to hit.
         

         
         “It will take more than sparks to stop me!” the spirit hissed.

         
         Faye feared he was right.

         
         But what else could they use?

         
         She rifled through the pouches of her bandolier. She had no Salt of Stars, and partemspe leaves were useless. So were the owl feathers, the handful of gravel and half-burnt birthday candle she’d cleared from the apothecary workshop table. But then there was the fallen star she’d used in the sky library. . . . 

         
         It shimmered when Faye pulled it out. Her thoughts glimmered too when she looked back at the spirit’s smoky outline. Was it
            anything like a cirrus cloud? If she used enough stardust, could she get a good grip on the Shadow Queen’s servant?
         

         
         There was only one way to find out.

         
         She rolled the star between her palms, coating them in dust until her hands shone gold. This gave her a good grip on Cornelius’s
            scales when she climbed the dragon’s neck all the way to his ears. Here she leaned in and whispered: “There are more carrots
            where that first one came from if you help me catch that spirit!”
         

         
         Cornelius nodded—thank goodness for her cat balance—and went to bite the evil spirit. Again, his great fangs caught nothing.
            Smoke slithered around the dragon’s head, hissing with laughter.
         

         
         Until Faye reached out and caught a piece.

         
         Her shining hand closed around the darkness. It wriggled. It writhed. It reminded her of the nightmare she’d used to brew
            that latest batch of Stasis. An icy feeling of invisible spider legs crawled up her skin, but Faye did not let go. She pulled
            the spirit closer, winding him in like some stubborn kite.
         

         
         “What are you doing? Unhand me!” His scream sounded deeper. His outline looked more solid too.

         
         Faye could see the shape of a rat in it. She knew the candidates down below could as well. “Ready?” she called to the boys. “Aim! Fire!” 

         
         Ten spells soared from all directions, hitting the spirit one after another.

         
         Red, orange, green, yellow . . . The combined light turned so bright it looked white, and even though Faye could feel the
            spirit writhing in her hands, she could see nothing but a coal-ish lump burning at the center of the boys’ magic. Was that
            the spirit’s heart? It looked as heavy as a stone.
         

         
         But it did not drop.

         
         Not the way Faye’s heart did, when the spells started to fade. The Shadow Queen’s servant was not banished. He was not bound—aside
            from Faye’s stardust grip. He didn’t even seem hurt. The crackling light in the spirit’s arms turned dark as he gathered a
            curse that would surely turn all of them into cats. Or worse.
         

         
         “Sparks!” he spat. “Your strength pales! None of you are up to this challenge!”

         
         Faye yanked the spirit backward when he unleashed his curse so it arced off into the fading stars. The star on her own hands
            was starting to fade too. She wasn’t sure how much longer her grip on the Shadow Queen’s servant would last.
         

         
         “What in the name of Celestius Celurdur is going on here?” A scathing voice made its rounds through the arena.

         
         “Puck!” Faye couldn’t help but cry out for joy. Finally!

         
         The cat trotted through the entrance, paws picking through the ashes that were once Wizard West. “I step away for one evening to tend to the foundation spells and this happens? A wizard’s cremation. An evil spirit’s unveiling. A battle for the soul of the kingdom? It’s almost too much for
            this talking cat to take!”
         

         
         The spirit at the end of Faye’s grip snorted. “A cat? You are no cat!”

         
         “He’s not?” King Maximillian asked.

         
         “He’s a dirty turncoat!” the Shadow Queen’s servant spat.

         
         “Now, now.” Puck strolled past His Majesty, pausing to rub his fur against the king’s robes. “Don’t go blowing my cover! I’ve worked very hard on my disguise over the
            years. All those naps and bowls of cream . . . it was a true sacrifice!”
         

         
         “You deserve far worse for letting those four fools into our mistress’s mountain!” the evil spirit said, before lapsing back
            into the language Faye had heard him speak in the apothecary. The one that sounded like clattering bones, cemeteries after
            midnight, and crunching insect shells.
         

         
         It sounded grave.

         
         But Puck only laughed. “You seem to remember me well, but I must admit I have no recollection of you.” The cat tilted his
            head at the spirit, his tail curled like a question mark. “Have we met?”
         

         
         “Yes! I am the Right Hand of Rot and Ruin!”

         
         “Doesn’t ring any bells,” Puck said airily. “Did you go by any other titles?”

         
         I’ll have to find out the imposter’s true name. Faye knew then that the cat was playing with the evil spirit. She held her breath, hoping against hope that the Shadow Queen’s
            servant was angry enough to slip up and answer Puck’s question.
         

         
         He was, it seemed. “It’s me, you traitorous moggy! Rancor the Ravenous! We rose through the ranks together!”

         
         “Ah, yes! I remember now.” Puck’s smile filled with daggers. They were tiny at first, but then the cat’s teeth began to stretch
            and grow, while the rest of his furry form shed away.
         

         
         This transformation was scarier than it had been in Faye’s tree house, perhaps because there was so much more room for the
            ancient spirit to loom. Candidates screamed as Puck’s shadow unspooled over their heads. Deeper and darker. Longer and larger.
            His eyes hung over the stadium like twin harvest moons. His jaws opened over Cornelius’s head, where Faye was doing her best
            to hold on to the Shadow Queen’s servant. It wasn’t easy. Everything shook at the sound of Puck’s thunderous voice.
         

         
         Even Cornelius.

         
         “RANCOR THE RAVENOUS, RIGHT HAND OF ROT AND RUIN, SENTINEL OF THE SHADOW QUEEN! BY ALL THE POWERS OF CELURDUR, SEAL OF THE
            WEST, I BIND THEE!”
         

         
         Everything went electric with magic. The roar of a storm filled Faye’s ears. Wind sucked at her hair as Puck wheeled down—his
            vast teeth closing over the Shadow Queen’s servant. The fangs paused just over Faye’s wrist, waiting. . . .
         

         
         One of the great yellow eyes above her winked.

         
         She let go.

         
         And then the battle was over.

         
         The hurricane shrank back into a black house cat. There was no trace of the evil spirit he’d just swallowed. Puck was alone.
            He looked so small at the center of the stadium—back arched, body shuddering. Faye’s heart clawed up her throat as she slid
            down Neil’s neck.
         

         
         “Puck! Puck! Are you all right?” She ran to the cat.

         
         “I’ve been—hnghhh—better,” Puck groaned. “That spell took a lot out of me.”
         

         
         “I’d say it was the opposite,” Wizard West declared as he floated down from the bleachers. “Did you swallow that Rancor fellow?”
         

         
         Puck’s back arched even higher. “I—hnghhh—bound him.”
         

         
         “So we did it?” Faye let out a relieved breath. “We’ve won.”

         
         “It appears so,” Wizard West said as he looked around the arena.

         
         Dawn had arrived. The sky was a clean slate—waiting for clouds that hadn’t been sculpted, colors that were never mixed—but
            the sun’s rays were a delicious gold, shining through West’s faded form. Everyone could see the ghost for what he was now,
            and he seemed strangely relieved. He floated a few inches higher as he turned to the growing crowd in the bleachers.
         

         
         “Congratulations, candidates!” he announced with a flourishing bow. “Our kingdom remains safe! We have defeated the ultimate evil!” 

         
         “But who actually won?” Vance called out from behind a set of bleachers—he must have been hiding there. Most of the other
            boys were too. “Does that mean the cat-spirit-thing is the next Wizard of the West?”
         

         
         “No! Hngh!”
         

         
         “Don’t sound so disgusted, Puck!” the ghost chided.

         
         The cat made another strangled noise. And another. And another. The pattern sounded familiar to Faye. She’d had to clean up
            after it a few times before.
         

         
         “I think Puck has a hairball,” she announced.

