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	NCE UPON a time, in a faraway land, a young lord lived in a sprawling château. Although hé had every material possession his heart could desire, the lord considered himself hideous. He was discontented, angry and sometimes cruel.

	One autumn afternoon, he was set upon hy a pack of beasts, and when they nearly took his life, the young man vowed to change if only given a second chance.

	Then a kind-hearted young sorceress appeared and offered him respite.

	The two lonely souls discovered a bond and soon made a pact that would bring them joy and love.

	For a time...

	PARTI
DARKNESS WITHIN

	
He that has light within his own clear breast
May sit in the centre, and enjoy bright day:
But he that hides a dark soul
and foul thoughts

	Benighted walks under the mid-day sun;

	Himself his own dungeon*

	— John Milton

	
CHAPTER 1

	GASTON

	Le Chalet de Carrière The North of France

	T


	he clouds hung in heavy sheets, so low Gaston thought if he reached hard enough, he could touch them. A decidedly dreary day for a hunt. Not that he enjoyed hunting on any sort of day. Especially if his brother, George, was involved. Come to think of it, Gaston did not enjoy any activities that his brother relished.

	
George tossed more logs onto the campfire, and flames leapt towards the heavens as he hooted like a caveman who had made his first kill. George’s boorish Neanderthal friends joined in with shouts and raised fists, their long shadows stretching across Gaston where he huddled in the damp grass with a blanket drawn close, pouring gunpowder down the barrel of a shotgun. Gaston rolled his eyes as their father and his friends applauded his brother’s masculine display.

	The hunt hadn’t even started yet, and tightness already coiled in Gaston’s chest. George, although two years Gaston’s junior, was twice his size and at least a head taller. Somehow, their father’s broad-shouldered handsomeness had skipped the eldest son. As had the athleticism required to make one a successful gentleman hunter. Hand-eye coordination had never been Gaston’s strength. Not to mention that his thin arms trembled terribly when he attempted to pull back a bow. Which left him exactly nowhere in this farce of strutting male vanity.

	“Bomber le torse/3 Gaston muttered. Swagger was all his little brother was good for these days. He stabbed a ramrod down the muzzle of the musket, packing in the powder. A cruel joke, since it had once been the two of them against
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	the vacuous world, sniggering behind their hands as their only sister, Gwenaelle, scrapped and toiled her way up the social ladder. The brothers had enjoyed little supervision beyond a tired governess. It seemed their parents always had something more important to do, or Gwen’s prospects to fret over.

	But Gaston’s illness had changed all that. As George had grown and matured into a miniature version of Father, Gaston... had not. His rosy childhood complexion had turned sallow, and his muscles and height had stunted, leaving him with the body of a perpetual twelve-year-old. Mother had tried everything, from elite medical practitioners from Paris who had given him horrid medications that made him retch, to herbalists who performed useless, and sometimes painful, treatments.

	And when the pustules had begun popping up on his face, the entire family treated him like a leper.

	His sister said his disease, as they all referred to. it, was due to Gaston’s mean nature, as though he’d brought the entire debacle upon himself. That perhaps if he’d been a little nicer to her during childhood, he would be hale and hearty even now. But George had been just as merciless — putting tadpoles in Gweny’s soup, sewing the bottoms of her best silk bloomers together, replacing the butter on her

	
toast with lard. (Well, die last one might have been Gaston’s idea.)

	Gaston returned to the present and gripped the barrel of the next gun. They’d all been his ideas, come to think of it. Boredom was a dangerous thing, and the servants had fared far worse than Gweny when the mood struck Gaston to cause a bit of mischief But none of that had made him sick. In fact, he didn’t feel ill at all. Perhaps if his family hadn’t made such a fuss about his physical deficiencies, Gaston would even have joined in on their little social climbing games. As it was, he wanted little to do with them.

	His ‘sickliness’ did have its perks, though. A few well-placed falsehoods about headaches and weakness had excused him from Father’s hunting excursions to the chalet k where he gathered all the wealthiest and most influential I men in the countryside on a quarterly basis. Until now. This was the first trip Gaston had not been able to fib his way out of attending.

	Now he watched as twelve men wealthy merchants, landed gentry and a few minor nobles hunkered around the campfire, knee-high boots gleaming. Leather belts hung low over respondent silk tunics and coats of canary' yellow, bottle green or scarlet buckskin, stamped with fanciful portrayals of the very forest creatures they set out to stalk.

	
If you asked Gaston, a more subdued wardrobe might have better lent itself to the task. But no one asked him. They never did.

	So he hunched his shoulders and tried to disappear as he glared daggers at George, who slung a rifle onto his shoulder before sauntering over and dropping a tiny pistol into Gaston’s lap. “This one is more your size, little Put.”

	Put. Gaston snarled at the low-class insult for an ugly person who leads a vile life. Gaston gripped the childish gun and calculated the damage a single bullet might do to George’s ridiculously muscled thigh. Would it cripple him for life? Cause him to bleed out before they could make it to the nearest surgeon? Momentarily, the thought of bringing his brother low in their parents’ eyes tightened Gaston’s finger on the trigger. His hand shook as he followed George’s jaunt around the fire ring to deliver the weapons Gaston had just finished loading.

	A pounding in his ears drowned out the boasts of ten-second reloads and coarse descriptions of buckshot sprays. Gaston straightened his arm and stared down the sight of the pistol as his brother drew near. One shot and he would become the favoured son. He could claim an accidental misfire. Truth be told, he knew next to nothing about munitions. The lie would be easy. His muscles

	
burned as his finger quivered against the trigger. Anyone who knew Gaston would believe the blast a clumsy mishap in his inept hands.

	George came around the fire circle and stared down at him. “Put that tiling away before you hurt someone, Gas.”

	He hated that nickname more than the other one.

	Gaston ground his teeth and glared up at his brother, vision tunnelling. One second. The crook of a finger was all it would take.

	His nostrils flared; his heart roared in his ears. Mocking. Goading... Do it. Be brave for once in your miserable life.

	Gaston lowered the gun, shoulders slumping. The blame would be his, accident or not.

	To cover the rage punching through his chest, Gaston let out a snort and spat, “You know I wouldn’t hurt you, Georgie.”

	George stared at him for a prolonged moment before turning back to the fire and lobbing in another log. Gaston scooted back from the growing blaze and into the shadows, lest the scampering sparks catch his new buckskin britches and oversized jerkin. La-Mère, his mother, had the ridiculous ensemble made for Gaston, specifically for this hunting trip. Delivering them to his room the night before,
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	she’d instructed him not to embarrass his father. Heat burnt his pockmarked face as he slunk deeper into the shade of the tree line. Leaves tittered overhead, hissing diatribes into the wind. Coward. Imbecilic. Outcast. Loser.

	As if to reinforce Gaston’s shortcomings, his father leapt up onto a boulder with agile grace and spread his arms wide, shadows and light exaggerating the hollows beneath his cheekbones and eye sockets like a macabre Hallows’ Eve decoration. “Gentlemen, tonight we gather around the fire in a time-honoured tradition that has been observed by lords and nobles for centuries!” He paused and pounded a fist against his puffed-out chest, eliciting grunts and echoes of approval. “Men such as ourselves provide sustenance for our families, entire towns, people who would’ve starved without our provision!

	“Now we no longer stalk and kill lesser beasts to feed the weak, but as sportsmen, we relish the competition!” Father bent at the waist, cupped a hand around one side of his mouth and lowered his voice, causing all in attendance to lean in. Including Gaston, to his chagrin. “We brave the elements and thrive on the thrill of the chase. We battle Eke gladiators of old to find out who is the better man!”

	
Father hopped down and lunged towards Lord Auclair, pointing a strong finger in the older man’s direction. “Is It you?”

	“Not I, Lord Gael,” Auclair said to Father before snagging his son by the arm and yanking him to his side with a clap on the back. “I must concede to my young progeny; Ansel, who I’ve taught everything I know, and who has much younger eyes... and better knees!”

	The group guffawed, probably relieved that they were not Father’s target, as Ansel performed a squat and curled an arm, his bicep flexing beneath his tunic.

	George’s best friend, Ansel Auclair, with his fight hair and fair complexion presented a perfect foil to George’s dark waves and ruddy skin. Gaston was sure a more matched pair of brutes had never existed throughout the far reaches of the French countryside.

	Predictably, George rushed to Ansel’s side and gave him a competitive shove. “We’ll have to see about that, old man. I won the archery competition at the fair last fall.”

	“You beat me by one point! And I’m fairly certain your brother would’ve beaten us all given the chance,” Ansel proclaimed to the raucous laughter of the group.

	Gaston sank deeper into himself, arms wrapped around his waist, head ducked, willing himself to disappear into the foliage.

	At last year’s Autumn Festival, his father had insisted Gaston participate in at least one event. Goaded by his brother, he’d entered the men’s archery contest, planning to duck out before his actual turn. He’d even bribed Gwenaelle into creating a distraction so he could escape. But his father, knowing his eldest son as he did, had latched on to Gaston’s arm and forced him to stay by his side until his turn had come.

	Gaston’s showing hadn’t been pretty. His first arrow had misfired into the crowd, and if Monsieur Lévesque hadn’t sidestepped in time, the town would have been minus one schoolmaster. His second attempt, after a stern and humiliating lecture from Father, had flown wide of the target and into the dessert booth, knocking the blue-ribbon cherry pie from its honorary pedestal. The hysterical laughter and taunts from George, Ansel and their band of equally lunkheaded friends had proved too much, and Gaston had fled.

	He shifted further into the brush, freezing in place as a twig snapped against his arm. Surely his father would not appreciate the reminder of his eldest son’s failures. True to form, Father turned his back on Gaston and said, “Let us

	
focus on the genuine competitors. Now, how about a little wager?”

	As bets exchanged hands, crimson leaves fell from Gaston’s hair and prickles stung the palms of his hands. He realised he’d wedged himself between a moulting bush and a pine tree. He lifted his hands and plucked the fragrant needles from his skin.

	He didn’t belong here. A corner of his mouth tilted, and his heart pulsed warmth into his face. He was better than dais overblown display of macho arrogance. Immaturity at its worst. If he didn’t think it would attract too much attention, Gaston would have already slunk into the forest, stolen a horse and been home before midnight.

	“Take up your arms, gentlemen! A point for every hide you bring back. Track creatures great and small. But a special prize goes to the biggest kill,” Father instructed before hoisting a rifle into the air. “Now we hunt!”

	Whoops and shouts reverberated from the group, travelling through the trees, feet shaking the ground as they raced towards their horses. “Imbeciles,” Gaston muttered as he crawled out from under the boughs of the conifer. It didn’t take a genius to figure out their war cries would scare away animals for miles. Not to mention the quake of a dozen stallions at a full gallop.

	
Gaston stood and brushed detritus from his trousers. If Father hadn’t noticed his absence yet, he was sure not to note it now that the hunt had begun in earnest. Gaston could escape. The enormity of their home estate would allow him to hide in a guest room in an unused wing, and if he played it smart, his mother wouldn’t even know he’d come home early.

	Gaston straightened his large jacket around his narrow frame and smoothed the thin silk of his brown hair. Surely, George and Father would not mind his absence in the least. But just in case one of the servants decided to report him out of a sense of misguided duty, he wandered deeper into the forest in order to loop around towards the back of the carriage house.

	The Chalet de Carrière was a red-oak-timber-and-stone monstrosity decorated with dark wood panelling, heavy furniture, man-sized fireplaces and the mounted heads of dead animals in every room. Larger than most homes in the county, the hundred-acre camp boasted a fully stocked lake and half a dozen outbuildings that served as die stables, munitions storage, the full-time gardener’s home and an on-site taxidermist — to immortalise those special kills. Lord forbid, his father would travel anywhere without a full contingency of servants to see to his every need.

	Gaston shoved his hands in his pockets and kicked a pile of dead leaves. What if his father did notice his absence? Or if the others did? Assuredly, George wouldn’t let it pass. Try not to embarrass yourpère. In truth, he didn’t give a whit whether he embarrassed his father or not. Nor did Gaston care what his pompous, society-obsessed mother thought. That wasn’t precisely true. But he’d given up on impressing his parents years ago. He kicked a wet clump of leaves. The hope that they could accept him for who he was had only resulted in heartbreak at every turn.

	He walked faster, home sounding better with each step. There was no one he needed to please but himself.

	Dark clouds slithered across the late-autumn sky hurling the forest into darkness. He glanced up through the canopy of branches as an earthy wind fluttered the leaves. The fresh scent of dean air coated his nose, and he breathed deep, then exhaled in frustration. Riding for hours in the rain did not appeal in the least.

	He would have to settle for a few hours of peace in his room at the lodge until the lunkheads returned. Perhaps he could feign a sudden head cold. Without his mother present to send for the doctor with the least provocation, Gaston could huddle in front of the fire while the hunting party ‘braved the elements’.

	His plan decided, Gaston picked up his pace and angled towards the mouthwatering aromas of braising meat wafting on the chilled breeze. Warm bread and a hearty bowl of stew would do nicely.

	For starters.

	He would also need warm bricks for his feet, a pot of hot tea and a variety of cakes, and feather pillows fluffed beneath his head.

	A slow smile lifted his lips as he remembered die pretty redheaded maid, and the frightful look on her face when he raised his voice. Gaston rubbed his cold hands together as the smoke from the chalet’s chimneys came into view. Perhaps this trip wouldn’t be a waste, after all.

	Then, as he stepped from under a dense canopy of trees, rain staining his jacket like dark coins, a howl echoed in the distance, that was met by another, and another, their ferocious yaps cleaving the chilled air. Gaston froze, hand gripping the pistol he’d tucked into his belt.

	Wolves.
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	HE SKELETAL branches of the trees had closed into a position that blocked the sun and cast the rutted ground in deep shadow. Heedless, Agatha ran. How dare her father, after years of treating her like

	an abomination, sell her off as some sort of prize to the highest bidder? And to crusty old Lord Herbert Durand, at that. The lecherous man had ogled her in the marketplace, offered to buy her jewels and dresses, sent flowers and expensive books to the house, making his interest plain

	
from the day she’d turned fifteen. But recently, he’d become bold. The past week at the town picnic, he’d brushed up against her and twirled a lock of her hair around a finger, proclaiming the dirty brown strands living starlight as his dank breath dampened her ear.

	Father knew. He knew Lord Durand kindled fear in her heart like no other. She didn’t know why she was surprised. And yet her pèrewas all she had in the world, and the betrayal stung.

	It was hard enough that, since her mother had left all those years ago, her father had drilled it into her brain that magic had driven his wife mad, and it would do the same to Aggie. That she — his only child — was tainted. And dangerous. A powder keg set to explode with a single spark.

	Her last happy memory of Maman had been kneeling beside her in their small walled garden, fresh laundered sheets snapping in the breeze, the summer air perfumed with sunshine, new growth and rich, tilled earth. Barefoot, in her simple homespun gown, her mother looked radiant. Here,chérie, touch this stalk. The vegetables aren’t quite ripe, and I fancy buttered peas for dinner. She’d guided Aggie’s fingertip to the green shoot and whispered, A tiny burst is all it needs. With a gasp, power had transferred from Aggie into the plant. She squealed in delight as a dozen pods grew plump and

	
split down the middle, green peas popping out. Laughing, her mother had gathered their harvest and dropped the little jewels — as she called them - into the basket over her arm.

	When Agatha thought about Maman, she focused on die good, like her soft touch and generosity as she healed those who needed help in their village, not the other memories. Like the night her mother had come home from assisting widi die birth of a baby, eyes dilated, muttering nonsense about some children not being meant to live. When Father had tried to calm her, Maman had run from the house. Or the time Aggie had walked in on Maman carrying on a conversation with a teapot. She didn’t even like to think about die night her mother left. Hei' eyes... her luminous aqua eyes had appeared deadened, like snuffed-out candles, hollow and black as two pits.

	Maman had fled in die night with no explanation. Abandoned her own daughter — die child she loved, her student, the one she called her ‘perfect legacy’ - at the tender age of eight. And with her father’s warnings ringing in her ears, Agatha had barred the glimmer tight inside her. Kept it safely hidden, except on rare occasions.

	Tears blurred her vision, and Aggie stubbed her toe, pitching forwards onto her hands as she collapsed against the cool, damp earth. Another memory of hitting the cold root cellar floor shimmed into her. It felt as if she were once again trapped without light or water or heat, her only company the mice and cockroaches. And spiders. God save her from the spiders and their sticky excrement, horrid scuttling legs and biting teeth. The recollection of hundreds of appendages flowed over her skin, a nest of hatchlings bursting against the back of her head as she’d scurried into a corner that long-ago day. The mama spider’s wrath had left welts the size of hens’ eggs.

	All because Father had caught Aggie using magic. It had been years earlier. It wasn’t the first time he’d thrown her in the cellar- overnight. But this time it had taken him two days to let her out. The magic had been an accident, really. She’d watched the baby calf collapse and struggle to draw breath, the one she’d witnessed being born the night before and secretly named Esther after her mother She’d only reached out to touch it. That was all. To examine and comfort the tiny creature. But her glimmer had flared, and light and heat burst from her hands. The calf leapt to its feet, breathing normally.

	Before Aggie could savour the joy that bloomed in her heart at the animal’s miraculous recovery her father had walked in and jerked her to her feet, screeching about the devil’s child living under his roof, and how he wished to the good Lord above that Esther had taken her demon spawn with her. Aggie had protested that Father stood to gain by the health of the calf. But he couldn’t hear her pleas. Wouldn't hear them.

	Gaged in that damp cellar, losing her mind from fear and thirst, she’d determined to lock her magic away once and for all. She never wanted to feel that terror-crazed again. At the age of twelve, she’d been little more than a child, eager to please. Scared and alone, forsaken by Maman, and rejected by her father at every turn. But now, at eighteen, she was no longer a little girl.

	She lifted her eyes to the sky. Autumn’s beauty and warmth had faded into the cold winds of November. In the harsh climate of the countryside, winter could start with a little fall of rain or an angry blizzard. She couldn’t have picked a worse time to flee with only the clothes on her back and a single bag of worthless possessions. Well, not worthless to her. She’d taken Leon, the toy her mother had sewn and stuffed with her own hands; along with a book of Shakespeare stories, and other odds and ends with sentimental value.