         
         “I can’t—hnghhh!—become the next Wizard of the West. I swore an oath to serve Celurdur and his heirs, and there were several caveats due to
            my—hnghhh!—previous position,” Puck managed. “The largest one being that I cannot serve myself.”
         

         
         Oh, Faye realized. That might explain why the cat was always pestering Rena to pour him bowls of cream. Or asking Argon to scratch
            the small of his back. It wasn’t about a lack of opposable thumbs at all.
         

         
         “HNGHHHAAAAAACK!”

         
         Everyone, even Faye, took a step back when the cat’s cough solidified. His tail curled inward. A crystal orb dropped out of
            his mouth. Black, but . . . not entirely. Faye could’ve sworn she saw two spots of deepest crimson, glaring back when she
            stared.
         

         
         “There! That’s better!” Puck batted the ball with his paw. “I’ll leave the banishing part to someone else. My suggestion would be casting this into the deepest trench of the Fathomless Sea or finding a suitable volcano.” 

         
         Wizard West floated a few inches higher. “That would make a spectacular bonus round!” he mused. “I still haven’t got a good grasp on which candidate should take my place. . . .
            A grueling trek across Solum might be just the thing to help me make a decision!”
         

         
         None of the candidates appeared to agree. Many had a green tinge to their skin that helped them blend into the jade bleachers.
            Faye found it hard to feel sorry for the boys, after so many of them had been willing to complete her transformation into
            a cat, but she also didn’t want to drag out their misery. They needed a nice cup of tea and a cozy blanket thrown over their
            shoulders. They needed to go home.
         

         
         She needed these things as well: A good cuppa with Rena in the kitchen. A nice long nap in the corner of Celurdur’s sunroom.
            Another longer nap in the cozy eaves of the library. . . .
         

         
         There was only one problem with this plan.

         
         The library was gone.

         
         The sunroom too.

         
         When Faye looked through the arch, at the sunstruck castle, she saw that Celurdur was still crumbling. Tiles had shed from its roof. Gargoyles lay in the gardens below, as still as the other stones that tumbled to the earth around them. Towers tilted. Massive sections of wall were missing, as if some invisible giant had mistaken the house for one of Rena’s cakes. Faye’s tongue stuck to the roof of her mouth as she searched for her friend’s kitchen. It was still standing, a steady stream of char tea dripping through its back door. 

         
         They’d put the house through too much strain.

         
         And now it was falling.

         
         “I’m afraid a bonus round is out of the question,” she overheard Puck saying. “You’ll have to choose a successor immediately.
            I might have bound the Shadow Queen’s servant, but I had to abandon the foundation spell to do so. It won’t last much longer.”
         

         
         Da! What about Da? The conservatory was standing, but it had never looked more fragile. So clearly made of glass. Faye didn’t want to think
            about what might happen to her father if the panes shattered, much less the rest of the kingdom.
         

         
         Its monarch drew himself up high in his golden armor. “What is the cat spirit talking about?” he asked.

         
         “Celurdur is collapsing.” Faye felt as if she might crumble too, saying this out loud. “If one of us doesn’t renew the foundation
            spell right away, the Shadow Queen will break free. . . .” She looked back at the rolling orb that held Rancor and wondered
            if, somewhere deep inside, the evil spirit was smiling. “We haven’t won at all.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 18
An Even Grander Finale

         
         The stadium buzzed with dozens of voices.

         
         Guests and staff and candidates all started shouting at once. The din was so loud that Faye had to flatten her cat ears. Even
            then, she could still hear every word.
         

         
         “Celurdur is falling? But I left my best hat in there!”

         
         “Your hat? What about Lady Ledcestre? If the ceiling caves in, she’ll float away to Balance knows where—”

         
         “The Balance has been broken! Didn’t you hear the cat maid? The Shadow Queen is going to return! We’re all doomed!”

         
         “Now, now. Let’s not lose our heads!” The king, at least, was doing his best to calm everyone. “Is any of this true, Wizard
            West?”
         

         
         “More important, is it on the record?” Bryce Bentpen was scribbling so fiercely his pencil was down to a stub. Faye was surprised
            there wasn’t smoke rising from his notepad from all the friction.
         

         
         Smoke was rising from the house. Purple and putrid. The Pegasus weathervane keeled over, sending a wind that smelled like rotted plums
            over the stadium. Everyone except Wizard West started coughing.
         

         
         “I am dead. And that has upset the Balance, so I do need a successor, but all this has gone so wrong!” He waved at the leaderboard, and the letters gathered like snowdrifts beneath it. “I can’t possibly choose an apprentice
            in these conditions.”
         

         
         “You have to!” Puck told him. “Otherwise the conditions will get worse.”

         
         Way, way worse. Faye flinched when a loud CRASH rose from the house, followed by endless ribbons of colorful clouds. The sky library must have fallen.
         

         
         “But who?” The wizard waved a fading arm over the coughing boys. “I liked Cecil Williams’s feather outfit, but that doesn’t
            mean the boy has the strength to put a castle back together. Vance might have the brashness, but he doesn’t have the delicacy.
            Prince Max told me he didn’t want to be the Wizard of the West. . . .”
         

         
         King Maximillian scowled at his son.

         
         Illian was scowling too, but for a different reason. “The answer is obvious, Wizard West! She’s been standing right beside
            you this entire time!”
         

         
         “She?” Wizard West blinked.

         
         “She?” Her father was even more aghast. “What are you suggesting, Illian?”
         

         
         The princess was only too glad to go on. “I’m suggesting that our laws are rooted in antiquated fear and superstition! The only reason we ban witches is because of the Shadow Queen! And maybe choosing a new Witch of the West is the only way to stop her!”
         

         
         “A . . . witch?” Wizard West’s eyes widened, then slid over to Faye.

         
         Her cheeks reddened.

         
         She looked back down at her boots. We must find someone to fill these phenomenal shoes. Someone clever. Someone brave. Someone young. Not much had changed since that day in the sky library. Aside from a slight shimmer of stardust, her shoes were just as filthy
            as ever.
         

         
         “Let’s not get hysterical, daughter,” King Maximillian was saying. “You can’t just toss away centuries of tradition on a whim!”

         
         “It’s not whim. And it’s certainly not hysteria.” Clearly, the princess was swallowing her exclamation marks. Her cheeks were
            turning red too. “It’s reason. Faye is the most logical choice.”
         

         
         Every minute they spent arguing, another one of Celurdur’s floors collapsed! Faye couldn’t bear to watch the castle crumble, so she focused on the crowd gathered in the stadium instead. Almost everyone was here now. Battered guests mingled with the staff. Fizz and Buzz were fanning Lady Bortram’s dress dry with their wings, using a subtle charm to remove the tea stains. Argon was busy consoling the other maids, including Jess the squirrel, who’d hitched a ride on the shoulder of some sentient armor. The photographer sat on the opposite shoulder—shaped like a sugar glider. Rena appeared to be apologizing to some of the candidates by handing out baked goods, cookies sprinkled with just enough magic to make them feel better. 

         
         Vance sat, bereft, by the scoreboard’s fallen letters. He locked eyes with Faye. His new tail curled and his lips thinned,
            waiting for her to call him out as the one who’d freed Rancor.
         

         
         The rogue wizard . . .

         
         Faye’s heart started to beat faster as the spirit’s words rushed back to her: There are rogue wizards everywhere! Witches too. Do you really think your laws can bottle up people’s powers the way you cork your silly potions?

         
         “I have an idea.” Faye didn’t say this loudly, but most of the stadium stopped to listen anyway.

         
         “Let me guess,” Vance muttered bitterly. “You want to be the Witch of the West.”

         
         Did she? Faye fought the urge to look down at her boots again. The idea was still strange and, if she was being completely honest
            with herself, very, very scary. “Even if I was made Wizard West’s successor,” she began, “I don’t think I could repair the
            foundation spells on my own. I’m not sure any of us could.”
         