	Aggie gripped the bag and didn’t move - her limbs leaden, her heart weeping. She would die out here in the

	
desolate forest with no resources, no destination and no one to turn to for help. But she had to keep going - even if there was nothing left of her in the end.

	As dark clouds gathered overhead, Aggie pushed herself to rise and walk. She adjusted the knapsack across her chest and headed south. She had to believe an opportunity would present itself. Maman used to say that, given enough time, possibilities manifested into opportunities. It was a person’s choice whether to pluck those chances from the vine or let them rot and die. Agatha hoped she would recognise a possibility when she came across it.

	Rain, rapid and bitter cold, burst from the clouds. Aggie tugged up the hood of her cloak as she scanned the area for a cave or dense stand of trees. She would need to find shelter or risk catching a sickly chill. The rain fell harder, and she rushed from tree to tree. But without their full canopy of leaves, none provided the shelter she sought.

	A boom in the distance sent her running under the long, bent branches of a willow covered in tiny leaves like curtains that swept the ground. She pressed back against the trunk, heart slamming in her ears. Another loud bang echoed, and she recognised it as a rifle. Likely a hunter.

	
She would need to steer clear, or risk being mistaken for prey in the gloom of the storm.

	But a hunting party could also mean there was a cottage nearby. Perhaps a kindly woman with a warm hearth would allow her a temporary respite.

	She peeked between the branches of the willow and searched the sky'' for smoke. But the rain obscured her vision. A twig cracked dose by, and she ducked back inside die branches. Leaves rustled, and Aggie held her breath as a low growl announced the presence of an animal. Something large. Had she invaded its den beneath the tree? Or had her scent drawn it close? She held as still as she could as the shuffling drew near. Wild dogs were prevalent in their village, stealing chickens and sometimes attacking cattle in packs when they were hungry. But they were no higher than her thigh, and usually scrawny and undernourished.

	Ready to fight them off, Aggie searched for a sturdy stick she could use as a weapon, but only brittle twigs littered the ground. The sniffing grew closer, and a high-pitched whine sent chills down her spine. Howls responded, feet pounding, growing louder. Her stomach fluttered and danced into her chest, warmth flooding her skin. The lock she’d placed on her glimmer rattled. She clenched her fists against the magic that strained to get out. It had been years since she’d allowed even a hint of her power to escape. First it had been her father’s wrath; then, as she grew older and more aware, the fear of going insane just like her maman had solidified her resolve to never release it again. Not to mention that even a rumour of black magic could get a woman burnt at the stake as a witch.

	Shadows darted on the other side of the screen of branches, growing restless. Yipping and crying to one another like wild children. The screams lifted the hair on Aggie’s neck. She’d seen their henhouse the morning after an attack. Clumps of feathers and blood had stained the ground, innards strewn like grisly ribbons. Chunks of flesh missing.

	A series of growls reverberated around her, growing in intensity. She backed against the tree trunk, a shudder of power dancing over her fingers. Her mind splintered. Madness or death? Eyes and fists clenched tight against the glimmer, Aggie counted slowly in her head. Usually by focusing on the numbers, she could hold back her baser instincts, as Father called them. But she was so tired of fighting. So very, very tired.

	Vicious snarls preceded a broad grey snout as it poked through the branches. Followed by a shaggy head, thick salt-and-pepper fur and haunches heavy with sinew. Yellow eyes latched on to hers. This was no emaciated wild dog, but an enormous, capable-of-taking-down-a-human wolf. And from the sound of it, an entire pack waited beyond the tree’s branches.

	Surely, in order to protect herself, a bit of die glimmer wouldn’t hurt. She closed her eyes. I am no longer a child. Father isn’t here to punish me. This is my life.

	Not even sure what she was doing, Aggie exhaled slowly and put up her palms, muscles tense, magic igniting. A flash glinted, and warmth flowed across her skin, drying her hair and doak in an instant. She sighed deep, nearly collapsing With the delight consuming her soul. After hiding her gift for so long, it shocked and delighted her that it had come so naturally.

	But the feeling didn’t last.

	The wolf stepped forwards. It bared wicked yellow teeth, and a snarl erupted from its chest. Aggie clenched her fists. Had she denied her magic for all these years only to have it fail her now? What good were dry clothes and hair in the face of certain death? She tugged on the thread of light inside her, but her concentration was broken.

	The wolf Stalked forwards, nose twitching.

	Aggie gripped the sack containing all her worldly goods, ready to fling it like a weapon.

	A hand’s breadth from her body, the wolf stopped and cocked its head to the side. Aggie froze, not even daring to breathe as the predator sniffed the air and let out a low whimper. It was so close she could smell the stench of rotted meat on its breath and see a bald patch of fur behind its left ear. Still, the wolf didn’t attack but bent down to sniff the leaves all around her feet. Didn’t it see her?

	Gould it be that she’d rendered herself invisible?

	Slowly, Aggie reached out to touch the animal’s back, and a shot rang through the forest. So close, she jumped, a hand flying to her chest. The wolf flinched as well, and as a series of yips beckoned, it whirled away and darted through the curtain of leaves.

	Her heart galloping over the sound of the retreating pack, Aggie tiptoed forwards to peek through the vines. Potent musk and blood lingered on the damp breeze. That and matted leaves were the only evidence the animals left behind.

	Agatha let out a long sigh. Now, with the threat removed, she could feel,the magic like tiny hairs raised over her skin. A rare smile graced her lips as she turned the key and locked her power away once again. But not all the way.
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	GASTON

	A flame, danced inside her chest, lighting her heart and opening her mind.

	How could something that felt so right be bad? Surely this glorious call singing in her veins would not lead to insanity. Could her father have been lying all these years? Could her memories of her mother be tainted from years of her father’s disparaging cautionary tales? She stilled beneath the dripping canopy, frozen in wonder. What if Maman’s disappearance had nothing to do with the glimmer at all?

	Before she could contemplate the possibilities, Aggie heard someone yell in die distance, followed by howls splitting the air like whips. Another crack fired from a gun echoed out, but by the escalation of barks in its wake, the shot had missed its mark. Aggie ventured out into die clearing, tentative at first. But when she heard a man scream, she began to run towards die sound.

	

	CHAPTER 3  
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	ANDS SHAKING,

	Gaston worked to reload the

	flindock pistol, grateful he knew how to do it with a hunter's rifle under duress. His father had drilled the process into his head since the age of ten. Too bad the target lessons had done him little good. His last bullet had burrowed into a tree; but the blast had been enough to keep the wolves at bay. And soon they grew bolder as he attempted to pour gunpowder down the narrow barrel and keep one eye on the enormous alpha beast inching

	
towards him. Malevolent yellow gaze unblinking, the wolf barked deep and low. Gaston jerked with nervous energy, and promptly dropped the leather bag of powder into a puddle at his feet.

	A shriek of frustration tore from his throat as he watched the precious black powder spread through the water. He lunged for the bag and, deeming it useless, pitched it at tire lead beast’s head. His throw missed, but the animals took a step back as one. Slowly, Gaston straightened to his full height, drew in a deep breath, and poured every ounce of panic he felt into his cry as he screamed again and hurtled the empty gun at the pack.

	When it landed uselessly in the dirt, they called his bluff. Vicious growls and snapping teeth surrounded him. Time spun out, and it felt to Gaston as if he were looking down on his own body. He trembled as the wolves closed in. His breathing slowed, and a strange calm overtook him. Oddly detached, he wondered how much it would hurt when they tore him apart. How long he would stay alive while they ate his flesh.

	Would his family mourn him? Or would they secretly be relieved that his unsightly presence no longer blighted their charmed lives? He searched for a positive memory to cling to. A family dinner... a sunny picnic...

	
CHAPTERS

	a Christmas morning. But he came up empty. Every occasion for happiness, he had rejected, spat on and ruined for everyone around him.

	He could see it' now, in the last moments before his death, that at the very least, he’d been a troublemaker, and in recent years, he’d grown bitter, taking out his resentment on others for the lousy cards life had dealt him. He had not cultivated one good relationship to hold on to. Not one moment in time where he’d contributed to the world in a positive way. No, he’d frowned and stomped his feet, and cut down others like a selfish child. Nothing he had done in his life counted in the least. Regret gripped his stomach as the alpha wolf crouched before him.

	He was a selfish, cruel little person. Perhaps he’d earned this horrible end to his miserable life.

	Gaston raised his arms as the beast, fur shaking, teeth bared, leapt into the air. Every muscle in his body quivered as he braced for impact. He squeezed his eyes closed and muttered a quick prayer for his immortal soul. Not that he deserved heaven, but perhaps a moment of forgiveness.

	A sudden flash of illumination sparked, giving Gaston such a flight that he jumped back, eyes flying open. Less than a foot from his face, the alpha beast collided with something midair. It was as if the animal had hit a lead glass

	
window; it collapsed to the ground, stunned. Two other wolves Sprang forwards and smashed into the same invisible barrier. Blood spattered in a flat, suspended stain as a canine tooth went flying.

	That’s when Gaston saw the slight figure, rays of magic beaming from her palms, face shadowed in a deep cowl. Whimpers and low growls emanated from the group of creatures as Gaston held his breath. Whatever the person had done was a clever trick, but he couldn’t be sure it would scare off an entire pack of hungry predators.

	The alpha stood, shook out his fur, and then wobbled. Heart pounding a loud staccato, Gaston didn’t dare move. Then, with a snort and a shake of his head, the lead wolf sprinted into the trees. One extended heartbeat later, the pack turned tail and followed.

	Gaston released a ragged breath into the silence, and the moment of his salvation spun into sharp focus, suspended in time. A dean breeze blew droplets from the leaves to cool his heated face. He breathed deep, smelling pine needles and crumpled walnuts and wet earth, their scents like the most expensive Parisian cologne. Life resumed all around him. A bird trilled. Forest critters scampered. His fingers tingled as he shook out tight fists.

	A second chance. He, Gaston, had been granted a second chance to live. Snatched from the very jaws of death like a knight of old or a resurrected hero from a fairy tale.

	He turned just as the enchanted female crumpled to die ground like a marionette with cut strings. Gaston glimpsed the slim, nose and oval face of a girl just before she fell, and her cloak puddled on the leaves as if she had melted into the earth. He stared at her, stunned. He’d never witnessed such magic with his own eyes - the power she’d used to step those wolves cold. Sure, he’d seen magic tricks performed at parties and heard tales of great sorcery. He’d even met vodou doctors who'd claimed the potency of their potions would change his life forever. But what had just occurred, he could not explain.

	Pale fingers reached out from the brown pool of fabric, white as bone. Gaston jumped. A second hand joined the first, and the cloak began to rise. Gaston took a step back, and then another. She had saved him, true, but what had she saved him for?

	A moan, soft and plaintive, emanated from the girl as she sat up, still shrouded. Gaston turned to run away. And then stopped. Nothing I’ve done in my life has counted in the least. Hadn’t he pondered that regretful thought only minutes before? But she might wish to take him to her cottage and
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	drain his soul. Or cook him in a stew for her breakfast.

	Bleach his bones and turn them into a wind chime.

	Now you’re being ridiculous.

	You’ve lived only for yourself, you brute, and look how that’s turned out.

	With a roll of his eyes to the heavens, Gaston turned and stalked to the slumped witch-girl. ‘Are you all right, Mademoiselle? May I be of some assistance?”

	She lifted her head, and the hood fell back to reveal a perfectly ordinary-looking girl around his age with drenched brown hair, vacant eyes and a colourless mouth । set in a pasty-white face. Not intimidating in the least.

	Gaston reached out his hand, surprised to find it steady Her icy fingers latched on to his, and he helped tug her to her feet; To his relief she released him immediately. And then swayed. He looped an arm around her shoulder and guided her to a fallen log. “Perhaps you should sit.”

	The witch-girl slumped onto the tree, patted a bedraggled satchel looped across her chest and said, “Thank you, land sir.”

	Soft, melodious tones hinted at the accent of the educated, despite her homespun cloak and dirtied skirts. But her attire spoke of the servant class.

	Gaston cleared his throat. “I should be thanking you.

	CHAPTER 3

	That was quite... astounding.” He tugged on the sleeve, of his oversized jacket, his mouth dry as dust. Why was it so hard for him to speak words of praise? To show the gratitude that had overwhelmed him moments before?

	He swallowed and then tried again. “I am forever in your debt.”

	Wide eyes met his, and he was struck by their changeable colour. A greyish green, glittering with striations of bright aqua, rich teal and periwinkle. “That is not necessary. I only did what anyone would’ve...” She paused as if she realised that conjuring an invisible shield was in no way ordinary. “I mean, anyone would’ve... scared away those wolves.”

	A brief, hysterical laugh escaped Gaston’s throat, and he clamped a hand over his mouth to stop it. He felt a sudden, irrational desire to throw his arms around this strange girl. To weep happy tears on her soiled brown cape. Or perhaps dance with her through the forest.

	Her expression had grown guarded, and she leant ever so slightly away from him.

	With a herculean effort, he calmed his riotous emotions and, said, “I’m Gaston. It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Mademoiselle...”

	Something like panic crossed her pale face before she

	
seemed to realise he’d only offered his first name. Her tense lips relaxed, and she said, “I’m Agatha. Or Aggie, if you like.”

	Her reticence spoke to someone who did not wish to be found, and he wondered if Agatha was her true name. Not that it mattered. A cold wind cut through the back of his coat, evoking a chill and die sudden longing for his fur-lined robe and a warm fire. He reached into the leather satchel attached to his belt and pulled out a handful of coins. “I’d like to repay you.”

	The girl shrank back again, shaking her head. “Oh, no, sir. I couldn’t possibly.”

	Gaston dropped the money back into the pouch. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to offend. It’s only that I wish to show my gratitude for risking your life to save mine.” He rubbed die back of his neck, feeling out of his element.

	A series of bangs echoed through die trees, likely shots from the hunting party. Agatha jumped to her feet, eyes darting like a fleeing fawn. “I must be going.”

	Gaston leapt up, reluctant to let her leave. “How can I repay you?”

	“I—”

	Another volley of gun blasts burst though in rapid succession. Gaston could only hope George and his friends did not come back with a wolf or a bear. He would never hear the end of it. Especially if George made the prized kill.

	“What’s wrong?” thé girl asked, taking a step closer to him.

	Gaston realised all at once that his face had heated up again, and his throat bobbed.

	Agatha’s brows furrowed as she whispered, “Are you being hunted?”

	He met her probing gaze, now more grey than green, and he read there what she didn’t say — she was being hunted. And why not? With her power, any man would wish to manipulate her to his will.

	As he met her concerned gaze, hope blazed in Gaston’s chest. What bounds could her magic have? What gifts and wonders? Such an ally could be advantageous. Turn his life around, in fact. Not that he wished to use her for nefarious purposes, but who would deny the opportunity to possess such a gift after determining to take control of one’s life? Not he.

	“Gome home with me.” The impulsive statement burst out of him.

	Her body went rigid, and her lips compressed as if he had wounded her in some way. Clearly, he had misspoken

	
and made a grave error. Gaston calculated his options quickly she did net want a handout or an open-ended invitation: she appeared to be running from something, or someone, but vxvn so. she had sawd him. Perhaps he had judged her unfairly but her appearance pointed to one of the domestic class. He recanted with a shake of his head. “I did not mean that how it sounded. Where arc you headed? Perhaps I may assist you on your way”

	“I—** She stopped and gripped the stained satchel to her chest “I don’t... have a specific destination in mind. I’m more searching for the right situation...”

	Exactly what he’d hoped she’d say. Gaston lifted his lips in a smile, the gesture awkward from misuse. “I see. Then I would like to offer you a position in our household. Do you have experience as a cook?”

	She shook her head as rain began to fall again in earnest.

	“Or a maid, perhaps?”

	Agatha looked thoughtful before saying, “I’ve never worked as a maid in an official capacity, but I’ve cared for my father’s house and gardens from the age of eight.”

	“Excellent!” This time Gaston’s smile came much more easily. “I shall introduce you to our housekeeper, Madame Burgundy She’s currently overseeing the servants at our

	
lodge, just over that hill. With my personal recommendation, she will oiler you a position on the ipot. ’

	Agatha’s eyes flooded before she blinked away her tears. “That is incredibly generous of you.”

	“It’s settled, then. Let’s get out of this rain.” Gaston offered her his elbow, and when she placed a trembling hand on his arm, he led her out of the clearing with confidence. The multiple chimneys of the lodge spewed smoke into the leaden sky, showing him the way home.

	As they hurried down the path, heads ducked against the elements, Gaston didn’t mind the icy rain or bone-chilling winds. Just hours ago, escape had been his only goal. No possibilities to hang his hat on. Now he felt almost hopeful. He’d stared death in its horrid yeUow eyes and come out the victor. And he intended to take full advantage of his second chance. Best of all, he’d met a magical girl who would now live under his roof in his family’s employ, and under his own sphere of influence.

	Gaston had to admit, tilings were looking up.

	***

	“Where have you been?” Father’s roar rattled the massive set of antlers mounted above the fireplace where he leant, sipping bourbon. The room was the perfect reflection of the rustic gentleman, with its massive stone hearth and soaring open-beamed ceiling. Each piece of heavy mahogany furniture, the maroon leather armchairs and auburn brocade sofas reflected the sweeping autumnal view through a wall of timber-framed windows.

	Gaston grit his teeth, cursing himself for not using the servants’ entrance. The Great Hall of the hunting lodge was his father’s domain - his high court. Thinking fast, Gaston stepped further into the room and concocted the first lie that came to mind. “I wandered into the forest to relieve myself and got turned around.”

	George and Ansel, who lounged side by side on a sofa with steaming mugs in hand, their muddy boots propped on a hassock, burst into laughter.

	Mercifully, the rest of the hunting party was not present when Gaston blurted, “There were wolves.”

	“Wolves, you say?” George rose to his feet and arched a sharp brow. “Tell me you managed to wound one of them at least.”

	“Yes, Gaston.” Ansel leant forwards and braced an elbow on his knee. ‘Your brother took down a six-point buck to earn today’s victory. An apex predator, however, could change the game!”

	Scepticism hung so heavy from Ansel’s words that

	Gaston stepped back and collided with Agatha, who he’d momentarily forgotten, hovering in the shadows behind him. Gaston whirled, grasped the girl’s arm, and thrust her in front of him. “I rescued tins girl from the wolves. I can’t be sure if any of my shots landed, but they were enough to scare away the pack.”

	Father pushed off the mantel, eyes shining with a feverish light. “An entire pack beset yo\i, fillet”

	Agatha stared straight into Gaston’s face as if to say, You saved me, did you? The lie had fallen so easily from his lips that he hadn’t thought about the consequences — how it might affect his new relationship with the magical girl. Nor his near-death resolve to do better. To be better.

	Still, he couldn’t change his story now. If he admitted that this slip of a girl had, in fact, saved him, the shameful tale would spread through their home village of Tolmar like wildfire. George would make sure of it.

	Gaston met Agatha’s gaze and pleaded silendy. If he’d been handsome, or tall, or brawny like his brother, perhaps a bit of flirtation could have helped his cause. But he was all too aware of the red pustules covering his thin face, the limp brown hair that clung in wet lines down his forehead and the waterlogged jacket that magnified his naiTOw frame. Agatha had no reason to back up his story; and her expression said as much.

	Ice dropped into his stomach. No time like the present to break old habits. With a ragged sigh, he turned and said, “Actually—”

	The girl bustled in front of Gaston, cutting off his words witli an extravagant curtsy. “Agatha de Villeneuve, at your service, sir. Your son showed great bravery in the face of certain death. I wouldn’t be here now if it were not for his gallantry.”

	Although Agatha laid the praise on with a heavy hand, Gaston realised nothing she said could be considered a lie. He ducked his head to hide a bemused grin. Then he shoved his hands into his pockets and shuffled his feet for good measure - the picture of a reluctant hero. He hoped.

	“Is this true, Gaston?” Father probed.

	Gaston raised his head and bunched his shoulders by his ears. “Yes, Père.”

	‘Yes, yes, that is fine.” His father waved a dismissive hand as he stepped closer. “There’s an entire pack of wolves on our property, you say? How many? How large are they?”

	George jumped in with enthusiasm. “Exactly how many stone do you think they weigh? As much as a man?”

	A spark of warmth glowed deep in Gaston’s chest as his father hooked an arm around his shoulders and drew him into their gathering. “Tell us exactly where you saw this pack of beasts.”

	“Perhaps you can lead us back there tomorrow.” Ansel said, handing Gaston a cup of hot chocolate. “If the beast’s tracks are still visible, we could follow them to their den.”

	“Yes!” George grinned wide. “We could take the party on an adventure they’ll never forget.”

	The sweet-smelling steam tickled Gaston’s nose as he wrapped his chilled hands around the warm mug and took a long drink. It wasn’t until the sugary liquid hit his stomach that he realised what they were asking of him. Return to the devils3 lair? Not in this lifetime.

	With an exaggerated shudder, Gaston set down the mug. “I think I’ve caught a chill in these wet clothes: Oh, and Père — Mademoiselle de Villeneuve seeks a new position. I brought her here so she may apply with Madame Burgundy.”

	“Yes, yes, of course.” Father waved dismissively at Agatha and patted Gaston’s shoulder with enough force to buckle his knees. “Let’s get you a restorative bath, and We can talk more at dinner.”

	George and Ansel exchanged sidelong glances.

	
Did they view him as weak because they sat around in their half-dried mud-coated clothing like ‘real men’? Or did they suspect a hole in his story'? In either case, he needed to get out of there.

	“Pardon me,” a soft voice called. “Can you direct me to the housekeeper s quarters?”

	Agatha. His perfect diversion.

	Gaston straightened his shoulders. “Allow me to escort you, mademoiselle.”

	“I can ring for a maid,” Father insisted.

	Gaston lifted a hand. “No, my lord, I would see this through myself. While I’m belowstairs, I will request a bath and meet you all at dinner.”

	His father gave a regal nod.

	Eager to escape before he said something that revealed his lie, Gaston turned his back without a glance at his brother and stalked up to Agatha. He guided her out of the room and down the corridor before saying, “Thank you.”

	“You’re welcome. I couldn’t very well let my knight in shining armour hang himself.”

	His head snapped towards her to find her giggling behind her hand.

	He grinned, playing along. “Proud of that, are you?” “Quite.” She sobered. “You seemed as if you needed
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	some assistance, and it’s not as if we could’ve told them what actually occurred. Which reminds me.” She tugged on his sleeve, pulling him to a stop just before the staircase leading to the servants’ quarters. “If I’m to stay on with your family — and I very much wish to — I must insist you tell no one of my magic.”

	He searched her upturned face, eyes sparkling like reflections of the summer sky in a deep pond. She could not be considered pretty, but nor was she plain. “I don’t intend to,” Gaston rasped. Then he took a step back and cleared his throat. “I mean, I would not.”

	“Good, because if you tell anyone, or if you try to manipulate me to use my magic in any way I will be gone before you can blink.”

	Gaston’s heart sank. She’d read him a bit too well. On their silent trek home through the rain, he’d begun to imagine all the tantalising ways Agatha could help him bring George down a peg, humble his high-and-mighty sister and even sabotage their mother’s machinations and endless string of dinner parties, picnics and soirees. With a sigh, he let those fantasies go. For now.

	He placed his right hand over his heart and offered a smile. ‘As your self-appointed knight in shining armour, I promise to never betray your trust.”

	
? -
A corner of her mouth curved up, and she dipped into a quick curtsy. “Thank you, Sir Gaston the Gallant.”
Gaston’s chest puffed up. He rather liked the sound of that.


	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	

	CHAPTER 4  



	[image: Image]AGATHA

	I HE NEXT morning, Aggie leant against the wall in the servants’ stairwell. Through a small window; she watched the sun rise sluggishly over the tree line as the day dawned. She’d already worked for four hours. As she’d bustled around the chalet in the dark, the hunting party tucked into their beds, she’d marvelled at the elaborate indoor loos and sumptuous chambers decorated with lush furs, piles of plump pillows and rich velvet coverlets. Each room adjoined to a privy with a man-sized porcelain tub for bathing, a dressing table and something she’d heard of but never witnessed - padded seats mounted above brass chamber pots.

	At home on the farm, they had a single outhouse at the back of the property where the occasional frog or snake liked to hide — especially at night. Their modest stone home was starkly appointed with threadbare cotton blankets and moth-eaten chair covers on rickety pine furniture. It hadn’t always been that way. Aggie remembered the first eight years of her life as enchanted. Her mother had made sure they never went without.

	Agatha blew a strand of hair out of her eyes, still amazed by her ability to stop the wolves the day before. She’d fallen afterwards but almost immediately felt the surge of joy as her glimmer coursed through her veins. If she didn’t think it would draw too much attention, she’d use some of the magic to get her chores done.

	She slipped her sore feet out of tight servant boots with a sigh. She’d cared for their farmhouse after Maman left, but if she had known work as a maid in a noble household entailed cleaning hearths and lighting fires before dawn, carting buckets of coal up three flights of stairs and scrubbing out chamber pots, she may have taken her chances in the forest.

	
That wasn’t precisely true. She had found shelter and a perfect hiding place from the wealthy and well-connected Lord Herbert Durand, whom she had a sinking feeling would stop at nothing to find her. An overheard conversation between Father and the nobleman continued to play through her mind: The night before her escape^ when Lord Durand had come to call, she’d cleared away the supper dishes, and Father had ordered her to pour glasses of their best port. Afterwards, she’d hovered in the corridor and heard her father accept the nobleman’s offer of marriage. Her mind had spun out, her now racing pulse drowning out her senses.

	But when she’d revisited that fateful conversation in a calmer state, she recalled Father saying, The girl is a wild goose but if you can tame her, she will lay golden eggs for you. At first, Aggie had thought he referred to her providing heirs for Durand, but upon further contemplation, she wondered if he hadn’t referred to her magic. A wave of heat prickled her scalp. Had he actually told Durand about her magic? And if so, how could her father tout the very powers he condemned? Was he that desperate to be rid of her?

	“Girl!” a sharp voice snapped, jerking Agatha out of her reflections. Madame Burgundy, the housekeeper, mounted the landing below, her beak of a nose zeroing in on Aggie’s hiding spot. “Cook has been searching everywhere for you. Pots and pans need scrubbing, and food waste taken out. Working upstairs as a housemaid is a privilege you’d best not get used to.”

	She’d been hired as a scullery maid - the lowest station in the household, as Madame Burgundy had informed her. But since they were shorthanded at the chalet, she’d be performing double duty for the remainder of their stay.

	“Yes, ma’am.” Aggie dipped a swift curtsy, stuffed her feet back into her boots, and scurried down the stairs, praying she could squeeze past the robust woman as a mouse might escape a house cat. But when she reached the landing, Madame Burgundy’s eyes narrowed to slits, and her hand shot out to grip Agatha’s arm.

	“Do not think because you have favour with the young master that it elevates your station, bécasse,”the housekeeper sneered.

	Aggie’s back stiffened. She was no fool!

	The woman continued, her nails digging deeper into Agatha’s flesh with every word. “God only knows how a pitiful creature like yourself could have notions of grandeur, but rest assured that when we return to the estate, you’ll be so deep in dishes and potato peels that you’ll never see the light of day. Let alone Master Gaston.”

	Arm stinging, Aggie swallowed the glimmer that rose to her defence. It would seem, now that she’d let her magic out, it wished to run free. But she couldn’t allow that to happen.

	Madame Burgundy gave Agatha’s arm a hard squeeze before releasing her with a little shove towards the lower stairs. Aggie tripped down three steps before she grasped the handrail and spun around to stare up at the tyrant who held her fate. Aggie wouldn’t be intimidated by her. Madame Burgundy was nothing compared to Aggie’s father.

	She dropped into a low curtsy while keeping her eyes on the haughty woman’s cold countenance. “As you wish, madame.”

	With a huff, Madame Burgundy lifted her plum serge skirts and stomped up the stairs.

	Agatha made her way down two more flights to the kitchen and wondered how dumping waste from chamber pots and scrubbing soot gave her an elevated station. She’d take scullery work any day.

	As she turned into the hallway that led down to the kitchens, a figure emerged from the shadows. Her glimmer rose so close to the surface that it tingled in her fingertips.

	
“Miss Agatha,” Gaston hissed, and tugged her through a doorway.

	Quite tired of being shoved about, Aggie wrenched her sleeve out of Gaston’s grasp and whirled about, snapping, “Don’t scare me like that!”

	Gaston shoved the door closed, throwing them into total darkness. “My apologies.”

	She could hear movement, and then muted light slanted in from a high window as he opened die drapes. The room appeared little more than a closet, with a narrow cot at the far end and a large cabinet padlocked shut at the other. “What is this place?” she asked.

	“This is” - Gaston glanced around, as if he hadn’t realised where they were until that moment - “the sickroom. Used for quarantine or injury.”

	“I see.” She didn’t at all; die chamber appeared more cell than infirmary. But Gaston’s frantic expression, wide blue eyes and sweat beading on his upper lip made her wish to calm him somehow. “What can I do for you, Sir Gaston?”

	That evoked a curve of his lips. “I need your help.”

	Aggie arched a brow and set down the heavy coal bucket “Don’t you mean to say, ‘Aggie, how was your first day as a servant? Find anything interesting while cleaning nineteen privies?’”

	His shoulders slumped, and he shoved at the limp brown hair curtaining his eyes. “Er... yes, sorry. I didn’t think.”

	“I have a feeling that might be a habit.”

	His gaze whipped to hers, and after a prolonged moment, he barked out a laugh. “You’re quite amusing, you know,” he said.

	“I suppose.” She looked at the worn toes of her boots peeking from the hem of her skirt.

	She glanced at his face and then down again. Something about Gaston’s smile, broad lips stretched over straight white teeth, made her brain a little woolly. She hadn’t felt amused since her mother left. But she’d always had silly, teasing conversations with Maman. Odd that this strange boy brought out that side of her, which she’d buried so deep after Maman had abandoned her.

	Deciding that it felt good, Aggie lifted her eyes. “How can I help, Gallant? If I don’t report to the scullery, Madame Burgundy will have my head on a platter.”

	That made him chuckle, and a ray of sun slanting through the window caught in his eyes, sparking like blue
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	flame. ‘‘We can’t have that, now can we? Do I need to slay die purple dragon?”

	Aggie grinned at the image of the robust housekeeper in her garish purple dress. “Not today. But please do keep your sword at die ready” Aggie replied in the most regal voice she could manage.

	Gaston’s smile lingered and then melted away as he appeared to remember why he’d sought her out. “Père is forcing me to lead die hunting party to find the wolves

	today. I must take them to die very spot where I nearly lost my life. He expects me to avenge the attack and track tine of the beasts down.” His voice grew higher with every word he spoke, and he wrapped his arms around his chest, his shoulders curling in.

	Aggie took a step closer, feeling his pain. Their encounter

	with the wolves was one she never wished to repeat. The very thought sent a shiver down her spine. “Tell him no.

	Explain—”

	“I cannot! You must help me,” he snapped. “He... You saw how Father is. He and my brother, George, are relentless.”

	Aggie stepped back. She had indeed seen how his father and brother treated him, witnessed their superior attitudes.

	They valued physical prowess to a disturbing degree.

	fa

	But that did not mean she would help Gaston simply because he demanded it. Nor would she accept another man treating her with disrespect. “I have to get back to work.”

	She picked up the coal bucket and turned to go.

	“Wait.”

	Aggie stopped, waiting for Gaston to say he was sorry.

	To apologise.

	Instead, his eyes ran over her with an intensity that made her cheeks heat up. “The new dress suits you.”

	Aggie glanced down at the sturdy material of the servant’s uniform, the colour of dull winter slush, albeit a slight improvement over the rain sodden cloak she’d been wearing when they met. Very slight.

	“The colour brings out the green in your eyes,” he said thoughtfully.

	No one had ever commented on the colour of her eyes. She blinked at him, gauging his intentions. By the focused look on his face, he meant what he said. But the compliment felt ill-timed at best. Manipulative at worst. “1 have to go.”

	"Wait,” he pleaded. “Gan you conjure some sort of protection for me, like the shield you made before? Or enchant my gun so that it doesn’t miss?”
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	“No, I can’t.” Aggie walked to the door, but before she turned the handle, she clarified, looking him in the eye, “I won’t”

	***

	fe .1

	“But - ” Gaston protested. “I didn’t mean to overstep. Pm softy”

	Aggie fled out the door and down die corridor.

	Twenty-nine pots, fifty-six plates and innumerable utensils later, Agatha’s skin had wrinkled to the elbows from harsh dish soap and hot water. She couldn’t stop thinking about Gaston. She thought she understood him, or at least had a plausible theory for his behaviour: Gaston’s family treated him like a selfish child, so that was what he’d become. But if she guessed his age correctly he was no child, and old enough to decide who he wished to be beyond his father’s expectations.

	In other words, there was no excuse for his rude sense of entitlement.

	Giri, that’s a valuable bit of crockery,” Cook snapped,

	making Aggie realise she’d slammed down the last bowl she’d washed with a bit more force than necessary. But she was too preoccupied to pay any mind. Was Gaston even now riding through the forest, shaking with fear as he hunted down the* animate that had nearly killed him? Had she done the right thing in refusing to help him? She wasn’t even certain she could perform the type of Spell he’d requested. She had no idea how to enchant a weapon not to miss or create a bubble of protection that stayed with him even when she wasn’t there to hold it together.

	Despite her disappointment in Gaston, she couldn’t deny that she felt drawn to him. But why? He wasn’t conventionally handsome. The blackguard had lied to his own family to protect his pride. And how he’d proved her worst fears: that he wished to use her for her magic. Yet the tie was there. Perhaps a near-death connection? Or... a knot formed in her gut? Could it be that using her first burst of magic in years had somehow bound her to him?

	“Are ye deaf?” Cook retorted.

	“I’m sorry.” Aggie spun around to find herself the centre of attention. “I wasn’t attending.”

	Cook’s wrinkled brow furrowed beneath het frilled white cap. “Attending, you say? That’s awful ladylike language for a scut.”

	Giggles from the kitchen staff echoed around hen

	Aggie assumed the term scut referred to her lowly scullery maid station. But between Gaston’s demands. Cook and Madame Burgundy, she’d had enough. Her mother

	
had taught her how to speak and act like a lady, that upper education was not somethin? she would ever be ashamed of. Slapping the dishrag onto the counter, she whirled on die rotund woman. “My name. Is. Agatha de Villeneuve.” As she spoke each syllable, she stared down the half dozen staff in the room, from the flock of cook maids to a set of footmen, each of their faces alight with the prospect of drama.

	“High and mighty, are we?” Cook scoffed, her rounded cheeks bright from the heat of the stove and her temper.

	“Aye. She ’asn’t even been to die big ’ouse, and she’s got airs,” said a middle-aged Englishman dressed in driver’s livery

	A wave of laughter' circled the room.

	The glimmer sizzled below Aggie’s skin, begging for release. She shoved her fisted hands into the pockets of her apron, endeavouring for control. This never used to happen. But now that she’d freed die fullness of her power, it longed for purpose. Her own cheeks flared, the jeering faces distorted around her and suddenly she couldn’t breathe.

	Searching for a way out, she spied a bucket of food rubbish and snatched it up. “I’ll take out the slops.”

	"You do that, scut, And when you return, I’ve a mountain of potatoes waiting for your expert care.”

	Aggie ignored the taunts and laughter that followed her as she hurried through the kitchen door. Outside, a brisk wind tugged at her skirts and cooled her cheeks as she stumbled towards the tree line. She half ran up the hill, a reeking concoction of spoilt milk, rotten vegetables and scraps from the upstairs breakfast plates sloshing over the edges of the bucket, the stench bringing tears to her eyes. Why did they have to be so cruel? Aggie had never worked so hard in her life, and yet Cook had treated her abominably, and the staff had joined in.

	Trees and dense shrubbery swallowed her, dulling We light as she slowed her steps. Aggie stopped, spying a pool of stained grass, bits of bone and trampled eggshells ground into the dirt. She hurled the contents of the bucket, releasing a shriek of frustration. Perhaps she shouldn’t have accepted Gaston’s offer for help. Kept 'running. But to where and to whom? An image flashed in her mind of her mother’s beatific face, curls of bronze and gold flowing around her like a lion’s mane. Aggie let the bucket fall to her feet, a hollow ache spreading in her chest. Somewhere in the back of her mind, she’d hoped to find Maman.