         
         “Is this speech supposed to be inspirational?” Puck grumbled by her mud-covered feet.

         
         Faye kept her head high. “I’ve learned a lot about the Balance in the past few days. It was designed to keep magic evenly distributed. To prevent someone like the Shadow Queen from ruling Solum with an iron fist again. But I think, perhaps, we’re holding on to those laws too tightly. Magic is more than just a collection of spell books. . . . It’s in the air we breathe and the flowers we smell and the stones we walk on. Magic is our lives.” She glanced back at where Wizard West was floating—the ghost couldn’t cast spells because he was dead, but no one else in the arena had this excuse, thanks to Rena’s char tea. 

         
         The only thing stopping them was the Balance.

         
         And the Balance wasn’t going to stop the Shadow Queen.

         
         Not this time.

         
         “I understand why the original wizards wrote the rules they did, but that was over two thousand years ago! Our island has
            changed since then! It’s not fair to expect only four men to be responsible for the magical needs of an entire kingdom. Even
            the wizards feel overwhelmed by this system.” To her surprise, Wizard West nodded. Maybe the ghost still felt so invisible
            that he didn’t expect the crowd to see. They did, though. Faye watched as their faces softened. “I guarantee that everyone
            here has performed an ‘illegal spell’ at some point. To mend buttons or type faster or make our crown shine brighter . . .”
            She paused, waiting for King Maximillian to cry heresy! He didn’t. “All of us have something to offer. So why should only one person repair Celurdur’s foundation? For the title? Wizard West doesn’t have to select a successor right away. The only thing he has to do is ask the rest of us for help. There’s no shame in that,” she said. “In fact, I think there’s power in sharing power. That’s what the Shadow Queen did not understand when she trapped the sea sprites and burned the guardian spirits’
            forests. And that is the only thing that’s going to stop her now.
         

         
         “If we all try to restore the foundation spells together, we may have enough strength to succeed.” And even if they didn’t,
            the recoil would be diluted enough not to rip their souls out of their bodies like a crooked seam. Faye knew better than to
            mention this part.
         

         
         Another turret fell as she held her breath. The rest of the audience seemed frozen too, waiting for anyone else to speak.
            Especially the king. Would he have Faye arrested, for saying such outrageous things? Or did he understand that his crown faced
            far worse dangers?
         

         
         And what about Wizard West?

         
         The ghost had never liked sharing the spotlight, but he floated next to Faye anyway. “You’ve made some very good points, Miss
            Gardner. It’s unconventional, but I think, given the circumstances, your plan is worth a try.” He glanced over at the king.
            “What do you say, Your Majesty?”
         

         
         King Maximillian drew himself up until he looked like a statue in a town square. “We would have to get the conclave’s approval—”
            The CRASH of yet another tower caused the king to flinch. “But I suppose there won’t be a conclave to ask unless we act immediately. Better to ask forgiveness than permission in this case.” 

         
         “You can blame me,” Wizard West offered. “If we survive this.” He smoothed his hands over his pajamas. “Good people of Solum,
            I have served you faithfully for over two hundred and fifty years. Well, I’ve tried my best. It does get exhausting when you
            keep hexing each other into horses and asking for the formula to everlasting life—”
         

         
         “Sir!” Faye interrupted. “We should probably hurry.”

         
         “Yes, yes. What was I saying? Right! Life! I’ve recently come to terms with the fact that life doesn’t last forever. I’ve
            also learned how valuable it is to have the right people helping you along the way. Will you consider joining hands with me
            now?” His fingers reached out to grab Faye’s. They weren’t solid enough, so they slipped. Once, then twice. The third time
            was the charm, though. “Will you help us save Celurdur?”
         

         
         Another pause.

         
         “I’m in,” said Illian.

         
         “Me too!” cried Max.

         
         “I didn’t mean to turn my husband into a donkey,” Lady Bortram said. “He just insisted on acting like one—”
         

         
         The gentleman beside her looked startled. “That was you? You told me a witch did it!”

         
         “A witch did do it!” Lady Bortram snapped. “A witch also keeps your hair from graying and makes your friends laugh at your jokes when they really aren’t all that funny. I’m ready to do something more meaningful with my magic!” She looked squarely at Faye and dropped into a curtsy. “I’m ready to help you stop the Shadow Queen!” 

         
         Other noblewomen began stepping forward.

         
         Their silk skirts swished.

         
         Their fingertips crackled with magic. So easily summoned. It seemed that Celurdur’s servants weren’t the only ones who saved
            some spells for a rainy day. Or . . . a morning filled with smoke. Faye watched as the most respectable ladies in Solum walked
            through the ash. Hands sparkling. Who knew there were so many witches hiding in plain sight? Then again, it kind of made sense.
            The candidates had clearly learned to cast those battle spells from their mothers. One of the women reached out and changed
            the photographer back into his human form. She did the same for Jess. The maid looked startled—and still very squirrel-ish—as
            she joined the crowd that gathered around Faye and Wizard West.
         

         
         It was everyone, Faye realized.

         
         Rena and Bryce Bentpen and the noble whose face was still covered with diamonds. Puck and the nine boys who’d tried turning
            her into a cat before. Argon and every available suit of armor. Fizz and Buzz and the rest of the maids. The lords and ladies
            of Solum. The prince and the princess. The king himself.
         

         
         Everyone except Lady Ledcestre.

         
         And, of course, Da.

         
         It was hard, not to keep looking back at the conservatory, shimmering like a jewel, while the rest of Celurdur fell to pieces around it. Her father wasn’t due for another day, but cracks were beginning to appear in the building’s panes. Faye felt something similar inside her chest. That same broken, ferocious feeling that had helped her defend a dragon from a rusty sword. 

         
         She hoped it would do the same now.

         
         “Let’s go put our house back together,” she said.

         
         Most of Celurdur looked like a rockslide by the time the rescue party reached it. Halls had collapsed into caves and guest
            bedrooms were no more. Dirty dishes were everywhere. The dining hall’s star chandelier had fallen to the floor and was acting
            more like an anchor—Lady Ledcestre clung to the end of its chain. Argon sent one of the suits of armor to fetch her so she
            wouldn’t drift off alongside the sky library’s cirrus clouds.
         

         
         The rest of Celurdur’s guests followed Puck into the cellars.

         
         Faye wasn’t sure there would be room for five hundred people beneath the house, much less anyone without gills. But the tunnels the black cat trotted through had already drained—leaving large, cavernous rooms that smelled like cobwebs and tea leaves. Vintage bottles of Flutterby Fizz had so far escaped destruction, thanks to the bright threads of magic that hummed through the surrounding support beams. Faye knew now that these were an extension of the foundation spell. She knew too that they were failing. Their soft golden glow flickered like a candle down to the stub. 

         
         “I hate coming down here.” Wizard West shuddered as they followed Puck deeper into the bowels of the cellars. “It feels haunted!”

         
         The cat rolled his golden eyes. “You’re the ghost!”
         

         
         But Faye understood what West meant. The closer they came to the foundation, the more she thought about the Shadow Queen.
            Lines from Puck’s story echoed with every damp footstep. Shadows cast by Prince Max’s electric torch did not seem entirely
            obedient to the laws of light. Moldy black crawled across the walls, snuffing the foundation spell thread by thread, and when
            Faye reached out to touch the stones, she could hardly feel the house. There was no warmth. No joy. None of the steady soul
            she’d come to know over the years. Another, darker force was choking Celurdur.
         

         
         She thought of the black veins that gripped Vance’s neck when he’d placed the Shadow Queen’s crown on his head. It was the
            same sort of magic. Sinister. Shivering. So thick it became hard to swallow or even breathe—
         

         
         “Ow!” Faye sucked in lungfuls of sharp air when Puck, claws out, swatted her shin.

         
         “That hurt, Puck!”

         
         “Better a scratch than being ensorcelled for untold centuries!” the spirit said. “Trust me.”

         
         Faye looked back down at her leg—bleeding, but not into cursed tiara rubies. Did she trust Puck? It was hard not to see the cat differently, now that she knew his history. He was old. Older than Wizard West, older than all the other Wests who’d lived in this house, older than the stones themselves. Old
            enough to be a servant of the Shadow Queen.
         

         
         “Why would you ever work for someone like her?” Faye wondered.

         
         Puck’s yellow eyes flicked over his shoulders. “You ask as though I had a choice in the matter. As if I answered a ‘talking
            cat wanted’ ad in the Charm & Curse. Well, I didn’t look like a cat. Not in those days.”
         

         
         “What did you look like?” asked Faye.

         
         “I was a forest spirit, so I could take any shape I wanted. Sometimes I was a stag. Other times I was the fog between the
            trees, or a wolf howling at the moon. I was the reason why the western villages lit their lanterns at night.”
         

         
         “Were you . . . evil?”

         
         “Evil?” His eyes narrowed. “There’s no evil in the forest, Faye Gardner. Only wildness. Perhaps that is why the Shadow Queen
            took me by such surprise—I was one of the first great spirits she hunted, after the cliff dragons. There was no job interview.
            There were no negotiations about room and board. She seized my powers, and that was that. I was bound to her for years. If
            it weren’t for Celestius Celurdur and the other three, I still would be.”
         

         
         This explained almost everything, except for how the great forest spirit had ended up here. “Why didn’t you go back to your forest when the Shadow Age ended?” Faye asked him. 

         
         Puck took several steps in heavy silence. His voice hit hard when he finally spoke. “It was gone. Burnt to the roots. The
            Shadow Queen used my own powers to set the fire, after she bound me. . . . I was homeless. A great spirit of nothing . . .
            until Celurdur offered to take me in.”
         

         
         It wasn’t hard to imagine these horrible flames, with the way the overhead support beams were flickering. It helped too that
            Faye had heard the story before. Da’s tale—the one he recited to the willow in order to make the tree weep—that had been about
            Puck.
         

         
         Tears sprang into her own eyes at this thought.

         
         “Why didn’t you tell me any of this?” she wondered.

         
         “You never asked,” the cat replied.

         
         “Why didn’t you tell me?” Wizard West fluttered beside them.
         

         
         “Because there was an entire chapter about my true nature and my service contract in your welcome packet. You did read your welcome packet, didn’t you?”
         

         
         West’s cheeks turned a pearly shade—a ghost’s version of a blush. “I . . . may have skimmed a few things. In my defense, it
            talked about so many different Wests without numbering them. It was confusing! And it was over a thousand pages long!”
         

         
         “You had more than two hundred and fifty years to read it!” The black cat scowled.

         
         “You told Da, though,” Faye said.

         
         “Yes, well, Thorne had done his homework. He saw what I was the first time I sauntered up to your cradle. Same as I saw him. With that cart full of spell books and those green thumbs of his . . .”
         

         
         It was hard not to wonder what the cat meant by this, but Faye didn’t have the chance to ask. They’d turned a corner into
            a round chamber. It was deeper than the rest of the cellars, deeper than any other part of the house. Deep enough that the
            water dripping from the ceiling could have come from the swimming pool. That or it was just more tea falling into the hole
            at the center of the circle.
         

         
         So that’s where it all drained. Faye shivered as she peered into the pit. None of the drops that fell into the bottomless black made a sound—it was as if
            they’d been swallowed.
         

         
         Maybe they had. . . .

         
         “Stay away from the edge!” Puck warned as others from the rescue party entered the room.

         
         “Is the Shadow Queen down there?” Bryce Bentpen asked Wizard West.

         
         “Er, no?” he answered with a quizzical look at Puck.

         
         “No,” the spirit repeated more firmly. “The Shadow Queen is underneath the mountain at Retnec. When all the wizards’ houses are functioning as they should, she remains trapped there by four powerful spells—imagine four walls of magic pressing down on you from all sides for thousands of years. Now imagine a crack appearing in one of those walls. That’s what happened to Celurdur’s side, the night Wizard West died. The Shadow Queen has pushed back with her own magic.” The cat nodded at the dark mold creeping across the cellar walls. “That’s what you see here. If Celurdur’s foundation spell is destroyed, the Shadow Queen’s magic will escape. I imagine she’ll use it to then break herself out of the mountain, triggering an earthquake that will wipe the capital off the map forever.” 

         
         “Then we’d better hurry,” King Maximillian said gravely. “Is everyone here?”

         
         It certainly felt like it. The room was a tight fit for five hundred people—shoulders jostled and boots scuffled, and Wizard
            West was forced to float over the abyss so he wouldn’t overlap with anyone else’s body. The ghost made a show of circling
            the chamber, examining how its walls were covered in threads of crackling light. Faye imagined these looked like a root system
            when the foundation spell was healthy.
         

         
         Now they looked like comet tails: bright fizzles followed by darkness.

         
         “Oh!” the wizard exclaimed as he watched a thread SNAP, inky mold growing in its place. The Shadow Queen’s curse was spreading everywhere. . . . “This is bad. This is very bad.
            That battle with Rancor sped things along. The house doesn’t have much strength left.”
         

         
         Another piece of the foundation spell broke.

         
         And then another.

         
         Slowly but surely, the room was going dark.

         
         “Then it’s a good thing we’re here!” Princess Illian’s voice was one of the last bright things left in the place. Her eyes
            shone too as she looked over at Faye. “What do we do now?”
         

         
         Everyone, even the king himself, followed the princess’s lead and stared at Faye.

         
         “I—um—” She glanced toward Wizard West.

         
         The ghost shrugged. “I’ve never done a group spell before!”

         
         Neither had Faye, technically. Though there were times when she and Da stood in the middle of the forest together, trying
            to coax frost-withered saplings back to life. Let’s give them a few extra rays of sunshine, Thorne Gardner said as he reached out to hold his daughter’s hand. He never used the other S word—spells. Neither did the Notes on Natural Magic. But the gardeners of old must have known that was what they were describing when they recorded the method. One person’s energy may repair some leaves. Two may even bring life back to limbs, but only if they join hands to keep their
               energies even. Three parties or more should make a ring around dead roots to revive them.

         
         Celurdur wasn’t that different from a tree, right?
         

         
         “We should join hands,” she told the group. “And—and form a circle.”

         
         Almost everyone did. Faye found herself holding hands with Vance Gravesworth. The boy’s palms were sweaty, but they tightened in hers, trying to make up for his first mistake. He’d stopped calling her kitty-kitty too. A good thing, given his proximity to Puck. The cat spirit had hopped onto Faye’s opposite shoulder.
         

         
         “Tell them to repeat after you,” he whispered into her pointed ears.

         
         She did.

         
         The spell was short and surprisingly simple. It sounded like a rhyme you might recite after taking too many bites of Rena’s
            Sweet Nothing cookies.
         

         
         
            Roots run deep and stars shine high.

            Celurdur holds the western sky.

            May these balanced words I say

            keep dark’s deepest shadow at bay.

         

         Nothing seemed to happen. The pit stayed dark and the foundation spell kept trembling. Faye felt her hands shaking too—what
            if this didn’t work? What if the Shadow Queen broke free and destroyed everything?
         

         
         “Try again!” Wizard West urged.

         
         Faye led the rest of the group in another round. This verse was louder. Surer. When she said the final line, something sparked, skipping off her fingers into Vance’s hand, running through his arms to Rena, who passed it on to Argon, whose hair buzzed for several seconds before the current swept on to the next person. It seemed to grow as it zipped around the circle. By the time it reached Faye again, it was strong enough to make Puck’s fur puff up. 

         
         “That’s it!” the cat cried. “Keep going!”