	Stupid, foolish girl.

	Aggie turned back towards the house, letting the bucket thump along the ground as she walked. Her mother was gone. And who knew what mental or physical state Maman was in after her breakdown? The night she’d fled, Agatha had feared the wildness in her mother’s face. Had wished for that woman to go. But not the gentle Maman who had raised her only with love.

	The kitchen door opened, and two identically dressed footmen emerged. They didn’t spare her a glance as one of them lit a cheroot and they moved towards the carriage house. They seemed content enough. Aggie just needed to change her mindset. She was safe, had shelter and had plenty to eat. Perhaps when they arrived at the estate, things would change. From what she understood, the staff there was twice as large. She would work so quietly and efficiently no one would pay her any mind.

	***

	Aggie watched out the front dining room window as the hunters galloped into the courtyard, the horses stamping on die cobblestones, their nostrils flaring steam into the chilled air. There were no wolves dangling from their saddles, no animals of any kind that she could see. Gaston’s father rode in astride his big bay gelding, the strong lines of his face set hard. George and his friend followed, shoulders squared, lips smirking. And then Gaston appeared, bringing up the rear, his shoulders hunched in clear defeat. He seemed impossibly small, like a child who’d begged to ride his father’s stallion but couldn’t quite manage it.

	Agatha’s stomach gave a pinch before she reminded herself it served him right. Still, she couldn’t help feeling curious about what had happened. Had he led them to the location of his showdown with the pack and their tracks were gone? Or had they found the animals but no one was able to get a clear shot? From the sheer amount of weaponry on display, it was hard to believe the dozen or so hunters had missed entirely.

	A clatter behind Aggie made her whirl around to find two maids laying out crystal goblets at each place setting. “The hunting party has returned,” she announced to cover up her dawdling at the window.

	The elder maid with red hair gave a curt nod. “His lordship will be wanting port and cider waiting in the Great Hall.”

	“I can do it,” Aggie volunteered a bit too eagerly. “I mean, if that’s permitted.”

	
“At home, at the chateau, no,” the redhead replied. Aggie really needed to learn their names.

	The other girl, pale with light blonde hair, laughed without mirth. “No, Monsieur Aubert would never allow the breach in etiquette.”

	“Who is Monsieur Aubert?” Aggie asked as she adjusted a cloth napkin the rich colour of claret.

	“The butler,” the women replied in unison.

	Then the blonde maid clarified, “But here, at the hunting lodge, since we have limited staff, we are allowed to serve the family directly.”

	Aggie wasn’t sure she understood the combination of fear and reverence in their tones. As far as she knew, a butler answered the door at a great house. “Shall I fetch the port and cider, then?”

	“Certainly,” the redhead waved her away. “If the footmen haven’t beaten you to it.”

	Urgency made Aggie’s heart flutter as she turned and rased down the corridor to the servants’ stairs. Unsure why she felt the need to be the one to deliver beverages to the hunting party, she flew into the kitchen. “Cook, his lordship has returned.”

	“Curses, they’re early!” she squawked, and spun in a tight circle, hands flying to her flushed cheeks.

	“Is the cider made?” Aggie rushed to the stove and lifted die lid on a copper pot, the tart scent of apple mixed with savoury cloves and cinnamon making her mouth water. “I can take this to the Great Hall.”

	“Yes, yes.” Cook pulled an earthenware jar from a shelf and then slapped a ladle into Agatha’s hand. “Pour this into the crock, and set it up on the sideboard. I’ll try to find that useless footman Gus and have him deliver the port and glassware.” With that, Cook waddled out the kitchen door as fast as her short legs would take her.

	A few minutes later, Aggie entered the Great Hall from the servants’ door just as the hunting party filed in from the other direction, chattering like a hive of angry bees. Eyes averted, as she’d seen the other servants do, she walked to the sideboard and placed the cider and ladle beside a set of shiny copper mugs.

	“Are you sure you saw wolves out there, young man?” someone from behind her asked.

	Someone cleared their throat, and she knew it was Gaston even before he replied, “Yes, sir. I counted eight in total. They must have moved on.”

	His voice held a note of irritation, but he disguised it well.

	“I’ll take some of that cider, petite filled Aggie turned

	
to find George, his eyes widening when he recognised her. “You’re the one Gaston brought home yesterday.”

	She nodded. “Yes, sir... er...”

	“You may call me Master George.” He offered a charming smile. “And you are?”

	“Agatha, sir, at your service.” She cast down her eyes and dipped a quick curtsy.

	George stroked his stubbled chin. “How many wolves did you see yesterday, Agatha?”

	Was he trying to get her to contradict Gaston so he could disprove his story? She took a small step back. He would not find that confirmation with her. “I counted eight wolves, Master George. Allow me to serve you some cider.”

	She scooped out a full mug, hoping he would go away. But when she handed him the cup, his eyes narrowed, their clear blue colour so like Gaston’s that she saw their resemblance for the first time. “Did you see Gaston shoot one of the wolves?”

	Aggie hated to lie. When she’d stretched the truth to save Gaston, the fib had tasted bitter on her tongue. Her gaze darted past George’s shoulder to see Gaston approaching, mouth turned down in a deep frown. Aggie looked back at
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	George. “I can’t be certain, but when he fired the gun, it scared the animals.”

	“Harassing the help, arc we? I thought those days were behind us.” Gaston stopped beside her, his shoulder nearly touching hers. The show of support caused the tension to drain from her muscles.

	“Merely making conversation. You remember what that’s like, don’t you, brother?”

	The jabs were subtle but not lost on Aggie, and her skin heated as she turned back to the crock of cider. “Would you prefer port or cider, Master Gaston?”

	His gaze cut to hers, and lights danced there, a corner of his lips lifting, she assumed at her formal address.

	George drifted away, and Gus, the footman appeared, breathing heavy and smelling of smoke. “I’ll take over from here. Cook needs you belowstairs.”

	With a nod, Aggie, walked away but, feeling eyes on her back, glanced over her shoulder to find Gaston watching her with an expression that looked something like hope. She smiled, spontaneous and full. Gaston dropped his gaze but not before she caught the grin he tried to hide.

	***

	
In the deep silence after midnight, Aggie lay upon her bed in the attic room she shared with three other maids and turned the moments with Gaston over in her mind, examining his reactions and words from every possible angle. She’d never had anyone defend her before. The notion left her stomach aflutter.

	Perhaps it was due to feeling invisible most of her life. It felt as if Gaston truly saw her. But what did he see?

	Maman used to tell her she was the mirror image of her as a child, and Agatha’s young heart longed to grow up and inherit her mother’s ethereal beauty. Yet, at seventeen, her skin bordered on sallow, her face as nondescript as a bowl of custard and her hair resembled a limp brown dishrag. Nothing like Maman’s corn-silk curls.

	It always made her wonder why Maman had settled for a gentleman farmer. Granted, her father had a rugged build and masculine features and their farm had boasted the most acreage in the county. But Maman could’ve gone to Paris or London or Madrid, and men would’ve fallen at her feet

	A memory came to her then, as if it had been waiting for this precise moment to reveal itself. Her mother had stood in front of her bedroom dressing table, her straight brown hair spiralling into golden ringlets with the snap of her lingers. Natural, beauty is mundane. An enchantress curates her visage as one might create a work of art.

	Aggie sat straight up in bed. Maman’s beauty had seemed unearthly because it was — it was magic! Aggie’s fingers trailed over her face, the glimmer stirring to life. Could she manage such complex sorcery?

	Heart thrashing, she slipped out of bed and into the corridor. The servants’ privy door stood ajar, and she slipped inside. By moonlight, she stared into the tiny looking glass and envisioned her skin glowing as she remembered her mother’s face that long-ago day in the garden. Then she turned the key that locked away her magic and willed her complexion to transform.

	Glints like sun on water popped up on her cheeks and forehead, and her nose and chin. She squeezed her eyes closed against the fight.

	When Aggie’s eyes flew open again, it could have been minutes or hours later. The weakness dumbfounded her. Perhaps her physical fatigue made using her magic more draining. In the forest with the wolves, she’d been exhausted, and that day she’d worked twelve hours straight.

	Shaking off her dizziness, she stood and leant into the mirror to find her same oval face, same long nose, thin

	
 

	Lips and wide eyes, but her skin glowed like a summer day. Breath coining fast, she yanked off her sleeping cap and uncoiled her braid. Then she stopped.

	She would need to wait or risk drawing attention to herself with further transformations. But she’d done it! Easily She smiled at herself in the mirror, hope sparkling in her eyes.

	She felt closer to Maman than she had in years.
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	ASTON'S HAND shook as he swiped his damp palms on his trousers, picked up the blue-feathered dart and faced the target which seemed to fade in and out like a trick mirror at a carnival.

	His first attempt had hit the board next to the target and then dropped uselessly to the carpet. No surprise to anyone, deluding himself. But following the morning’s disastrous olf hunt, he needed a win. He had not led the hunting rty to the spot of his attack, though the memory of

	
it was drilled into his brain, but instead sent them on a wild-goose chase through the estuary near the lake. Upon finding nothing after hours of searching, his brother had made it clear that he believed Gaston’s entire story a farce.

	“Come on, Gaston,” George goaded from the sofa. “Just get your pitiful display over with so the real competition can begin.”

	Deep laughter echoed behind him as Ansel and the other young lords agreed with George.

	Those featherbrained imbeciles would find amusement in the calendar if George told them to.

	Gaston gripped the dart in his fist. One of these days, he would show his brother what it felt like to be the laughingstock of the group. He would find a way to make the stupid clod realise that Gaston was the elder brother and the rightful heir — and. deserved his respect. Hands no longer trembling, he aimed the tip of the dart, pulled back his arm and threw. The projectile stuck in the second ring, marked with a five.

	Gaston’s heart soared, and he turned to George with a sneer.

	“Not bad, Gaston,” George said. “This time, brace your feet and follow through with your throw.”

	
Father walked up next to Gaston and extended his arm, demonstrating the optimal dart-throwing form.

	Normally, Gaston would have scoffed at his father’s advice, typically offered loudly and in front of others. But this time, he swallowed his annoyance and listened to eveiy word his father spoke. He would do exactly as Father instructed if it meant beating the stuffing out of his brother for once in his life.

	“Come on, Père. Don’t waste your time,” George said. “You know Gas would prefer to be curled up in his suite with tea and crumpets.”

	Gaston clenched his teeth, the taunt hitting hard because it was true. But he didn’t want it to be true. He’d resolved to do more with his life, and part of that was fitting into his father’s world and thereby stepping into his rightful role as heir.

	Turning his back on his brother, Gaston mimicked his father’s stance and asked, “Like tins?”

	“Yes, just like that.”

	Gaston stepped up to the mark, took a deep breath, aimed the dart and let it fly. His blood seemed to stop in his veins as he watched the blue feathers whirl. Then the tip lodged in the ring next to the centre.

	“Yes!” Gaston cheered, and turned to find his father, who was it) deep conversation with Lord Auclair, his back to the dartboard.

	A hard hand clamped onto Gaston’s shoulder. “Not bad, Put. Now watch how it’s done.” George picked up the crimson-feathered darts.

	Ansel recorded Gaston’s score and then removed the blue darts, resetting the board.

	George, legs wide, shoulders squared, fired three darts in rapid succession. Two landed in the outer ring. The last one hit dead centre - obliterating Gaston’s previous score.

	Bitterness burned in Gaston’s chest, and he felt like he could breathe fire. How did George best him every time? Muttering a curse, Gaston turned away, arms crossed over his chest and caught the eye of the serving maid at the sideboard.

	Aggie.

	He strode over to the buffet of hors d’oeuvres and beverages. As he approached the girl dressed in a drab gown and starched white apron, she smiled shyly. Unexpectedly, some of the fire in his chest extinguished.

	“What may I serve you, Gallant?” she asked in a low voice, hazel eyes sparkling.

	Gaston ignored the spread of food and stared at her

	
eyes, her face she looked different, her eyes brighter, freckles sprinkled across the bridge of her nose, cheeks glowing as she offered a small smile.

	“You look nice. Did you change your hair or something?” As he spoke, he recognised the absurdity of the question. Her light brown hair lay in a plait down her back, and the standard white servant’s cap covered the top of her head.

	She glanced down and then looked up at him. “No, but thank you.”

	Suddenly unsure, he popped a grape into his mouth.

	“You were doing well in the game,” Aggie commented.

	“Why did you walk away?”

	“I wasn’t doing well.” He selected a cornichon next and took a bite. “I didn’t win.”

	“Because the only purpose of the game is to win?” Aggie countered as she picked up a plate and began to place a selection of hors d’ oeuvres of Lorenzo spread with seasoned crabmeat and Parmesan cheese, toasted brioche rounds dolloped with fresh cream and pearls of caviar, meat puff pastries, and mussels stuffed with toasted breadcrumbs. She handed him the loaded plate and said, “Perhaps it is about showing your brother that you won’t give up.”

	“George is an insufferable lout,” Gaston said under
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	his breath as one of Father’s old friends approached and requested an ale.

	Aggie served the beverage and then returned to where Gaston hovered at the end of the sideboard and handed him another filled plate. “Take your brother a peace offering and challenge him to another game.”

	Gaston took the platter and searched her face. “Why should I?”

	Her lips pursed. She really did look different. Perhaps shelter and good sleep had renewed her health.

	“You must learn how to play his game by your rules,” Aggie said quietly.

	Gaston scratched his head, more confused than ever. There was no way to cheat at darts that he was aware. Her eyes swirled, greyish brown blooming turquoise green, and Gaston’s pulse slowed and then sped up. Was she implying what he hoped?

	That she would help him? Magically?

	In a daze, he turned around and walked back to George and his raucous group of friends. He swallowed hard, approached his brother and thrust the plate of food at him. George stopped mid-gesture, his eyes hardening.

	‘A peace offering, Brother.” Gaston nearly choked

	
on the words but could practically feel Agatha watching.

	Waiting to see what he would do. “Another match?”

	George blinked in surprise, and for a moment, he was that younger brother who’d followed Gaston around for years, mimicking him, striving for his approval. Until he’d grown larger and stronger and Father had put the wedge between them by singling out George at every opportunity.

	George glanced at his friends and back to Gaston with a smirk. “Certainly. I’ll happily beat you again.”

	The beast inside Gaston reared its head, and he sneered. “We’ll see about that.” Gaston picked up the set of blue darts. “Traditional rules. We take turns and throw one dart at a time, best out of three wins.”

	George perched on the arm of a sofa and shrugged.

	“Whatever you say, Gas. Just throw.”

	Gaston approached the mark, spread his feet as Father had instructed and clenched his teeth against the urge to glance over his shoulder at Agatha. Had he misinterpreted her message? Would she help him?

	He inhaled deep, aimed die dart and then threw. It landed in the second ring from the centre in the ten slot. Not bad, but he’d have to do better to beat George.

	“My turn.” George stood beside Gaston and tossed

	
the dart without even lining up the target. It landed in the second ring, directly above Gaston’s.

	“Tie point,” Ansel called from the sidelines.

	Gaston picked up his next dart and shifted from foot to foot He hoped to win outright. But perhaps Aggie was trying to make the match appear believable. Again, he mimicked the stance Father showed him, and tossed the dart. He held his breath as it landed hard in the outer ring of the centre bull’s-eye. Gaston bit his lip against a grin and turned to George with an arched brow. “Your throw, little brother?’

	George seemed to take a bit more time to position his feet and take aim before making his next throw. The dart flew with the speed and strength that Gaston envied and landed just left of dead centre.

	A cheer sounded from George’s cronies as Ansel announced, “Point to George!”

	Gaston did glance over to Agatha then and found her speaking to Father as she handed him a platter of food. Bile rose in Gaston’s throat. She’d never planned to use her magic to help him. Hadn’t-she told him as much in the cellar the day before?

	Father turned from the buffet and walked over to join the spectators gathered around the dartboard. “I hear a sibling showdown is underway,” his voice boomed as he shooed one of George’s friends out of a leather chair by the fire.

	“Yes, Père,” George said. “I’m winning.”

	Father nodded at George and then pinned Gaston with his dark blue gaze. “Are you using the stance I taught you, Gaston?”

	Gaston swallowed the fire burning in his chest. Father had taught him next to nothing, dedicating all his free time in the last few years to making George into a miniature version of himself. It should have been Gaston. He was the oldest, the heir. Yet Father had discounted him, as if his lack of growth and bad complexion meant he wouldn’t live to inherit. Gaston’s hands began to tremble, and he shoved them into his pockets. Losing to his brother yet again would be bad enough, but in front of Father and all his peers - devastating.

	He picked up his last dart, his gaze straying to Agatha, who lifted a pitcher to fill two mugs of ale. Then she met his gaze and began to walk towards the party

	“Please end my torment, Gas, and just throw the dart,” George taunted to the delight of his cronies.

	Agatha delivered the ale to his father and Lord Auclair in turn. Gaston’s gaze followed her, hoping against hope
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	she meant to help him. When she stopped at the back of the spectators and met his gaze with a nod, light filled Gaston’s chest. Turning to George, he said, “How about a little wager?”

	“Ha! Sure you want to do that, Gas? I’d hate to deprive you of the few comforts you possess.” Sniggers followed George’s taunt, and he raised his annoyingly square chin.

	Gaston met his brother’s hauteur with a slow smile. “I have no intention of giving anything up. My wager involves Mère’s soiree next week. If I win, you play the good son and dance with all the eligible debutantes she normally throws at me.”

	George’s eyes widened. ‘And if I win?”

	“Then you can watch as I’m rejected and disparaged by those maidens.”

	“I already do that.” George laughed.

	‘And” — Gaston raised a finger - “if you win, I will dance a waltz with Widow Harper.”

	Laughter burst from the group. The Widow Harper was sixty if she was a day but dressed and acted as if she were still a maiden. She pushed her wrinkled décolletage with shameless abandon at all the young males within her purview.

	“That’s a bet I’ll take!” George said.

	Gaston nodded and took his position. Aware of his father staring holes in his back, Gaston made a show of widening his stance and taking aim. Then he hurled the dart with all his strength, leaving his arm extended. With a quiver, the dart landed dead centre in the target.