         
         Faye wondered if they should change the third line from I to we to make the spell more accurate, but it didn’t seem to matter. Magic isn’t just some words said in the right order, she’d once told the royal twins. It’s energy. Only now did she understand how true this was, as she watched the group’s spell gather strength around the circle. Around
            and around. Each person made the light brighter as it passed.
         

         
         They were a match, trembling in the dark.

         
         They were a phoenix feather, shining steadily.

         
         They were a dragon’s breath, blazing so wildly that Faye had to close her eyes. Even then, she could see the foundation spell’s
            light through her lids. She could feel it crackling through her fingers every few seconds—filled with the hopes and dreams
            of everyone here. She could almost taste the pastries from the bakery Rena wanted to open one day. She saw Fizz and Buzz sewing
            the most beautiful garments to sell in Retnec’s boutique shops. She heard Vance laughing—not at some cruel joke—but simply
            because he was happy. She felt the rush of wind in her hair from Max’s finished feather-winged aeroplane. And then, the king’s
            own awe, as he felt this too.
         

         
         Around and around this went, growing fuller and fuller, until Faye’s heart was bursting at the seams.

         
         And at her feet? She felt the house humming. As if Celurdur was trying to chant along. When she peeked at the floor, she could see the black mold shrinking back into the pit, fleeing from the shiny threads that spread out from her scuffed boots. These were as tangled as roots, as shiny as stars, just like the first line of the verse she kept reciting. 

         
         Forks of light stretched out of the chanters’ feet all around the circle, meeting over the giant hole in the floor and weaving
            together until there was no sign of the pit at all. Until there was nothing but a solid shining foundation.
         

         
         “One more time!” Wizard West shouted as he floated to the center of the circle. His voice joined the others for the final
            round. His precious magic wove into the middle of the foundation spell with everyone else’s. “Roots run deep and stars shine
            high! Celurdur holds the western sky! May these balanced words I say keep dark’s deepest shadow at bay!”
         

         
         When this last verse came to a close, Faye held her breath along with everyone else, waiting for lights to flicker and snap.
            Waiting for the Shadow Queen’s darkness to crack the floor back open. Waiting for some sort of recoil to ripple through the
            room.
         

         
         A minute passed and nothing happened.

         
         Puck hopped off Faye’s shoulder and poked the edge of the sealed space with his paw. He tested it with one step. Then two.
            Then three.
         

         
         “Not bad,” he said finally.

         
         Everyone else in the cellars looked just as stunned as Faye felt. She expected Wizard West to sweep into their silence with some quick-scripted speech about teamwork and dream work, but the ghost was nowhere to be seen. He wasn’t bowing over the freshly covered pit. He wasn’t offering an inspirational
            quote to Bryce Bentpen.
         

         
         He was simply . . . gone.

         
         It was only natural that the guests turned to King Maximillian instead. He was still holding his son’s hand, looking down
            at Max with wide eyes. He didn’t seem to see anything else. He certainly didn’t notice everyone watching him and the prince,
            until Illian cleared her throat and announced, “Well done, everyone! We’ve saved the kingdom! Three cheers for Celurdur!”
         

         
         “Only three?” There was a strange flickering over the pit, almost faint as Wizard West’s disembodied voice. “I should think
            this feat deserves four cheers at least!”
         

         
         A laugh bubbled up in Faye’s throat as the rest of the room began celebrating.

         
         They’d done it.

         
         They’d really done it!

         
         The Shadow Queen’s prison was locked back tight.

         
         Her home was safe.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 19
The Next Best West

         
         The house wasted no time rebuilding itself.

         
         When Faye emerged from the cellars, it was as if she’d stepped into a whole new world. Their foundation spell was visible
            throughout Celurdur’s repaired walls—crawling up the castle stones like golden ivy. The effect was stunning. Gargoyles had
            come back to life and were busy retrieving ceiling tiles and spouting the rest of the spilled tea from the ground floor into
            a new fountain on the veranda. Fresh stained glass had grown in the windowpanes. Faye was startled to see that these no longer
            depicted the fantastical feats of Wizard West, but some of her own adventures. There was a pane of her facing down the cockatrice.
            A panel where Faye threw Liquefacio at the bloodsucking tiara. Another depicted her stirring together the truth serum—the
            cauldron beneath her spoon bubbling a bright blue.
         

         
         The largest window of all showed her unveiling the Shadow Queen’s servant with the help of the Unholy Wyrm. She hardly recognized herself, holding up a wilted carrot as if it was a sword while the imposter turned to ash. 

         
         Wizard West hovered in front of this scene, sighing. “I suppose a pyre of dragon fire is much more epic than a . . . funeral.”

         
         “What was that?” Puck trotted over, his ears pricked high. “Did you just say the F word?”
         

         
         “It doesn’t sound so terrible anymore.” The ghost smiled. He looked far fainter than before, probably because he’d used some
            of the final reserves of his magic to help seal the Shadow Queen’s chamber. If someone opened one of these windows, it was
            entirely possible that he might blow away.
         

         
         Faye found that she couldn’t bear this thought. “You can’t leave us yet, sir!”

         
         “Not without cleaning up your mess!” Puck added as he sauntered beneath the window that showed Faye’s battle with the Shadow
            Queen’s diadem. “Speaking of, you really shouldn’t let cursed relics from the Shadow Age run loose in the attic. . . . We
            ought to track down that crown before it does more damage.”
         

         
         “I didn’t even know we had the Shadow Queen’s crown,” Wizard West admitted.
         

         
         “Yes, well, you would if you’d read the ‘Inventory’ chapter of your welcome packet,” the cat growled. “The first West brought it here to keep under lock and key, though it seems we may need more locks. It’s quite a powerful artifact. If the wrong person gets their hands on it—” 

         
         Puck stopped short, glancing over his shoulder to see if anyone else was listening.

         
         Most of Celurdur’s guests had moved on to the gardens—not that there was much left to call a garden—though there were a few
            stragglers in the hall. Faye’s eyes narrowed when she caught sight of Vance Gravesworth, hovering behind a suit of armor.
            He looked odd, trying to melt into the background after days of pushing himself to the front of Wizard West’s focus. Was he
            here to make sure that Faye didn’t rat him out as the rogue wizard? Or was there a different reason for his eavesdropping?
            She wondered. Especially from the way his eyes caught the light of the stained glass window showing the Shadow Queen’s tiara,
            glinting the same way they had when they saw the actual crown. His hand wandered up to the side of his neck, still scarred
            with two small bite marks.
         

         
         It dropped as soon as the boy caught Faye watching him.

         
         He turned and walked quickly down the hall, almost fleeing. He didn’t even stop to greet his uncle and cousins when they walked
            past, though King Maximillian and the royal twins seemed deep in discussion as they approached Faye’s window.
         

         
         “That . . . bird machine I saw when we were casting the spell . . . that’s what you’ve been working on up in your workshop?”
            the king asked his son.
         

         
         Max blushed, then nodded. “I call it an aeroplane. I’m trying to design it to fly higher than any of our zeppelins—maybe even high enough to cross over the Fathomless Sea’s storms! We could see what’s on the other side of the sea! Illian says we might even be able to use aeroplanes to establish new trade routes—” 

         
         “Did she?” The king looked back at his daughter, startled, as if he was seeing the princess for the very first time. “That’s
            an excellent thought, Illian! You too, Max! I should like to see this aeroplane design when we get back to Retnec.”
         

         
         “Really?” Max was beaming.

         
         “Of course,” King Maximillian said, patting his son on the shoulder, “but before we return to the capital, there’s the matter
            of choosing Wizard West’s successor. We’ll have to have a candidate to present to the conclave, especially after we explain
            what happened here.”
         

         
         And, more important: “Celurdur still needs someone to take care of it!” Faye told Wizard West.