	Gaston leapt in the air. “Yes!”

	“Excellent, Gaston!” Father called.

	“I can beat that.” George’s words punctured Gaston’s joy, and he whirled on his brother.

	“How?”

	Ansel stepped forwards. “Technically, if he lands his dart within the centre, he can still beat your score based on your previous throws.”

	Gaston searched for Agatha and found her back at the .buffet table, where a footman directed her away from her station. His heart fell. He could still lose.

	George lined up his last shot.

	“Exceptional form, George,” Father praised, his words like needles in Gaston’s chest. He wanted to push his brother at the last second, yell to throw off his aim. But he could do none of that. As usual, he could only stand helplessly by as his reputation was trampled under his brother’s overly large boots.

	He slumped into a chair as George hurled his dart and

	
only half watched as it flew wide and hit the wood beside the target.

	“No!” George cried. “That... How?”

	“The final point goes to Gaston,” Ansel announced less than enthusiastically.

	With as much dignity as he could muster, Gaston stood and shook George’s hand. Everything within him wanted to scream insults into his brother’s deflated face, add salt to the wound of his loss. As he opened his mouth, a furtive movement caught his eye. He turned to see Aggie as she spun and rushed through a side door, the footman stalking towards her with a grimace.

	Gaston’s cheeks burned. She had caused George’s shot to fly wide. This girl he’d known for less than forty-eight hours had found a way to help him even as the footman had ordered her to leave. An unfamiliar emotion dampened his euphoria, and he stepped back from his brother without voicing the insults on the tip of his tongue. “Good game,” he said instead.

	“The dart slipped out of my hand. I need a rematch,” George growled.

	Gaston gave an exaggerated yawn. “Some other time, perhaps.”

	“Well done, Gaston,” Father said with a clap on his

	
back that knocked Gaston forwards several steps. He really needed to stop doing that.

	“Thank you, Père—” Gaston closed his mouth as he watched his father stride away. The praise had been only in passing. But in that moment, Gaston determined he would find more ways to win his father’s approval.

	Now it was past time to toast his feet by a warm fire with a good strong cup of tea in hand. Without a backwards glance or asking permission to take his leave, Gaston rushed out of the Great Hall and up the stairs.

	He needed to ask Agatha why she’d decided to help him tonight but refused to assist him with the hunt earlier. Whatever her reasoning, he felt incredible. Like if he jumped off the house, he could fly He envisioned the mix of shame and anger that had contorted his brother’s face after Gaston won the darts game. His mouth had fallen open like a gasping fish, and then his nostrils had flared, the cords in his neck flexing. Gaston memorised the moment so he could retrieve it anytime he wished, like a cherished story

	***

	The next day passed slowly After breakfast, Gaston returned to his rooms to find his possessions packed. Soon, they all filed into carriages for the long ride home.

	Gaston had searched for Aggie all morning, but he could not think of a way to seek her out that didn’t appear suspicious.

	He found a carriage with several older gentlemen who Were already asleep, and tucked himself into the corner with a nice blanket and hot bricks beneath his feet. Hours later, they turned into the long, tree-lined drive that led to Chateau de Beaumont. He opened tire shade, trying to imagine what Agatha would think of Iris home, seeing it for the first time.

	The towering oaks parted to reveal the grey stones of the castle-like estate nestled among acres of green hills and dense forest. The octagonal tower was from the twelfth century but the main house with its soaring ceilings and arched windows had been added by Gaston’s great-grand-pere, along with the round turret that housed the library and master suite. Grandfather Gaston, whom Gaston was named after, had also modernised the structure with lead glass windows and private privies attached to each bedroom suite.

	As the carriage jerked to a stop in the circular drive, Gaston stared up at the blue slate roof and the dormer windows of the third floor where the servants resided. For the first time, he wondered about those attic quarters. Did the staff each have their own. chamber? Were the rooms well-appointed, or utilitarian? Well insulated, or hot in the summer and draughty in the winter?

	Would Aggie be impressed that he lived in a veritable castle?

	The door flew open, and Monsieur Aubert, the butler, appeared and dropped into a low bow. The man was a stickler for rules and formality to a painful degree. “Welcome home, Master Gaston.”

	“Aubert,” Gaston acknowledged. As children, he and George had lived for tormenting the uptight servant.

	The butler straightened and spoke over Gaston’s head with his typical deference. “Master, sir, luncheon is served in the family dining room posthaste.”

	Aubert then turned to Gaston’s carriage mates and invited them to join the meal as well. They each declined, citing their eagerness to head to their own homes.

	Gaston hopped out of the, carriage and said, “Aubert, tell Mère I’m tired from the journey and will have a tray sent up to my room.”

	The old butler stiffened and gripped his hands behind his back. “Lady Sy 1 vi an e specifically asked that the entire family attend, Master Gaston.”

	Gaston rolled his eyes. “Fine, then.” He’d defied his

	


	mother enough times to know he needed to carefully choose his battles. Even if it meant finding Aggie would have to wait a bit longer.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Gaston entered the dining room and took in the familiar stiff-backed chairs, padded in scarlet velvet, placed around a long, rectangular table covered in crisp white linen. Crystal and gilded china glittered in the light of half a dozen silver candelabras, flaming to ward off the cloudy day. Suddenly, Gaston understood Father’s fondness for the lodge. The casual atmosphere had been refreshing compared to this stuffy opulence.

	Mother and Gwenaelle were already seated side by side. “Mère. Sister.” Gaston bowed to each of them in turn before the footman pulled out his seat, and he sat next to George.

	As Gaston unfolded his napkin and placed the soft linen in his lap, he noticed Father was missing from the head of the table.

	“His lordship will be along shortly,” Aubert said from the doorway as if he’d read Gaston’s thoughts. The man had a knack for anticipating the family’s every need. It was a bit disconcerting.

	
“How was the hunting trip?” Mère asked, her words directed at George.

	“I won the first day with a six-point buck,” George said.

	“Congratulations, Son.” Mother took a sip of water and then turned her pale blue eyes to Gaston. She and Gwenaelle were both dressed in silk gowns and jewels, their matching auburn hair piled on their heads in the latest style. They were both attractive, if not pretty. With their strong bone structure, and faces that were a bit too long, they compensated for their lack of conventional beauty by dressing in the latest fashions from Paris, even when they were just lying about at home for the day. One never knows who might come to call,Mère was fond of saying.

	“How was the trip for you, Gaston?” Before he could answer, Mère’s gaze sharpened on this face. ‘Are you using the carbolic soap Dr Belmont prescribed? The spots look worse than before you left.”

	George sniggered into his water goblet, and Gwen stared down her nose at Gaston as if the spots on his face might jump across the table and mar her perfect complexion.

	“No, I have not,” he snapped, his neck heating. How would she like it if every time he saw her, he asked if she’d used the new wrinkle cream from the apothecary?

	
Or the hair dye that covered the grey but leaked onto her temples and turned her skin black? It would make her feel self-conscious, and horrid. Gaston would know. A day did not pass without her pushing some remedy in his face for Iris infected skin or lack of height or thin hair. The footman set a bowl of winter squash soup swirled with cream in front of him, and he pushed it away with a sigh. “Mère, that soap burns my skin for hours after I use it, and it only makes my face redder and more irritated.”

	“What a gniard” Gwen .said, shooting him the evil eye.

	He supposed calling him a brat was tame, considering her usual insults.

	‘At least tell me you did your father proud,” Mother demanded. “Did you hunt with the party?”

	“Yes, he did!”, George piped up, sniggering with every word. “He hunted down... and brought home... a maid.”

	Mère’s spoon clattered into her soup, and she nearly leapt out of her chair. “Gaston! This cannot be true!”

	Propriety was everything in her limited worldview. If one stepped a toe out of line, the repercussions could be insurmountable. Not only for the individual who broke the ever-changing laws of high society, but for their entire family as well. How many times had he heard that

	
Gwen’s future marriage depended on Gaston’s since he was the eldest? Not that she had suitors knocking down her door.

	Gaston opened his mouth to say he’d saved the girl in the forest. Then, remembering his resolve to change his ways, he folded his hands beneath the table and prepared to tell as much of a truth as he could manage. “Yes, Mère, we were beset by wolves and barely escaped with our lives.”

	‘And where is this maiden now?” asked Mother as she arched a sharp brow.

	“That’s the best part. He’s given her a position on the staff,” George cut in, slapping a hand against the table in his mirth.

	Water splashed and silverware clattered as Gaston clenched his hands until his knuckles nearly broke. Given the chance, he would drive a fist straight into George’s nose. “The girl’s name is Agatha, and she had nowhere else to go. Are we not to demonstrate Christian charity as Friar Vic always says?”

	‘You mean to say you’ve brought a homeless vagabond into our household?” Mother’s voice pitched into a near squeal. “She could be a criminal or a harlot, Gaston!”

	He rolled his eyes. “So benevolence is good for the people in the Bible, but it doesn’t apply to the upper class?”

	
“Gaston!” Father strode into the room at that inopportune moment. “Do not speak to your mèrein such a tone. Apologise, this instant.”

	When he looked up, his mother dabbed the corners of her eyes with her napkin, her chest heaving with unleashed tears. Honestly! The drama never ended. But he’d made some headway with his father on this trip, so he sat up straight and spoke the requisite words without any feeling, “I’m sorry, Mère.”

	She sobbed then, her words coming in squeaks and gasps. “What have I done to deserve... such treatment? I’ve done... everything... for you. My oldest... child... detests me!”

	She wasn’t far off.

	“Now look what you’ve done, Gas,” George mocked.

	“You’ve broken Mother.”

	“I seem to be good at it,” Gaston muttered under his breath, an odd mix of annoyance, shame and disappointment churning in his gut. As he’d stared down the ravenous wolf in the forest, his short, pathetic life passing before his eyes, he’d had delusions of redemption. He’d thought if he improved his attitude and attempted to change, it would be enough. What he hadn’t anticipated

	
was how hard it would be to demonstrate that change when everyone around him assumed the absolute worst.

	He took a deep breath, ready to say something... anything to stop his mother’s blubbering, when Father boomed, “Gaston, all your mèrelongs for in life is beauty and harmony. If you insist on being such a beast, you canleave this table at once.”

	Anger flared, the clarifying pain erasing his regret. “Gladly.” Gaston stood and tossed his napkin onto the table. If they wished to see a beast, he could show them. “Don’t allow me to ruin the beauty of your luncheon.” His voice had taken on an ugly tone, and he spun around to find Agatha staring at him from where she stood at the sideboard, her changeable eyes unreadable.

	His shoulders fell. He hadn’t realised she’d been in die room. Had she overheard his mother’s judgemental comments about her? Had she witnessed the entirety of his humiliation — the derision from those who should be the ones to accept him — and all his faults — unconditionally?

	Heat creeping up his neck, Gaston rushed from the room into the cool air of the corridor. He’d tried. He hadn’t lied about saving Agatha from die wolves. Couldn’t they see his good intentions? Understand that he wished to be something more than he’d been before? His own mother didn’t even care that he’d nearly perished.

	“Gaston, wait,” a voice hissed behind him before he could race up the stairs to hide in the haven of his suite.

	He turned to find Aggie, empty soup tureen in hand, hurrying towards him. As she neared, he was again struck by the glow of her face. Despite the worry that wrinkled her brows above an overly long nose, she was somehow more... appealing than before.

	Gastori stopped in an arched doorway, and when Aggie joined him in the shadows, he laughed as if making a joke. ‘An excellent example of familial devotion, are we not?”

	“I’m sorry they...” Her wide eyes filled with something like pity. “Your mèreshouldn’t say such tilings to you.”

	Nor I to her, Gaston thought as he shoved his hands into his pockets. “I’m sorry about what they said about you.”

	“That doesn’t bother me. They don’t know me in the least. But your father underestimates you completely,” Agatha insisted.

	Having someone on his side was an unusual feeling, and yet he did not want pity from this particular girl. He wanted her to smile at him and call him Gallant. See him as the hero of the story. Or the king who inspired the devotion of a master magician, like Arthur and Merlin.

	‘And your siblings!” Aggie continued. Her arms shook, the Hd of the soup tureen rattling dangerously.

	“Here,” Gaston reached out and took the large pot out of her trembling hands, stepping into the role of the knight. “Let me hold that for you.”

	She nodded and allowed him to take it.

	“We are not a loving family,” he explained. “For as long as I can remember, this house has been more battlefield than sanctuary.”

	“They are blind!” Aggie spat, her eyes blazing fire. “They should accept you for who you are... your gifts as well as your faults.”

	Gaston began to wonder if her anger stemmed from a shared experience rather than sympathy. He stepped closer and watched her face as he said, “You know what it’s like, don’t you? To be shunned by those closest to .you. Did it have to do with your... magic?”

	“My father.” She nodded and bit her bottom lip as if trying not to say more.

	An unexpected wave of empathy washed over Gaston and he stepped closer, until all that separated them was the pot he held. His voice pitched low, he shared a suspicion he’d never spoken aloud. “I’ve often wondered, if I looked like my brother... if somehow, I was more like

	
George... more athletic, taller and less ugly... if they would treat me like a son instead of a project to be fixed.”

	“Is that what you want?” she whispered.

	He nodded. “More than anything.”

	Her eyes grew wide and shimmery with unshed tears, and Gaston almost stepped away in the wake of his confession. Nearly shoved the pot back into her arms and ran. His own arms shook with the weight of the crockery, legs itching to move.

	Then Agatha blinked away the tears, and her jaw set in a firm line. Before Gaston could question her, she reached out and took his face in her palms. Their eyes locked as she whispered, “Hold still. Tins won’t hurt.”

	Won't hurt? That’s what the doctors and shamans and snake oil pharmacist always said just before puncturing his skin with needles or slathering him with ants. That had actually happened once - a medicine man from Africa had dumped a jar of fire ants onto his naked torso, claiming they were medicinal fairies that would eat the sores off his skin.

	Gaston jerked back, but Aggie held him fast as her gaze took on the glow of an aqua pool in die sunlight. He braced himself, determined to show bravery. Her thumbs brushed his cheeks, and tiny prickles danced across his skin. Then a burst of light forced his eyes closed, the effect more invigorating than painful; like the time he’d dunked his head into the lake midwinter on a dare. It wasn’t until after he’d pulled his head out and a brisk wind had frozen the water to his skin that he’d felt any discomfort.

	A chill swept him from head to toe, and his eyes popped open just as Agatha lowered her arms and fell against the wall, sliding down. Her thin shoulders slumped, head hanging as if it were too heavy on her neck.

	Gaston set the pot down on the floor and, fearing she would faint, took her by the shoulders. “Agatha, are you all right? What did you do to me?”

	When she didn’t respond, he bent down and searched her face. Her eyes were closed, cheeks pink and a slight smile turned up her lips. She appeared healthy enough. He gave her a gentle shake. “Aggie?”

	.She blinked and her mouth turned up in a full, closed-lipped smile as if she were caught in a wonderful dream.

	Footsteps echoed down the corridor, brisk with intention.

	Gaston’s heart leapt into his throat. If he were caught in a compromising position with a servant, his parents would ship him off to a school in Siberia. But he couldn’t just drop Agatha and leave her to her fate. Could he?

	The footsteps grew closer, and Gaston looped an arm around Aggie’s back and tried the doorknob. Locked. The arched doorway where they hid was at least a foot deep; if they were quiet and still, and luck were with them, the person may walk right past. He pushed his body against Aggie’s so they were smashed into the darkest corner of the archway.

	Gaston’s stomach roiled as the footsteps pounded in time with his heart.

	Please don't be Aubert or Father or Mother or, Lord

	forbid, George!

	Servants could be intimidated and Gweny could be bribed, but the rest of them would relish the opportunity to ruin his life. Aggie stirred in his arms and gave a low moan. He pressed his mouth to her ear. “Shhh...”

	The footfalls halted, and Gaston swore his heart stopped with them. Then he heard low voices.

	“Cook is ranting. Where is the new girl?”

	“I sent her back to the kitchen with the soup pot ten minutes ago!”

	“Perhaps she got lost?”

	“We better find her, or...”

	The voices faded, swallowed by the squeak of a cart

	Which meant the footmen were clearing the food from the luncheon. “Aggie!” he hissed, and released her to find her blinking up at him.

	away

	“You’re awake. Good. We have to go. My family is coming.” He stepped back. “Can you walk?”

	She nodded, her eyes still cast in waking dreams.

	So pretty. The thought came to Gaston spontaneously as he searched her radiant countenance.

	Her eyes ran over him, and a full smile broke out across her face. “It worked.”

	“What worked?” Gaston picked up the soup pot and shoved it back into her arms, just then remembering the sensation of his skin waking from a long sleep. He lifted a hand to his face, and what he felt weakened his knees. “What did you do to me?”

	Aggie smiled triumphantly. “I healed you.”

	

	CHAPTER 6  
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	OU DID what?” Gaston’s mouth dropped open, then clamped shut with an audible snap. “That’s why you nearly fainted, because you used your magic... on me?”

	Doubt extinguished the glimmer of joy in Agatha’s heart. Should she have asked him first? She supposed so, but she’d assumed he’d be thrilled at the change.

	Her shoulders slumped, and she stared down at a stain of bright orange on the soup tureen’s porcelain edge. She’d

	
wished to help. To extinguish a bit of Gaston’s pain and remove one of the barriers between him and his mother. She swiped at the creamed squash with her thumb to reveal the perfect surface beneath — just as she’d wiped Gaston s face clean of blemishes.

	Could that be wrong? To want to help? To heal?

	Still, she had acted impulsively. She raised her gaze, mouth open to apologise and found Gaston’s eyes wide with wonder as he ran his fingers over the new smooth surface of his skin. Then he smiled so wide he revealed his canine teeth.

	“You are miraculous’.” His voice echoed down the corridor. He winced and lowered his voice. “My mèrehas hired doctors and charlatans from all over the continent to try and fix my skin, to no avail. You did it in a matter of seconds’.”

	Agatha felt herself flush, unaccountably self-conscious.

	“It’s a matter of will and magic.”

	Chairs scraped across the floor, announcing that Gaston’s family would leave the dining room and enter the hallway at any moment. “I have to go,” Aggie said, and stepped out of the enclave.

	“Wait.” Gaston touched her shoulder. “How do I explain this to... everyone?”