         
         The ghost looked at the row of rainbow windows set in the gleaming gold walls.

         
         He looked back at Faye.

         
         “That it does,” he said.

         
         The final feast wasn’t nearly as grand as Wizard West had planned. There was no roast. There were no marzipan swans or dragon-puff pastries. There were no games being played with leftover potions. There was no chalkboard filled with leaders’ names or trial titles. There weren’t even tables or chairs. 

         
         Instead, Fizz and Buzz and the rest of the maids had dusted Celurdur’s rugs out under the orchard and left them to double
            as picnic blankets. Moonfruit—which had an almost perfectly ripe glow this close to the full moon—fell into the diners’ waiting
            hands. Lady Bortram and Rena had joined forces to summon fresh bread from a Retnec bakery. Slices were smothered in honey
            from the cape of bees, which was now hanging from a nearby tree. If you were thirsty, you could simply dip your mug into the
            fountain of the char tea the gargoyles had diverted, though most of the adults were opting for bottles of Flutterby Fizz that
            had been brought up from the cellars. For dessert, Cecil was passing around his new and vastly improved potion. One drop turned
            any vegetable into ice cream. Including grass and leaves. Faye found it funny, watching Vance and the other candidates piling
            weeds in their sundae bowls, but she didn’t mind the extra landscaping help.
         

         
         There would be plenty of work to do after this.

         
         Neil’s breath had burned up half the gardens again, and then there was the matter of restocking the ransacked apothecary drawers
            and cleaning up the stray cirrus clouds that were fogging up various corners of the grounds. And it was entirely possible
            that Wizard West’s successor would want a topiary shaped into his likeness, so she would have to strike a new deal with one
            of the hedge animals. Oh, and then there was—
         

         
         “What in the name of the Balance are you frowning about?” Illian flopped down on the rug beside Faye. Her cheeks were sticky with honey and glowing from moonfruit. There were ice cream stains all down her dress. 

         
         “I was just thinking of how much there’s left to clean up,” Faye admitted.

         
         Illian picked up a fallen fruit and tossed it back and forth in her palms. “You’re worried about chores?”

         
         “It’s more than that.” Faye looked around at the rest of the picnickers. King Maximillian was popping the cork of a Flutterby
            Fizz bottle and pouring glasses for everyone else—including Argon. Rena looked more relaxed than she had in a very long time,
            now that she’d taught Lady Bortram how to summon pastries. And the noble ladies? Well, Faye thought they looked happier, now
            that they could use their magic out in the open.
         

         
         But would it last?

         
         She couldn’t help but wonder what would happen after this picnic ended. “All that stuff I said in the stadium . . . about
            magic and the Balance . . .”
         

         
         “It was a very good speech.” Illian nodded. “Way better than any of the others I’ve heard lately!”

         
         “I want it to be more than words,” Faye said. “All of us, we did something amazing together. We saved Celurdur! And that was just on the first try. Think of what we could accomplish if we shared even more power!” She looked back at the golden turrets, something even brighter aching in her chest. “I want magic to be free for everyone.” 

         
         Illian picked up a napkin, but instead of wiping her dress, she folded it into a crane and gave the fabric just enough life
            to fly away. “Me too,” she said. “I want to be the opposite of the Shadow Queen when I rule Solum.”
         

         
         Faye had no doubt that her friend would be. As long as her brother wasn’t selected as West’s successor. Prince Max had spent
            much of the feast between his father and the ghost—stuck in a very serious conversation. Faye could only assume it was about
            an apprenticeship.
         

         
         “I hope the next Wizard of the West wants the same things we do,” she said.

         
         Illian took a big bite of moonfruit. A sly grin appeared on her glowing face.

         
         “What are you smiling about?” Faye asked.

         
         “Oh, it’s just that I think Father is finally starting to listen to me and Max—”

         
         All the surrounding spoons slipped out of diners’ hands and started clinking every available glass. Sundae bowls and Flutterby
            Fizz flutes rang out like bells, calling attention to Wizard West as he drifted above the moonfruit trees.
         

         
         “A neat trick, Argon!” he called down. “Thank you!”

         
         The butler nodded and the cutlery fell silent.

         
         “Greetings, friends and foes!” West said. “Though, after a day like today, I hope you all fall more into one category than the other . . .” A few laughs from the crowd. The wizard floated a few inches higher. “We are reaching the end of our time together. I must admit, this wasn’t the finale I’d envisioned when I decided to search for my successor. In almost every single way, it is better. 

         
         “You see, what I set out to produce was a show. A glittering pageant meant to distract you from the fact that I’d died . . .
            in my sleep. It’s not particularly glamorous, but it’s true. And, ah—what was I saying? Oh right, I’m going to try and stop
            talking about me. The Shadow Queen almost escaped her prison because I was so focused on impressing you all, instead of serving
            you!
         

         
         “Thankfully, there is one candidate who stands out above the rest: Faye Gardner.”

         
         It was like staring down a cockatrice chick again—everything felt floaty. Her mind wavered in her bones, not quite willing
            to believe what she’d heard. Wizard West knew her name. He’d said it correctly. More than that, he’d announced it with all
            the bold syllables of a winner. But, he couldn’t possibly mean—
         

         
         “Faye first came to Celurdur when she was only a few weeks old—her father had her swaddled up so tight I thought she might be a miniature mummy from House Ghibli at first! But no! She was a small human, one who has since grown up in my house. She’s lived here her entire life, but I am sorry to say I’ve only gotten to know her over the past few days. Faye is clever. Clever enough to invent a truth serum in twelve hours. She is brave. Brave enough to defend dragons and treat ancient spirits from the Shadow Age as if they were balloons. She is kind. Kind enough to remind me why I wanted this job in the first place—so very long ago. Of course, her fashion sense could use some work, but that’s all the more reason for me to stay here and train her as my successor!” 

         
         His successor? Moonfruit-covered branches swam in Faye’s eyes like sparks. She had to be dreaming. . . .
         

         
         “Are you completely committed to the cat aesthetic?” Wizard West seemed to be addressing her directly now. “I’m not sure how
            well that would fit on a postage stamp. But we can sort out those details later. For now, let us raise a glass to Faye Gardner!
            The future Witch of the West!”
         

         
         Faye blinked.

         
         Her vision steadied, but the world hadn’t changed. Or rather, it had. Vastly.

         
         “But . . .” Faye stuttered. “What about the law?” The one that cast any known witches behind bars. The one that had locked
            away Faye’s future hopes for most of her life.
         

         
         “I have been informed that it is antiquated and rooted in years of fear and superstition.” King Maximillian smiled over at
            his daughter. “And after everything I’ve witnessed today, I’d say I have to agree. Our prejudice against witches has done
            Solum more harm than good. I intend to make a case for overturning that law when we present your candidacy to the conclave.”
         

         
         “The . . . conclave?”

         
         The thought of meeting the other three wizards made Faye feel almost as faint as Wizard West looked. She’d studied their profiles
            in the Charm & Curse many times—there was Wizard North, who grew ice crystals in his white beard and breathed frost whenever he spoke. East had
            a pet cheetah who rarely left his side. Then there was Wizard South, whose skin was reportedly tinged “spring green.” Faye
            wondered if it was the same shade as her own da’s thumbs.
         

         
         “You’ll have to go to the Centermost and meet with them—traditionally apprentices must complete trials set forth by the other
            three before they can become a wizard and join the conclave,” King Maximillian explained. “They also need my blessing, but
            you already have that! And I believe once they hear what happened here today, they’ll understand that you’re the best candidate
            for this position!”
         

         
         “I’ll vouch for you as well!” Wizard West announced with a puffed-up chest. “They shouldn’t have an issue with you being a
            girl. And if they do, I’ll haunt them until they change their minds!”
         

         
         Faye was grateful for the ghost’s support, but something about this situation still didn’t sit right. . . .

         
         “I don’t want to be the Witch of the West,” she said.

         
         Gasps rose throughout the orchard.

         
         “I don’t want to be the Witch of the West,” Faye said again. “I want to be a witch of the West. I want to stay Faye.” She looked back at Wizard West, hoping he remembered their conversation in the conservatory. “You once told me this job made you forget your name . . . that it was lonely. . . . But I don’t think it has to be that way. Celurdur is still standing, thanks to all of us, but it has so much more room to grow. I want it to welcome every little girl who’s ever dreamed of riding a dragon or every boy who wants to paint rainbows in the sky. I want to build a safe place for everyone who wants to come express their magic.” 

         
         Lady Bortram and some of the other noblewomen began to clap—sparks flying between their palms. Vance shoved his own hands
            into his pockets. He was scowling at Faye’s nomination, but at least he wasn’t trying to give her gills.
         

         
         “You can take on as many apprentices as you’d like, but the West still needs one magical figurehead!” King Maximillian explained.
            “And you can refashion your title however you see fit as long as you’re committed to protecting Celurdur.”
         

         
         Apprentices? Of course! Faye’s heart raced faster at the thought. It never would have occurred to her on her own, but if she took Wizard West’s place,
            she would have free rein at the estate. Her estate. She could start a school. She could let the servants do their chores with enchantments—giving Rena time to open a
            magical bakery and allowing Fizz and Buzz the chance to establish their own clothing line. She could publish some of the recipes
            from Notes on Natural Magic for those who wanted to brew their own potions at home. She could help Illian change the world once the princess became queen.
         

         
         She could help so many people.

         
         “Then I accept your nomination,” Faye told the king.

         
         Vance started stomping toward the castle. Somehow, she doubted he would volunteer to stay on as one of her apprentices.

         
         Wizard West let out a whoop. He was just starting to perform a loop-the-loop when Faye interrupted him. “But—I’m keeping my
            cat ears, whether they fit on a postage stamp or not.”
         

         
         The ghost squinted down at her. “Are you sure?”

         
         “I’m sure,” Faye said.

         
         It would be her reminder—never to become as rash as Wizard West. Or cruel, the way Vance had been. Or even crueler, like the
            Shadow Queen. Even when Faye had the power to reverse her own curse, she’d use it to help others instead.
         

         
         “We can at least take care of the tail!” Wizard West offered.

         
         “I like my tail! It helps me balance.”

         
         “We’ll need good Balancers,” the king said, clearly mishearing a capital B. “Four cheers for Faye Gardner! A future Witch of the West and the keeper of this castle!”
         

         
         The shouts that followed were so loud that more moonfruit tumbled from the trees. Bells began to ring in one of Celurdur’s
            fresh towers, and she could see the gargoyles dancing to their beat. Celebrating her. The hedge animals had regrouped too—many of them sporting cat ears above versions of Faye’s leafy face. This wasn’t the
            only transformation. One by one, the nobles were growing extra feline features, courtesy of Lady Bortram. Ears and tails sprouted
            everywhere.
         

         
         “I must say, I underestimated you, Faye!” Wizard West floated over to congratulate her. “Not five minutes into your nomination and you’ve already started your own fashion trend! Well done!” 

         
         “She didn’t start the trend. I’ve been wearing this look for centuries.” Puck appeared, coming to sit at Faye’s feet. “Congratulations,
            m’lady. I am at your service. Just . . . try not to ask me to do anything.”
         

         
         “Please, don’t call me m’lady.”

         
         “Strike one,” the black cat mumbled. His tail twitched, and a suit of armor stepped out of the happy crowd. There was a massive
            set of papers, browned with age, in his metallic hands. “Here’s your welcome packet. I recommend that you read it thoroughly.”
         

         
         She could see why Wizard West hadn’t. The title page was inscribed with an ancient, illegible language, and her entire spine
            bowed with the manuscript’s weight when the armor handed it over.
         

         
         The photographer’s camera flashed fresh stars into her eyes. When Faye looked to the sky to clear them, she saw that someone
            had twisted clouds out to spell CONGRATULATIONS, FAYE! The crowd kept shouting her name over and over.
         

         
         It was all too much.

         
         And then, “Faye?”

         
         She knew that voice. It was quiet, yet strong enough to rise above all the others.

         
         “Da?” Faye whispered as she turned around.

         
         Thorne Gardner stood at the edge of the veranda. Her father was covered in so many weeks’ worth of dirt that if he’d lain down on the ground, no one would have seen him. Only his green thumbs stuck out—clutching a pouch filled with Salt of Stars. At least, that’s what Faye figured it was, when she rushed over to give her da a great big hug. Pages from the welcome packet flew everywhere. Sharp crystals prickled through the sack, poking her skin as she wrapped her arms around him. 

         
         “DA!” He smelled like loam and leaves and all of the good things that kept her grounded. “You’re back!”

         
         “I am! I came as fast as I could, once the glass in the conservatory started cracking.” Thorne pulled back, taking in the
            crowd that had gathered in the orchard. He then squinted at the stadium, where Neil’s head was poking eagerly over the stands.
            The dragon had shed most of his trees. His scales were no longer an Unholy Wyrm red, but they no longer matched the jade,
            either. They were a burning gold color. Close to the shade of Celurdur’s walls. “What in the name of the Balance is going
            on? Is—is that King Maximillian?”
         

         
         “Yes,” Faye said. “The rest is . . . a very long story.” She wasn’t quite sure how to tell it, but she could see that Bryce
            Bentpen was doing his best, tucked up in the corner of the veranda with his notes. These fluttered as Wizard West flew toward
            them.
         

         
         “Hello, Thorne!” he called.

         
         When Faye’s father caught sight of the ghost, he almost dropped the sack of salt. “Wizard West, sir, are you . . . ?”

         
         “Dead? As a doornail!” The wizard almost sounded cheerful about it now. “And I’m not sure I can be called West anymore. Your daughter just accepted the nomination to be named my successor!” 

         
         This time, the bag of crystals did fall.
         

         
         “WHAT?”

         
         Puck scattered away from the salt, climbing to the upper branches of a nearby moonfruit tree. “You were right, Thorne!” he
            called down. “The Shadow Queen tried to break free! I thought I’d need your help bracing the foundations—but thankfully Faye
            beat you to it!”
         

         
         In the end, Faye did not have to say much at all. King Maximillian strolled over to introduce himself. Illian and Max followed—the
            prince asking for the technique behind her father’s nightveil berry dye. Rena brought over a platter of freshly sliced bread
            covered in crisp honeycomb. Fizz and Buzz began brushing off Da’s coat while Wizard West started from the very beginning.
         

         
         “I was dead for nearly an entire day before I noticed! Can you believe that?”

         
         Faye’s father nodded.

         
         While the rest of Faye’s friends filled her father in on everything that had happened, she went to collect the pages she’d
            scattered. The papers’ ink must have been enchanted, because the longer she stared at the words, the more legible they looked.
            Transforming into the common tongue.
         

         
         
            HAPPILY EVER AFTER AFTER ALL

            by Bryce Bentpen

         

         “I think this is yours.” She passed the page over to the journalist.

         
         He smiled, handing her another piece of paper in return. It looked old enough to burst into dust. “And I think this is yours. ‘The Care and Keeping of Your Resident Ancient Spirit’?”
         

         
         Faye skimmed the page. “I’m pretty sure it’s about saving the best afternoon sunlight for Puck’s naps. . . .”

         
         “Sounds like you’ve got the hang of things.” Bryce smiled.

         
         “Some things,” Faye said. “There’s still a lot left for me to learn.”

         
         “The fact that you admit that means you’ll do great. I think my Charm & Curse readers will be fascinated by your nomination. And your ideas about rebalancing the Balance and giving Solum’s four-wizard
            system an overhaul are long overdue. It’s something I’ve wanted to write about for a while.”
         