	Agatha’s stomach dropped. She hadn’t thought of that. But voices from tire dining hall grew louder as the family approached the open doorway. If she and Gaston were seen together, it wouldn’t go well for either of them.

	She strode towards the servants’ staircase, half running, Gaston followed, close on hex- heels. They could not be seen together, and she would already face repercussions for not returning directly to the kitchen. Her words coming out in a rush, she said, “Hide for a few days and then tell your mother you used that horrid soap she was talking about.”

	'And what do you suggest I do locked in my chamber for days on end? Will you visit me?”

	“Read one of the thousands of books in this house.

	Your library is incredible!”

	Gaston opened the door for her, and she slipped inside. Three steps down, she realised he’d followed her. “When can I see you again?”

	She whirled around. “Gaston, it was kind of you to help me get this position, but it’s putting me at risk every time we speak to each other. I think it’s best if you keep your distance for a while. Tell your family you’re angry or sick or... I don’t know. But the longer you can keep them from seeing your face, the better.”

	“But... I have so many questions!”

	Questions Aggie was certain she didn’t know how to answer.

	“I have to go!” She raced down the stairs, leaving Gaston on the landing.

	Thankfully, this time, he didn’t follow.

	Aggie rushed towards the kitchen. Why did the house have to be so blasted big?

	***

	Earlier that morning, after she had travelled half the day, squeezed into a freezing carriage on a seat with little padding, she had ached to get out and walk. But the moment the horses had trotted into the drive, all her discomfort had fled at the sight of the Chateau de Beaumont and its turrets, lead glass windows and romantic balconies. Gaston lived in a castle!

	The carriage had swept past the palatial front doors to the staff entrance as Aggie stared agog at five storeys of grey stone and soaring blue slate roofs. One of the kitchen maids, who had never shared her name, stopped beside Aggie and remarked, “You’re a lucky girl, to stumble into working at the finest manor in the north of France. Most of us had to earn our positions here.”

	A housemaid with brilliant red hair had joined and replied loudly, “Oh, I think she earned it all right!”

	Cackles of laughter drifted around Aggie as the servants filed into the house. Face burning, she had followed, intending to find a place in the servants’ quarters to stash her precious bag of possessions. But Cook had snatched her out of the line and ordered her to begin work immediately. It turned out Cook managed the kitchen staff at the estate and was second in command only to an esteemed Persian chef, Auguste Grosjean, although no one called him anything but Chef.

	If Aggie had thought the hunting chalet’s kitchen large, it had nothing on the elaborate series of rooms connected to the back of the main estate. The larder was nearly the size of the cottage she grew up in, with an underground cold storage chamber, and shelves stocked to the ceiling There was a room specifically for baking and patisserie, the servants’ dining hall, and the ‘staging area’, where finished dishes were plated and garnished before being served to the family. The main kitchen shone with copper pots boiling with rich sauces and soups, steaming ovens roasting lamb, duck and turkey, the fragrances so decadent Aggie’s stomach had growled the moment she’d entered.

	Now, as she raced down the servants’ hallway, her legs weak, she wondered why she’d nearly fainted when using her magic to heal Gaston’s skin, and when she’d improved her own complexion. Yet the glimmer she’d used as a child had not adversely affected her.

	She knew the spell she’d used to stop the wolves had taken massive power, and yet she’d only collapsed for a moment. It didn’t make sense.

	But right now, she had a more immediate concern; Gook had ordered her to return to the kitchen posthaste directly after serving lunch. How long had she lingered with Gaston? Surely, the footmen had returned over a quarter of an hour ago. Without her.

	She broke into a dead run, a feeling of foreboding quickening her pulse. The only reason she’d been given leave to assist with the family’s luncheon.was because the other footmen were busy unpacking, and she happened to be the only maid around. Gook had made it dear that serving the family was a privilege she should not get used to.

	Aggie burst through the kitchen door to find the main room empty. She exhaled a sigh of relief, took the soup tureen into the small washroom and added it to the mountain of dishes she was sure waited just for her. As she rolled up her sleeves and reached for a fresh rag, the sound of animated chatter reached her ears. She dipped the first dish into the soapy water as laughter rang out. Aggie paused, realising it must be the other staff at luncheon.

	She hadn’t eaten all day, so she swiped the first dish clean, set it on the drying rack and rubbed her hands on her apron as she walked through the main kitchen towards the servants’ dining hall.

	“Who wants this sad little stuffed dog with the missing eye?” a female voice rang out as if conducting an auction.

	Aggie’s stomach clenched, and she walked faster. They couldn’t possibly be talking about her Leon. Could they?

	“I’ll take it! Ratty the barn cat will adore it!” a male voice responded.

	Aggie burst into the room to find at least a dozen staff gathered with all her worldly possessions strewn across the servants’ dining table like so much trash. “Stop! Thats mine” She raced over and pushed her way to the table, reaching for her satchel.

	Aggie grabbed for a leather-bound book passed down to her and signed by her mother and grandmama, only to have it snatched away by the fiery-haired housemaid. “I had my eye on this. I adore...” She looked at the cover, blinking large peridot-green eyes.

	‘^Shakespeare, Emilie,” a footman stage-whispered in the pretty maid’s ear.

	Emilie lifted her chin. “Yes, I love Shakespeare.

	Anger rose in Agatha’s chest. Emilie couldn’t even read, arid she was stealing Aggie’s book! The glimmer swept out of hiding and buzzed over her skin.

	“I’ll take these ribbons. They’ll look lovely woven in my hair on festival day, don’t you agree?” A black-haired servant blinked up at the underbutler, James.

	‘Absolutely,” he affirmed with a grin.

	“Please!” Aggie begged. A kind travelling peddler had given her the ribbons when she’d gone into town to get groceries for her and her father. It had been the one-year anniversary of her mother leaving, and the gift had brought her solace. “Give me my things back. They’re... they’re all I have.” Aggie clenched her hands into fists, knowing-that if she exposed her magic she would, at the very least, lose her position and the protection it provided her. Being accused of practising witchcraft meant certain death.

	“Finders keepers,” a girl sang as she snatched Aggie’s pincushion off the table and dropped it in her apron pocket. It was only a sad-looking little tomato stuffed with beans, but Aggie had made it with Maman as her first sewing project.

	Tears welled in Agatha’s eyes as the realisation washed over her - they were not going to return her possessions.

	She threw herself forwards and gathered what little was left on the table; a tablet 6f paper, her quill with a striped feather and an empty perfume bottle that still smelt like her mother.

	“What is this?” a deep voice boomed as Aggie gathered her last few belongings inside her apron.

	The group of servants snapped to attention and spun around in near unison.

	“Monsieur Aubert, sir,” a footman rushed to say. ‘Just a bit of fun with the new girl, sir.”

	She’d heard the name enough to know Monsieur Aubert was the esteemed butler. His position was above even that of the formidable Madame Burgundy. The man was tall, with a hawkish nose and dark skin. He wore a pristine white wig that tied in a tail at the back of his neck. If anyone could help her get her possessions back, it was this man. She opened her mouth to address him, but a hard pinch on her upper arm caused her complaint to come out as a squeak.

	“If you tattle on them now, they will never accept you,” a female voice whispered in Aggie’s ear.

	Aggie glanced over to see a new arrival: a girl with a delicate face and hair like spun gold swept into an elegant chignon. She wore a servant’s gown in a drab blue serge, but the garment was tailored to perfection, and she wore no apron or frilled cap upon her head. The girl’s winged brows crinkled over pale blue eyes as she gave her head a slight shake.

	Unsure who to trust, Aggie turned back to find the butler, hands clamped behind his back, scanning each face individually, until his razor-sharp gaze landed upon Agatha. She swallowed and endeavoured to blink away her tears.

	“You must be Agatha de Villeneuve,” Monsieur Aubert said.

	Aggie nodded vigorously, not trusting her voice.

	“Madame Burgundy tells me you and Master Gaston were set upon by wolves near Chalet de Carrière, and upon saving you, the young sir offered you a position.”

	A few intakes of breath followed the butler’s statement. Although only partly true, Agatha didn’t dare contradict the man, so she remained silent. He rocked back on his heels, and deep silence enveloped the room, only broken by a lid rattling on a boiling pot in the next room.

	The girl in the blue dress gave Agatha a nudge, making her realise a response was expected.

	“Er... yes, sir,” Agatha said, her voice stronger than she thought possible.

	“Welcome to Chateau de Beaumont, Agatha.” The formidable buder’s eyes softened around the corners. “Anyone recommended by the young master is good enough for me.”

	Agatha dropped into an awkward curtsy as she held her apron together with one hand, her face flushed as all eyes in the room bore into her.

	“Now.” Monsieur Aubert clapped his hands. “Let’s all get back to work. I don’t suppose this house will run itself.”

	Many spun away with mumbles of “No, sir,” “Yes, sir,” and “Right away sir.”

	Despairing, Agatha realised they were taking her things with them. She turned to follow Emilie, the maid who had taken her book of Shakespeare’s sonnets, when Monsieur Aubert said, “Lenore, please show Agatha to the room behind the south chimney.”

	“Yes, sir,” Lenore, the girl in the blue dress, replied with a duck of her head.

	“’Tis a tiny room, I’m afraid, Agatha,” the butler said. “But it is the only servants’ room available at present.”

	“It will do just fine, I’m sure,” Aggie replied, mimicking the long nod Lenore had given the stately gentleman. Although gentleman didn’t seem the proper word for him the man appeared far too dignified to be considered a servant.

	“Let’s be off, then,” Lenore said as she looped an arm through Aggie’s. “Thank you, Monsieur Aubert.”

	Hastily, Lenore led Aggie towards the servants’ staircase. Once they were out of earshot of the butler, Aggie stopped and pulled her arm from Lenore’s. “I have to get my things back.”

	“Oh, no, you don’t,” Lenore corrected, and caught Aggie’s hand tight. “If you go after them now, they will find a way to get you dismissed. Best to wait it out.”

	“But—”

	“No buts.” Lenore tugged on her arm, her voice soft but insistent. “Let me help you.”

	That did it. It had been so long since anyone offered her kindness. All the fight drained out of Aggie as if she were a punctured balloon, leaving her deflated. She allowed the girl to lead her up three more flights of stairs, into a dim hallway and to a locked door. Lenore' pulled out an iron key and said, “This is the women’s domicile. The door is to remain locked at all times. No men are allowed in this wing.”

	Once inside, the corridor became even more narrow, the only light streaming in from windows at each end. When Lenore locked the door behind them, Aggie asked, “Do I get a key?”

	“I’m afraid not.” The slender girl bustled down the corridor, forcing Aggie to trail behind.

	“Then how will I get to my room?”

	“Each evening myself or Madame Burgundy will open the doors after work hours.” She paused by a closed door. “This is the women’s garderobe. Part of your job as the scullery maid will be to wake before dawn and bring up hot water from the kitchen fire for the female staff’s ablutions.”

	“How will I know when to wake up?” At home, the cockerel crow woke her every morning.

	“There is a small clock set with an alarm in each room. I will show you how to set it.” She spoke with refinement and walked with long, confident strides. Clearly, she was part of the staff, but not a housemaid or kitchen maid.

	“What do you do here, Lenore?”

	“I’m lady’s maid to Mademoiselle Gwenaelle. Speaking of which, I must hurry, she wishes for me to ready her for afternoon calls.” Lenore finally stopped at a small door at the end of the hallway, cut off by the roofline at an angle. She had to duck to get through.

	
Aggie, though not as tall as Lenore, was still forced to tilt her head to get through the odd little door. Inside, Lenore struck a match, and a lantern blazed to life. The chamber had no windows, and the walls slanted so severely that one could only stand straight up in the middle of the room. A cot with a single blanket and pillow rested beneath one of the eaves and a rough-hewn chest of drawers was tucked under the other. A straight-backed chair with a frayed straw seat doubled as a bedside table, the promised clock resting upon it.

	“Don’t worry. You won’t be in here much.” Lenore turned in a circle with a frown. “Cook will keep you busy enough that you’ll fall into bed every eve without much thought.”

	Aggie set her paper, quill and perfume bottle on the dresser, and then dropped her empty satchel to the floor. At least at the cottage, she’d had freedom to read a book when Father was in the fields, or walk to town for supplies. This felt more like a prison than a home. “Do we get any free time at all?”

	“I’m afraid in your position, it isn’t much. As the scullery, you’ll receive every fourth Saturday off unless there’s a dinner party, in which case you’ll get a half day Sunday.” Lenore must have seen the slump of Aggie’s

	
shoulders because her voice pitched up as she said, “Work your way up to a kitchen prep maid or housemaid and you’ll get every other Friday.”

	“What about you? How did you get your position?” Lenore asked.

	Lenore wound the clock and focused on the moving- hands. “I was a schoolmate of Gwenaelle’s. But then my mere passed, and my father was thrown into debtors’ prison for gambling away our fortune. My home and all our possessions were stripped away.” She glanced up then, her eyes oddly blank when she said, “Mademoiselle Gwenaelle was kind enough to offer me a position.”

	“I see.” It was all Aggie could think to say. Lenore had been an aristocrat, Gwenaelle’s equal, until she wasn’t any more. She supposed everyone had their own cross to bear.

	“A word of advice?” Lenore asked.

	When Aggie nodded, the regal maid continued, “You are well-spoken and educated — clearly not of the servant class. That is partially why the staff resents your presence, besides your obvious favour with the young lord. Most of them despised me as well when I first arrived. I couldn’t understand it until I learnt many of them are Second- or third-generation servants who inherited their positions here.”

	"Inherited?”

	“Yes, their parents and grandparents worked for the family. Some of them began running errands and doing light chores at as young as ten years of age.”

	Agatha blinked in wonder. She’d seen a few children running around outside when they’d arrived, but she hadn’t given much thought to who they were or why they were there. What must it be like to grow up in service to others? To never know a different life? Not to have had the opportunity to learn to read and write?

	Lenore handed Aggie the alarm clock and said, “The others worked their way up in lesser households until they were qualified to serve the aristocracy.”

	“They seem to have great regard for Gaston and his family.”

	Lenore paused. “I would not call it regard — more respect. There is an invisible line between die family and the staff. They may treat us any way tiiey wish, and we are still required to show them deference and gratitude. Most who work here view it as a great honour.”

	“Washing dishes from sunrise to sundown is far from honourable,” Aggie muttered, and placed die tiny clock on the chair beside her cot.

	“Perhaps not, but do try to defer to die staff’s knowledge and speak as if you’re one of them. Perhaps some of your possessions will be returned to you. In time.”

	In time. The staff didn’t see her as one of them because she wasn’t. In fact, they had ho idea who they were dealing with. The glimmer fizzled, and she clenched her fists against it. Her treasures would be returned to her one way or another. But she did not wish to offend the only person who’d been kind to her, so she gave a nod of assent. “1’11 try.”

	“Now.” Lenore picked up her skirt and pivoted on her heel, the grace of her upbringing apparent in every movement. “Let’s return to our duties before Battle-axe Burgundy has a reason to chop us both!”

	Later that evening, Aggie gathered the dinner dishes and placed them on a tray to be washed. She’d missed the staff dinner, and her stomach grumbled. A whole buttered roll, left on a plate, called to her to take a taste. Slowly, she lifted the roll, licked her lips and then dropped it onto the cart. Madame Burgundy had told her the staff were never permitted to eat the family’s leftovers.

	After she’d cleared the table, she moved to the sideboard where the evening’s dessert had been laid out. The individual parfaits Chef had made were gone, as were the biscuits and tea. But a small plate of truffles remained. Mounds of white chocolate topped with walnuts, light chocolate dusted with pink sugar, and her favourite, dark bonbons sprinkled with sea salt, were arranged in an enticing pyramid. As a child, Maman would gift Aggie a box of dark chocolate truffles filled with caramel every Christmas.

	Her mouth watered. She could almost feel the snap of the chocolate in her teeth as the soft caramel oozed onto her tongue. So much had been taken from her. How could this bit of comfort be wrong? She reached out, but as her fingers touched the bonbon, a voice froze her in place.

	“Those are not for the staff.”

	Aggie spun around to find George leaning in the open doorway. Her stomach dropped. “I wasn’t—”

	George strode towards her with intent, a menacing scowl on his face. “I saw the longing in your eyes, girl. You overstep.”

	Did-he mean with the chocolates, or did he know about her friendship with Gaston? She stepped back, lowered her head and moved to the cart. “I’ll just be getting this to the kitchen.”

	But as she passed George, he gripped her upper arm

	
and hissed, “Gaston may have got you your position here, but I can have you dismissed and thrown out on the street just as quickly.”

	Trembling, Aggie’s glimmer flared, but she tamped it down. If George found out she had magic, she’d likely find herself chained to a stake by morning.

	With as much deference as she could muster, she dipped

	her head and said, “Yes, your lordship.”

	“That’s more like it,” George purred as he released her arm.

	Aggie practically flew back to the kitchen.

	***

	Fingers raw, her right knuckles bleeding through a thin bandage from the hot water and harsh dish soap, Aggie huddled on a crate behind the kitchen and stared up at the twinkling stars. Cold wind sliced through her thin dress, but she welcomed the chill that drove away the numbness in her limbs. Cook and the kitchen maids watched her so closely that she hadn’t dared use her magic.

	She’d washed dishes for so many hours over the past few days that she’d begun to imagine the china and

	cutlery were singing to her, the pots and pans thumping

	a warning tune. Run away, Aggie.

	Use your magic to make a life for yourself. Run away, Aggie, from the harsh soap and stinging water. Run from the ache in your shoulders and the mean maids and fiendish footmen. Find a new life...

	But how? Where? Could she disappear in Paris? Blend into the streets of Rome? She wasn’t even sure how to get to such places. She leant her head back against the stone wall, wrapped her left hand around her right fingers and the glimmer flared. The skin on her knuckles mended, and Aggie smiled, a tiny buzz lifting her spirits. Healing her fingers didn’t drain her energy, in fact, it had the opposite effect. The questions kept piling up.

	Was it magic performed on herself that didn’t weaken her? She would need to find out, because she knew what she wanted to do with her life. Gaston’s wondrous expression after she’d cleared his skin still warmed her chest even days later. To help others, to heal, to make their burden lighter; that was what she wished to do with her magic. Could she set up shop as a healer, or would the very folks she helped send her to the stake as a witch? Even an accusation of magic could lead to her execution. She’d heard the stories.

	Besides, women could not purchase or own property by law. If she were a man...

	Aggie sat up straighter.

	She could be, couldn’t she? What if she became a man temporarily? Could she perform such a transformation? Honestly she would have no idea where to begin, not to mention how to overcome the drain on her energy.

	She exhaled into the air, her breath visible in the cold. She needed training, someone to guide her and tell her the rules of this incredible gift she possessed. She needed Maman. Her mother had acted as healer in their village. People had travelled from miles around to their cottage begging for Maman’s services. But she’d had to be cautious: a healing gone wrong could lead to rumours, and rumours were deadly to their kind.

	Even as Aggie ached for the guidance her mother would provide, she’d never understood her more. She could see for the first time what had alienated her maman and must have driven her mad. All this miraculous power bottled up inside with no release no real purpose. It was terribly vexing.

	“There you are!” a voice whispered in the dark.

	Aggie jumped to her feet.

	Gaston emerged from the shadows with a wide smile. “Didn’t mean to scare you.”

	Agatha clutched her chest and leant back against the cool wall. “I think I just died a little.”
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	“Are you hiding out here?” he asked as he shoved his hands into his pockets.

	“Shouldn’t you be?” Aggie questioned. “It’s only been two days. How did you get out here unseen?”

	“I sneaked through the conservatory.” Gaston lifted a deep hood over his head and wiggled his brows. “In disguise.” Gaston lowered his cowl, pulled a box from his pocket and handed it to her.

	She took the white box- tied with silver ribbons and raised her eyes in question.

	“Chocolates for you.” Gaston shrugged. “I overhead George telling his friends what happened after dinner. I’m sorry I wasn’t there to defend you.”

	Aggie’s heart stalled and then skipped ahead. “You brought this for me?”

	“Yes.” His lips tilted in an embarrassed smile.

	“Thank you, Gallant,” Aggie breathed as she placed the box carefully in her apron pocket. After the day she’d had, his thoughtfulness felt like a balm to her soul.

	She blinked away tears, and Gaston peered into her face. “You look tired.”

	“I’m all right. Just needed some air after...” After having my precious belongings stolen by a bunch of voracious crows, being harassed by your brother and then

	
washing dishes for eight hours straight. She swallowed the complaint, which she knew would sound ungrateful. Especially after his thoughtful gift.

	“After working your fingers to the bone?” Gaston gestured to the crate. “Sit.”

	Grateful, Aggie nodded and perched on the edge of the empty box. Gaston sat beside her. Neither speaking, they both stared into the sky. The silence between them felt surprisingly soothing.

	“I did not have the chance to thank you,” Gaston said. “When I saw myself in the looking glass, I could not believe it. I scarce recognised my ugly mug.” He ran a hand over his now-smooth cheek and laughed. But Aggie detected a bitter tinge to his mirth.

	She turned to him and stared at her handiwork. Where before there had been angry red bumps and pustules dotting his cheeks, nose and forehead, now there was only smooth, glowing skin. He had a light complexion with a bit of a gold undertone, and for the first time, she noticed the elite dimple in his chin.

	Hands fluttering, she looked away and said, “I like to help others.”

	Gaston cleared his throat and looked at her curiously. “Why wouldn’t you help me with the hunt for the wolves when I asked, but then you healed my skin? Surely, if you could heal my skin, you could’ve enchanted a bow or a rifle? I don’t understand.”

	Could he really not see the difference? Aggie shook her head. She supposed he couldn’t. No one in his life had demonstrated compassion or basic consideration for others. “At the chalet, you did not ask for my assistance. You demanded it.”

	Gaston’s brows drew together.

	“Furthermore,” Aggie said. “You wanted to use my magic for your own gain. When I healed your skin, it was using my power for something positive. And it was my choice to do so.”

	Gaston shifted towards her, his head tilted to one side. “But when you assisted me with the dart game, that wasn’t helpful to anyone but me, and it humiliated my brother.” His mouth curved on one side. “Not that I’m not grateful. The look on his face was priceless.”

	How could she explain that she’d acted rashly during the game at the chalet? That it had started with her helping Gaston’s darts to fly straight and ended with her forcing George’s last shot to miss. It had felt good at the time, seeing the arrogant sot brought low.

	Aggie squirmed and tucked her skirts tighter around

	
her legs. Perhaps she’d been too eager to use her newly discovered powers to help the first friend she’d had in a long while. But she did not wish to make a habit of it.

	“Gaston, stopping those wolves was the first time I’ve Use my power in years.”

	His eyes widened, and he opened his mouth to speak.

	Aggie rushed on. “I did not like the way your brother arid his friends condescended to you at the hunting lodge. Brit I felt terrible about it afterwards. I had a long time to think about it on the carriage ride today, and I’ve realised that I only wish to use my magic for good, for healing and helping. And only when I choose to do so.”

	Gaston’s gaze locked on hers, his eyes like moonlit pools of deep blue as his warm fingers wrapped around hers. “I understand, and I respect your decision.”

	Agatha blinked at him, this aristocratic boy whose life had been as hard as hers, perhaps, albeit in vastly different ways. She squeezed his hand, and like a candlewick taking flame, slowly, softly, her frozen heart flared to life. The part of herself she’d protected under lock and key — not only her magic, but her soul.

	As she stared into his eyes, she saw the good there. She could see the potential simmering just below the surface; his true self locked inside a battered and tarnished shell.

	
She could see the person he wished to be, who he should’ve always been – Gaston theGallant. More than anything else. Aggie wished to meet that boy who would’ve flourished if he’d had his family’s acceptance and love.

	For a moment, Aggie felt as if she were floating. She had the power to make that man a reality, and he had the means to help her find her freedom.

	A smile spread across Agatha’s face. “I have a proposition for you, Gallant.”

	
CHAPTER 7

	GASTON

	THE REALISATION had hit Gaston moments before; if he hoped to use Agatha’s powers for his own means, he would need to make her believe it was her idea. Appeal to her empathy and play the humble,^downtrodden boy who needed her to lead him to the light. He hadn’t expected her to fall in line so quickly.

	He smiled back; he was truly enjoying their interaction. The feel of her delicate hand in his. Her searching gaze that reflected the hope he wished to feel. With a low chuckle, he said, "I don’t believe I’ve ever been propositioned before. Let’s hear it.”

	Agatha took a deep breath and pushed a strand of brown hair off her forehead. “Well, I can help you... er...” She looked down at their linked hands. “Become the man you wish to be, physically. I have that power.”

	“I don’t understand.” He feigned innocence. “I thought you only wanted to use your magic to heal people?”

	Her head whipped up, and he met her gaze unflinching even as his heart stopped cold at what he saw there. “I want to help people who cannot help themselves^-But you will need to do the work to transform internally as well.”

	Gaston stared at Aggie as if she’d sprouted an extra head. He held no magic to change himself. “Meaning?” ..

	“I will use my magic to alter your physical appearance, just as I cleared your skin earlier.” She inhaled and then said in a rush, “But you must prove yourself worthy by showing me that you are working on who you are inside, as I work on what others see. Before each transformation, you must perform an act of altruism.”

	Gaston’s heart kick-started and began to race faster than his careening thoughts. “I...” He swallowed
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	hard. Altruism implied a nobility he wasn’t sure he possessed. Could he perform such an act to her satisfaction?

	When he’d seen his face in the mirror, clear of the red spots and painful sores, his skin clear and healthy, it was like seeing his real self for the first time. As if he’d worn a mask that he’d finally been able to remove.

	The cost would be worth the reward.

	He stared hard at this enchanted girl, who had fallen into his life like an angel, warmth igniting deep in his chest. “You would do that... for me?”

	Her face softened. “Yes, Gaston. There are kind people in this world, and you need to learn that. Find the part of you that wishes to give of yourself and...”

	What was she talking about? Visions of towering over George,finally the elder brother in stature and handsomeness and skill as well as in age, danced through his mind. Gaston couldn’t wait to shove George’s sneering face in a pile of cow dung as his loving brother had once done to him in an attempt ‘to cure his ugly5.

	He realised Aggie was still speaking.

	. to become noble in spirit as well as birthright.” Gaston shook his head to clear it of deliciously vengeful

	
plots. "What does this have to do with you making more changes to my appearance? Making me as tall and handsome as George?”

	Agatha grasped both his hands and squeezed hard. “Gaston, I need you to hear me loud and clear. I have conditions.”

	“I’m listening.”

	“You will perform a philanthropic deed of my choosing, and if you succeed, I will transform you, piece by piece, until you are the strong, attractive man you wish to be. Your family won’t be suspicious if we do it gradually. But in order for the transfiguration to become permanent, you must prove that you have become honourable at heart by your next birthday, or the enchantments will reverse completely”

	His face flushed, excitement rushing in his veins. He wanted the transformation, but it had to be permanent. The thought of achieving his dream and then losing it terrified him... more than failing to achieve the dream at all. “My twentieth birthday is only a month away. Does that give us enough time?”

	“That is entirely up to you and how much you are willing to truly change.” Her expression didn’t alter as her eyes flashed, a soft wind fluttering strands of hair around her glowing face.

	Gaston was equal parts captivated and terrified.

	His muscles tightened, and he braced to pull away from her suddenly cold touch. Who was this woman? The lost girl who’d saved him in the forest seemed far removed from the young sorceress who sat before him now, laying but his future in no uncertain terms. When he finally spoke, his voice emerged in a harsh whisper. “You said you had conditions. Are there more? What’s in this bargain for you?”

	Without hesitation, she said, “Once I’ve fulfilled my end of our contract, you will establish me in a house of my choosing so that I may open a healing practice.”

	That was all? Secure her a home in exchange for magic that would transform him from a sickly boy into a strong, powerful man? He sprang up and bounced from foot to foot. “I agree! How do we seal our pact?”

	She rose slowly, the first trace of hesitation crossing her face. “I suppose we can shake hands.”

	Gaston thrust out his hand, and when she took it, he declared, “I vow to perform good deeds to earn magical... er... enhancements. And in exchange, I will buy you a house of your choosing...” He trailed off, unsure what else to say. He would have promised her a castle made of diamonds.

	She nodded. ‘And I will approve these good deeds that you perform. For each one you complete successfully and with enthusiasm, I will magically change one part of your physical appearance.” Her eyes swirled like turquoise seas lapping at an indigo shore, and an unpleasant jolt buzzed through their linked hands as she said, “However, if you do not prove to me that your heart is honourable by your twentieth birthday, all transformations will reverse.” Each word rang out like an incantation, binding him to her sorcery.

	Anxious to get on with it, Gaston squeezed her hand and said, “I make my solemn vow.”

	“As do I.” As Aggie spoke the words, a tickle of heat zipped into Gaston’s fingers. Ribbons of glittering light burst from Aggie’s chest and swirled around him. Each vivid coloured strand dissolved into his flesh with a flash of cold, like frost. His head buzzed and tingled like tiny wings flapping against his brain.

	He tugged his hand from hers and stumbled back a step. “Was that... normal?”

	Aggie shook out her fingers, her eyes wide as she replied, “I don’t know. I’ve never done anything like this before.”

	
The statement should’ve given Gaston pause, yet he could not give caution any credit in this case. He was far too excited to move forward with their deal. He’d yet to see any of his family members since Aggie had healed him two days prior. He’d claimed he felt ill, which was no stretch considering his history, and had asked all meals be brought to his room. Of course none of his family members had come to check on him. He could hardly wait to see the look on his family’s faces when they saw his beautiful complexion.

	And it wasbeautifi.il. Aggie had not only cleared away the sores and redness but given his skin a radiance it hadn’t possessed even in his youth. As long as Gaston could remember, his skin had such a sallow tinge that people were constantly asking him if he felt well. It was beyond annoying, and he’d fallen into die habit of turning the question around on them.

	Dm fine. Do you feel all light? You look rather poorly.

	Or he would fake a cough and give diem a detailed account of how the servants were all hacking up blood, and die consumption wreaking havoc on the household. That sent them on their way postilaste. Most never asked him how he felt again, good or otherwise.

	Aggie sat back down on the crate, and her shoulders slumped. Fearing she might faint, he rushed to her side. “Are you all right? How can I help?”

	"I’m fine.” She straightened up and offered a small smile. “I didn’t expect that to draw so much out of me. Our oath, I mean.”

	Gaston sat beside her. “So, when can we start? What’s my first assignment?”

	Aggie swiped a hand over die top of her head and removed her frilled servant’s cap. Her light brown hair matted against her temples. “I’m tempted to make you wash all my dishes for a day while I sit with my feet propped up, reading a novel.”

	Gaston laughed uproariously. Then cut himself off. “Wait, are you serious? I’ll do it, gladly.”

	She chuckled. “I wish, but the staff would retaliate by killing me in my sleep.” Her eyes clouded over, all the sparkle drained away. She stood abruptly. “I need to get to bed. Four-thirty comes early.”

	Gaston stood as well. “When—”

	“Give your family a few days to adjust to this...” She waved her hand in a circle in front of his face, an enigmatic smile playing around her lips. “Then send for me. It will take a direct summons from the family to excuse me from my duties.”

	With that, she whirled on her heel, rushed through the kitchen door and out of sight like some sort of fairy or guardian angel from legend.

	Gaston shoved his hands in his pockets and turned to make his way back to the conservatory door, whistling. He must have done something right in his life to have earned this extraordinary girl’s favour. Inside the humid warmth of the plant sanctuary, he plucked a ripe orange off a potted tree and dug his finger into the peel. A burst of summer sun and sweet citrus filled his nose. The fruits were grown for the Christmas fair for orphaned and destitute children, and strictly off-limits, but they were Gaston’s favourite, lie made his way through the conservatory, munching on forbidden fruit.

	His grandparents had set up the annual charity event decades ago, and Gaston’s parents felt obliged to continue it, although Maman had turned the event into a masquerade ball that doubled as the social event of the year. Gaston removed the pocket watch from his cloak and Sipped open the lid. The words Grand-père had said to him when he’d given Gaston the watch rushed back to his mind. Tou’re not like the others in this family, Gaston. They may see you as weak, but you've learnt internal strength and perseverance through your hardship. That will pay off someday.

	¡Lounging on a bench beside a tinkling fountain that fed a pond full of plump koi fish, he bit into the bright, tart orange flesh. Gould this be the time for his reward? Was his fortune finally changing? Perhaps facing down the beasts in die woods had turned his life around. In that moment, he’d wished for a second chance. Had providence shined upon him? Or had his grandfather sent a blessing in the form of a benevolent sorceress?

	Gaston smiled and whispered into the darkness, “Thanks, Grand-père. I won’t squander this chance.”

	He tossed an orange seed into die pond and watched twenty fish writhing, mouths gaping as they fought for the same morsel. That would no longer be his lot — settling for the scraps of his parents’ attention. Squashed under George’s boots at every opportunity. Upstaged by Gwenaelle’s dramatics.

	He stood and tossed the orange peel into the water, the koi destroying the evidence of his transgression. Perhaps he did not need to know why or how this great fortune had befallen him.

	A smile bloomed from deep in his soul.

	Regardless of how it came about, he would take full advantage of this chance to make die people in his life pay for how they’d treated him.

	
PART 2
HEART'S DESIRE

	The mirror is a worthless invention.

	The only way to truly see yourself is in
the reflection of someone else’s eyes.

	- Voltaire

	
CHAPTER 8

	GASTON

	FOUR EXCRUCIATINGLY long days later, Gaston W stood beside Aggie in Tolmar’s market, his toes ■ and nose prickling with cold, as they searched for an opportunity for him to ‘do good’. Before leaving the château, he’d donned some old clothes his valet - who he’d warned to keep quiet — had found in a donation pile in the servants’ quarters, and he wore a cap pulled low over his brow. The only part of the ensemble that came from his own closet were his boots. He hoped the disguise would protect his identity. The last thing he needed were questions from his family about why he would spend time with one of the maids. Particularly this maid.

	Despite tlie cold, villagers gathered around stalls selling meat pies, hot coffee, roasted nuts and various handmade trinkets. A lone violinist played a merry tune as people tossed coins into his upturned hat. As shoppers bustled around die square with big smiles, choosing the perfect gifts, Gaston realised that Christmas was only a month away.

	He’d never cared much for Christmas - it just meant more time with his family. But now an idea sparked, and Gaston tugged Agatha towards a booth displaying knitted shawls, afghans and hats. As they approached, he pointed to a sgt of pale pink winter mittens and a matching beret with a fuzzy pom-pom on top. “I can buy this for Mère.”

	Aggie raised a dubious brow.

	“Any mother would appreciate such a thoughtful gift from her son,” the old woman in the stall prompted, huddled beneath a mountain of her creations, knitting needles clacking away in her misshapen, clawlike hands.

	“Your wares are lovely, madame,” Aggie said as she ran her hand over a fluffy white blanket. The woman had long
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	grey hair, streaked with white. She looked plump but not overly so, her face pillowy and nondescript.

	“Thank you, dear. Using one’s gifts unselfishly makes all the difference.”

	Aggie stared at the lady as if she’d seen a ghost.

	“What’s your name, dear?” the woman asked, knitting needles slowing.

	“Agatha.” She paused for a moment, then gripped Gaston’s arm and whispered, “Gan you picture Lady Sylviane wearing the likes of this? Under any circumstances?”

	Gaston’s shoulders fell. “Of course not.” Mère would give whatever he bought here to one of the servants, just as she’d done with most of his other gifts throughout the years.

	“Let’s move on,” Aggie said, tugging him away by the sleeve.

	They stopped at the next stall, and Gaston glanced over his shoulder at the old woman but saw nothing amiss. “What happened back there?”

	“Nothing.” Aggie shrugged. “Buying such a gift is not a sacrifice for one with so much wealth.”

	“Who said anything about a sacrifice?” Gaston said in mock outrage. He knew what she meant, but he longed to

	
tug the rare smile from her lips. “Because I draw the line at murder. Unless it is one of those beasts that attacked us.

	I could get behind that.”

	She did smile then, even chuckled as she glanced at him over her shoulder. Gaston’s heart gave an extra beat, and he rushed to follow her to the next booth. Had her teeth been that straight before? He didn’t remember noting their uncommon, pearly hue. Nor the golden streaks in her hair that caught the sunlight. Strands escaped her braid, curling around her face becomingly.