         
         “You should!” Faye told him. “I promise I won’t turn you into a toad.”

         
         Bryce Bentpen scribbled this down in his notes. Faye kept gathering her welcome packet pages. By the time she’d figured out
            a rough order, her father had been filled in on everything he’d missed. He looked as dazed as Faye felt. As if he kept expecting
            to wake up in a hammock of vines somewhere deep inside the conservatory.
         

         
         Then Thorne Gardner locked eyes with his daughter. “I’m proud of you, Faye.”

         
         It was the good kind of pride. It had nothing to do with topiaries or newspaper profiles or what she might be wearing. It
            was the strength her father had passed on to her through every lesson about leaves. Every late night spent perfecting potion
            recipes and harvesting moonfruit. Every early morning spent clawing through cold mud for cockatrice eggs. Every evening painting
            sunsets.
         

         
         “And I’ll support you no matter what,” her father went on, “but saying yes to this job is an immense responsibility.”

         
         “It’s not like I can say no,” Faye said.

         
         “You can, though.” Da’s voice went soft as he held out his hand. “I did.”

         
         She stared at her father’s palm as his last two words took root. His green thumbs stuck out more than ever. “You weren’t Chantwyn’s
            groundskeeper, were you?” Faye’s eyes widened as she looked back up at Da. “You were Wizard South’s apprentice.”
         

         
         It explained why Thorne Gardner knew so much about magic . . . and why Faye did too. Those many spell books that lined the
            walls of their tree house had once been his homework. Just like Puck said . . .
         

         
         Her father nodded. “I was his favorite student. I still would be, if it weren’t for your mother.”

         
         Faye’s heart suddenly felt as squishy as an overripe moonfruit. She’d never heard him talk about her mother before, but something had suddenly changed between them. 

         
         “She was one of Wizard South’s groundskeepers. The staff and the residents aren’t supposed to intermingle at Chantwyn, but
            your mom climbed the tower I stayed in to trim some of its vines. I nearly fainted when she stuck her head through the window
            to ask what I was studying. . . .”
         

         
         There was a strange smile on Thorne Gardner’s face.

         
         The ghost of a laugh.

         
         “She was brave. She sat in that tall window without any wings. She was smart and figured out all sorts of shortcuts to the
            spells in my textbooks. She was funny. She . . .” Her father’s voice broke then. His brown eyes sparkled with tears as he
            looked back at Faye. “You—you’re so much like Roza. Especially when you wear her bandolier.”
         

         
         Faye ran her free hand over the worn leather.

         
         It had belonged to her mother?

         
         “What happened to her?” she asked.

         
         Da’s hand tightened around hers. “She’d visit my tower often, and I would make up excuses to go explore the jungle with her. We became friends. And then more. When I told Wizard South that your mother and I were getting married, he threw a fit. He’d wanted me to become his successor should anything happen to him—it’s why he marked me with green thumbs—but the Balance forbids wizards to marry. I couldn’t do both. South told me that I would be throwing away my future if I resigned my apprenticeship and chose a life with Roza instead. But I knew in my heart that he was wrong. Magic is useless without people. All the enchantments in the world could never replace your mother’s love. And they certainly couldn’t replace you.
         

         
         “Your birthday was the best and worst day of my life. After I lost Roza, I knew it would be too hard to stay at Chantwyn,
            so I answered a job advertisement in the Charm & Curse. It brought us here to Celurdur.”
         

         
         “Thank the Balance!” Both father and daughter paused to look up at the overhead branch, where Puck was still curled up with
            shimmering moonfruit. “This place was in shambles when you and your da arrived,” he told Faye. “Wizard West was too busy navel-gazing
            to tend to many duties. Getting him to perform the foundation spell every month was like pulling teeth! Once I discovered
            that Thorne was a former apprentice, I felt better about the whole situation. He was always there as a backup if the Shadow
            Queen decided to act up—present circumstances aside.”
         

         
         “I did return before the full moon,” her father pointed out.

         
         “I am glad you’re back,” Puck said. “I’m ready for a nap!”

         
         “Me too!” Faye laughed.

         
         “First we should sprinkle Salt of Stars back over the gate.” Da patted the bag by his leg. “You may have bound Rancor, yes, but there could be other servants who escaped the breach in the royal palace’s mountain. And then there’s that rogue wizard to consider. . . .” 

         
         Faye glanced back at the castle, where Vance Gravesworth was currently carrying his own trunk down the stairs. That was an
            improvement! He struggled with the chest—pausing every few steps to adjust his grip over the silver lock. The lid seemed to
            rattle back. She wondered if she should go and help, if only to get his automobile back to Retnec loaded more quickly. But
            judging by the way Vance pushed back a suit of armor who was trying to offer a metallic hand, she figured it was best to let
            him drive off into the sunset.
         

         
         “I don’t think we’ll have to worry about him,” she said instead.

         
         “No?” Puck chased her gaze, his own yellow eyes narrowing in on Master Gravesworth, piecing together the truth. “Perhaps I
            should pee on his shoes, just to be sure.”
         

         
         “He’s been through enough.”

         
         Sitting here on the steps holding Da’s hand made Faye feel even more sorry for the boy. Her heart ached—after hearing about the mother she never knew—so she could only imagine how much worse the pain would be after losing someone you’d loved all your life. No wonder Vance was pushing everyone away. The boy didn’t even pause to say goodbye to his uncle. King Maximillian was hugging his own children now, bragging to Bryce Bentpen about Max’s aeroplane designs and Illian’s idea to establish trade routes with the lost lands. Both of the twins wore overwhelmed smiles. 

         
         Faye was happy for them.

         
         “Be that as it may,” Puck said, “Master Gravesworth has put us through plenty too. I fear there may be more challenges ahead.
            The Shadow Queen isn’t going to just lie down and take a nap after this. She’ll keep trying to escape. Thorne will have to
            show you how to renew Celurdur’s foundation spell on your own.”
         

         
         Faye knew that the cat’s warning was true—she’d felt the angry pulse of the evil sorceress’s magic. The hunger of it. The Shadow Queen would not be going back to sleep anytime soon.
         

         
         “Shouldn’t Da become the next Wizard of the West?” she wondered. “He already knows everything!”

         
         Her father’s green thumbs began to fidget. “South would never let me pass the trials. I wounded his pride too badly when I
            chose to marry your mother. But if you can handle West, you can best the rest of them. It won’t be easy, certainly. You should
            only try to join the conclave if you really, really want to. Do you? Want to?”
         

         
         Thorne Gardner had given up the chance to become a powerful wizard for people—and now Faye was determined to do the opposite. Because of everything her father had taught her, she was ready to go to the Centermost and stand before the conclave. She would take their tests. She would prove to them that servant girls could become very good witches. She would help them make sure that the Shadow Queen never saw the light of day ever again. 

         
         “Oh yes,” she answered, smiling up at Celurdur. She could have sworn the house was smiling back, its windows winking with
            the glare of the afternoon sun. “I have big plans for this place.”
         

         
         TO BE CONTINUED
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            * Ostrich, if you can find one. Peacock will do in a pinch, but make sure to adjust your scale for the extra ounces of pride.
            

         

      
   
      
         
            * Do NOT breathe while you are handling this ingredient. The flower’s amnestic effects are even more potent in powdered form, and
               inhaling this will cause you to forget this recipe halfway through.
            

         

      
   
      
         
            * I know it’s tempting to use the standard-issue flint and steel. While that method is certainly faster than wooing a phoenix,
               you cannot make substitutions here. Phoenix fire is known for its purifying properties, and this truth serum must be as pure
               as possible to work.
            

         

      
   
      
         
            * According to Wizard West, this is a tone “deeper than powder blue and lighter than royal blue.”
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