	Shocked that he hadn’t thought of it before, he rushed to her side and whispered, “Did you change your hair and your teeth... with magic?”

	Pink suffused her cheeks. “I... ah... Yes, just a little.”

	“I don’t blame you,” Gaston rushed to say. “If I were you, I wouldn’t stop until I was the most beautiful maiden in the land.”

	Certain that last part didn’t come out right, Gaston fumbled to pull coins from his pocket and rushed to a bakery cart. “Two croissants, please.”

	“Certainly.” The baker plucked two pastries wrapped in paper from a steaming drawer. “These are fresh from the oven, your lordship.”

	
CHAPTERS

	Gaston tried not to immediately react as he took the confections, and said, “Merci. 33

	No one ever recognised him as part of the gentry unless he was with his parents. How could the man recognise him in peasant garb? Perhaps his healed skin had removed more than one type of mask. When he’d finally come down - to dine with the family that week, claiming his illness had passed, Mère had dropped her butter knife with a loud clatter. Gaston had lifted his hand before she could ask and told her he’d used the carbolic soap for the past several days. His mother had declared the physician who’d prescribed it a miracle worker and vowed to send him a bonus. Gweny had stared at him across the table throughout the meal, and George had made a crack about his unblemished skin not making him any better looking. Father had ignored the entire exchange, his head stuck in a copy of the Paris Gazette.

	Eager to get his next transformation underway Gaston rushed to catch up with Agatha and handed her the warm croissant.

	She glanced up at his face and then at the pastry then back at him again. “You bought this for me?”

	“Oui.33 He thrust it towards her. “Eat it while it’s still hot.” Aggie took the warm parcel and then turned and
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	walked away, but not before Gaston saw her cheeks flush.

	Confused, Gaston rushed to catch up. “It’s just a pastry. ”

	“Oh—” Aggie had bitten into the croissant, and as she chewed, her eyes widened. “This is the most delicious confection—” She cut herself off as she took another huge bite.

	His own pastry forgotten, Gaston watched as Aggie devoured hers in two more bites, flaky crumbs flying. He snorted. “Never had a croissant before?”

	She shook her head, eyes shining. “No. It was so buttery... with all those delicate layers. I wonder if I could conjure such a thing!”

	“Here. You won’t have to try.” Gaston handed her his and led her to a bench outside the tailor shop. He’d much rather watch her enjoy it than eat it himself. Which surprised him. Giving to others had never brought him joy in the past. But something about this girl tugged at his heart and brought out the best in him.

	She sat beside him and took the patisserie with reverence.

	He grinned. “Consider this my good deed.”

	She took a small bite and shut her eyes. “Very funny.”
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	This time, she ate the pastry slowly, licking the butter from her lips after each taste.

	Gaston cleared his throat, unable to tear his gaze away. “You have the cutest freckles across your nose.”

	She blinked at him in surprise. “I do?”

	His disguise made him brave, and he reached out to touch the little spots that branched out across her nose and cheeks. “They’re very charming.” His voice pitched low as he withdrew his hand, a zing tracing up his finger where he’d touched her.

	“Thank you,” she said softly, and stared down at the last piece of croissant.

	Suddenly, he didn’t want their day together to end. “Tell me how things are going in the house. Are the other staff members treating you well?”

	Aggie’s lips compressed, and then she stuffed the last of the pastry into her mouth, muttering, “Yes, fine.”

	“Do you think leaving the house will cause trouble for you?” He’d had Gwen’s maid request that Aggie accompany them.in to town, when really Gwen was going to visit a friend.

	“I’m sure I’ll get questions about why Gwen requested me specifically.” She waved a hand. “But I can handle a

	
few questions. Especially if it gets me out of the kitchen for a few hours.”

	“And your room? How is that? I’ve never visited the servants’ quarters.” Gaston’s arm inched around the back of the bench behind her. He no longer felt cold.

	She rolled her eyes as she answered, “My room is small and stuffed beneadi the eaves of the house. I can barely stand upright.” She laughed dismissively. “But at least it’s a private chamber.”

	“You can’t stand up?” Gaston’s spine straightened. “You aren’t even very tall.”

	“Very observant of you to notice, Gallant.”

	Aggie’s smile tugged out one of his own. Their gazes locked, and heat surged in Gaston’s chest.

	Unsure what to do next, he said, “Er... well, that’s unacceptable.” But then he turned away and focused on the violinist playing in the square, noting the man’s ragged trousers and threadbare coat. The beggar’s hat overflowed with money that he likely squandered at the local tavern each night. Gaston rolled his eyes and looked away.

	“Tolmar is much grander than the village I grew up in,” Aggie remarked.

	Gaston had always thought of the quiet little town as

	
provincial at best. He turned to see her staring up at the groupings of three- and four-storey buildings surrounding the square. The medieval hamlet, with its colourful shops topped with half-timbered flats, each storey overhanging the next, looked like a mishmash of books jammed onto too-small shelves. Sure, the ambling streets, vine-covered walls and cobbled square held a certain charm, but Gaston had walked the elegant arrondissements of Paris and the thriving streets of London. By comparison, Tolmar appeared stuck in time.

	“It’s straight out of a storybook,” Aggie declared. She turned slowly, taking in the window boxes filled with chrysanthemums and evergreen boughs, the arched doorways painted in bright colours, and the soaring clock tower, along with all the vendors and people milling around everywhere. “You even have your own dress shop.”

	“Modiste,” he corrected. Gwenaelle spent enough time, droning on about her latest fashion choices that he knew Madame Plouffe, the modiste, hailed from Paris and would not appreciate the reference to her establishment as a lowly ‘dress shop’.

	Aggie perched on the edge of the bench and stared around the plaza. “There’s a café and a toy shop...
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	Look at those intricately carved puppets! And...” Her voice caught as she pointed across the square. “Is that a bookshop?”

	“Er... yes.” Gaston didn’t understand the excitement over a bunch of dusty old tomes. To spend money on books seemed absurd. He’d suffered enough reading assignments from his tutors to last a lifetime. He didn’t understand why books were so rarely illustrated when a picture could prove a point at a glance.

	Aggie grew quiet, and he followed her gaze to where the violinist stooped down to his hat and scooped out a handful of coins that he passed to a pair of children dressed in rags. Imbécile.Clearly, the man needed the money himself. No wonder he had to beg on the streets.

	“That will do.” Aggie’s voice took on a reverent quality.

	“What?”

	“For your assignment,” she whispered. ‘The violinist.” Gaston crossed his arms in front of his chest. “And what do you expect me to do? If I give the man money, he will only give it away. Besides, I only receive a small monthly allowance.”

	“That’s the challenge, then, isn’t it? How do you help someone with limited resources?”
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	As Aggie spoke, the violinist put away his instrument, walked over to the refreshment cart and purchased two steaming mugs of coffee. He strode up to the old woman selling knitted wares and handed her the second cup. Her smile shone across the courtyard.

	“Honestly,” Gaston scoffed. “The man’s shoes have holes in them, and he’s wasting his income on coffee for an old lady? Ridiculous.”

	“He plainly doesn’t have any interest in saving his wages to purchase luxury items for himself,” Aggie commented.

	“Luxury items?” Gaston huffed. “How are shoes without holes considered a...” He trailed off, understanding dawning. The man couldn’t hope to afford a new pair of shoes, so he chose to give away what little he earned. Gaston still thought it a preposterous way to live, but he needed to figure out what Agatha wanted him to do if he wanted to secure the next stage in his transformation.

	He sat back against the bench. What was that old adage? Something about teaching a man to fish and he’d never go hungry a day in his life. “I could give him a job at the château!”

	“He’s a musician, Gaston. I’m sure there are other menial jobs he could choose, but he’s followed his passion for music and uses it to bless others.” Aggie tucked her

	
cloak tighter around her as the sun hid behind a cloud. “Besides, what does that cost you?”

	The violinist shuffled over to the pastry cart. As he neared, Gaston could see the chapped red skin of the man’s ankles where his ragged trousers ended far above his feet. Gaston stood to inherit a great deal, but his parents gave him little in the way of spending money. He glanced away with a huff and then looked back as an idea sparked. He sat up straight. What could new warm boots, stockings, clothing and afar-lined cloak do for this man?

	Such a wardrobe would require a lot of money, but he could buy it on credit.

	“I’ll buy him new clothes!” Gaston shot to his feet.

	Aggie followed and stopped him with a hand on his arm, “With what money?”

	He stared at her. “What does it matter, if the man gets what he needs?”

	Then her words from earlier came tumbling back to him. Buying such a gift is not a sacrifice for one with so much wealth. Fine. She wished for him to sacrifice. He shoved his hands in his pockets. “I will use what money I have to pay for what I can and get the rest on credit - I’ll ask my father to pay it. Believe me, when I explain why I need it, he will not share your altruistic point of view.”

	
Aggie shook her head. “If it means you go without spending money for the rest of the month, using your allowance is a sacrifice. Asking your father for money is not.”

	Gaston thought for a moment. “All right. I know what to do.”

	***

	After a visit to the tailor for several pairs of wool stockings, lined trousers, tunics, smallclothes and a winter hat, Pierre the violinist had a new wardrobe... and Gaston was out of money. Since his valet procured all of his clothing, Gaston had no idea how much quality apparel cost. He wished he would’ve given the violinist the garments off his back — the discarded servant’s clothes — and then purchased new items for himself.

	But as the violinist'bowed to Gaston and thanked him over and over, Aggie’s eyes flooded with tears, and he knew he’d done the right thing. Gaston’s chest swelled. This deed would certainly earn him another transformation.

	As they left the warmth of the tailor’s shop and stepped into the cold wind, Aggie gestured down at Pierre’s feet. Holes peppered his shoes, exposing the charcoal of his new stockings. The wool socks were warm enough, but when

	
the snow that was soon to follow began, they would soak straight through. Gaston met Aggie’s gaze and shrugged, then muttered, “I have no more money.”

	Her entire face fell in disappointment. Would this mean no transformation even after he’d spent his entire allowance for the month? She’d implied a sacrifice was needed. Wasn’t using all his spending money enough?

	A bell tinkled, drawing his attention to the next shop, a Gobbler. Pairs of heeled shoes, colourful slippers and leather boots taunted him from the frosted display window. He leant in towards Aggie’s ear. “Are you sure I cannot use my father’s credit?”

	Her brows crouched over narrowed eyes, and he had his answer. They’d agreed his next transformation would be darkening and thickening his baby-fine hair. He would not risk losing that bit of magic by showing his selfishness now.

	With a mental curse, he made his decision and called the violinist back. “Pierre, one more thing.”

	The man turned back with wide eyes, and Gaston gestured to a nearby bench. When they sat side by side, Gaston began unlacing his favourite pair of calf-leather, for-lined boots, assessing that they would be a bit large on the violinist but still serve him well.

	
“Sir, what are you about?” Pierre squeaked.

	Gaston removed his boots and handed them to the beggar. He clenched his teeth as icy wind pierced his stocking feet. “I would Eke for you to have these.” The words did not come easy, but when he saw Aggie’s wide smile, a corner of his hardened heart thawed.

	And before Gaston knew what he was doing, he removed his borrowed great coat and handed it to the man as well. The garment was serviceable enough, but Gaston would’ve sent it directly back to the donation pile at home. It was no great loss, other than the cold he would feel until they returned to the carriage.

	Tears streamed down Pierre’s face as he slipped his feet into the boots and shrugged on the heavy coat. “Surely, you will receive an eternal reward for your great generosity sir”

	At that, Gaston met Aggie’s gaze and winked. He would not need to wait that long for his recompense. A frown marred her brow that he didn’t understand.

	“Kind sir.” Pierre’s troubled tone drew Gaston’s attention. “Since you have such a charitable soul, I would request that you consider the abbey is overwhelmed with homeless children since the Great Plague took so many of their parents. The sisters could use some assistance.”

	
Gaston knew that his mother attended a fundraiser for the convent every spring. He knew they’d raised enough that year for the nuns to rebuild their chapel. If they’d needed. Junds for the orphans, he drought they should’ve better allocated the donation. But Gaston wiped his expression clean of derision arid replied, “I’ll see what I can do.”

	The violinist stood and bowed repeatedly as he backed away. “Bless you, me lord.”

	Gaston watched the musician leave, wondering at this new sensation - the adoration felt good, an unfamiliar boost to his confidence. He stood a little taller as he rose from die bench. Until a bitter gust of wind cut through his threadbare tunic. Begrudgingly, he stuffed his feet into Pierre’s abandoned shoes.

	Beet cramping, broke and hungry for his supper, Gaston was more than ready to have this outing finished so they could return home. But Aggie had disappeared.

	With a huff, he scanned the courtyard and spotted the young sorceress crouched in an abandoned shop’s doorway. She spoke to group of bedraggled children, none of them older than seven. They were covered in dirt from head to toe, most of them without shoes, several wearing long

	
tunics and no trousers. Gaston moved, towards them and then froze as soft twinkles of what he now recognised as magic encased the children.

	Fear gripped Gaston’s heart as he searched the crowd for witnesses. But no one seemed to pay the servant girl and orphans any mind. Would he have noticed them before today? Likely not.

	When he turned back, the children were running past Aggie laughing, some paused to hug her neck, before joining their friends. It took a moment for Gaston to recognise that the orphans were now covered from head to toe in knit hats,- cloaks and tiny boots. Nothing extravagant, all the outerwear in earth tones of grey, brown and dark green. Except for the youngest girl, who wore a pink cap topped with a pom-pom.

	Gaston rushed to join Aggie, expecting her to pass out at any moment. But when he reached her, she glowed with joy and even did a little spin as she faced him.

	Half-worried that she’d risked exposure and half-angry that she’d accomplished in a matter of seconds what had cost him all of his cash and the shoes off his feet, Gaston demanded, “What was that about?”

	The sparkle of her smile nearly knocked him over as she said, “Just exercising a bit of generosity.”

	
He searched her radiant face. “I thought using magic caused you to faint. Why aren’t you exhausted?”

	“I...” Her smile faltered. “I don’t know.”

	***

	Eager for his next transfiguration, Gaston entered the greenhouse that evening, forgoing his usual orange as his Steinach twisted in anticipation. He had a much better prize in store.

	He and Agatha had agreed to meet in the conservatory after the servants finished their duties and the family retired for the evening. Agatha said the staff usually sat around the kitchen table playing cards, gossiping or reading the paper, so she should be able to sneak away.

	Gaston could hardly wait for Aggie to alter his hair. The thin strands of wispy brown lay nearly flat on his head in such an unflattering manner that Gwenaelle was always badgering him to wear wigs. The white hairpieces were all the rage in Paris, but in their part of the country, only uppity servants like Aubert and bald, old men wore the hideous monstrosities.

	Birds twittered overhead, alighting in the treetops. A few lucky strays always made it into the hothouse as the colder weather drew near.

	
He spotted Agatha waiting on the bench by the koi pond as he’d instructed. Tinkling water from the fountain covered his footsteps, and as he drew near, he slowed his gait and studied her profile. In the moonlight, her strong features softened, and her gold-streaked hair hung loose around her shoulders with only the front pinned back. She tilted her chin towards the gulping fish in such a way that she appeared almost ethereal.

	Gaston picked up his pace and cleared his throat softly. She turned, her unpredictable eyes brownish grey, hollowed smudges of darkness underneath. “You need to get more sleep,” he remarked as he sat beside her.

	Agatha laughed, but Gaston detected a hint of bitterness in her tone. “That time will come when you’ve found me a place of my own to set up as a healer. So let’s get on with this, shall we?”

	Gaston hardly heard her. “Excellent,” he said. “Let’s.”

	Aggie raised her hands and then lowered them again, her brows drawing together. “Remember, you will need to invent a reason to hide from your family for a few days again and then wear hats whenever possible.”

	“Yes, yes, of course. That’s why I brought this.” He showed her the plain tricorn hat in his hand and bit back a reprimand about wasting time. Then, seeing her face
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	cloud at his impatient tone, Gaston covered by saying, “We cannot risk discovery. The gardener will return to douse the lanterns.”

	“You’re right. Of course.” Aggie took a deep breath and instructed, “Close your eyes, Gallant.”

	He did as instructed, and a corner of his mouth curled. “I did well today?”

	“Yes,” she whispered, her warm breath fanning his face as she moved in close. “You improved that man’s life.”

	His smile deepened and then trembled as her lingers threaded into his hair.

	Tingles spread over Gaston’s scalp, and he shivered. The sensation of Aggie’s touch wasn’t painful exactly, more like how it felt when he’d slept on his arm and the nerves prickled as they awakened. Still, he held his breath and began to count silently as a distraction.

	A thump and the sudden absence of Aggie’s touch made Gaston’s eyes fly open. Aggie lay slack, eyes closed, head resting against the back of the bench. She’d fainted again. Gently, he guided her body, so she rested on her side with her head propped against her arm. He didn’t understand how she could create outerwear for six children and have no adverse effects, but a simple transformation of his hair made her swoon.

	His hair!

	Gaston’s hands flew to his head, and he found thick, silken locks that held a slight wave. The strands were still short, but when he felt the back of his neck, a bit of curl met the collar of his coat.

	She’d done it again! He couldn’t wait to get to his suite and see himself in the looking glass. Was his hair the lush auburn of Mother’s? The rich brown of George’s? Father’s hair had long been overtaken by grey, although in an old family painting, his hair had appeared nearly black.

	Gaston ran his fingers though the luxurious strands. He’d asked Agatha for dark and thick, but now he wished he’d been more specific. His feet itched to race to his chambers and examine every last piece of hair. His eyes darted to the unconscious sorceress. Then to the double doors leading to the main house.

	She would never forgive him if he left her.

	With a shake to her shoulder, he whispered her name. She didn’t so much as stir.

	When women fainted at parties — which happened more than it should have — someone usually brought out a jar of pungent salts. Gaston shot to his feet and ran to the vegetable garden arranged in box rows. He searched along the neat queues of fresh produce and spotted
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	a plant dripping with scarlet peppers. Spicy would do. He plucked one of them and raced back to Aggie, cracking it open beneath her nose.

	Aggie woke with a gasp, her eyes fluttering open with accusation. “Wh... what?”

	‘Are you okay?” Gaston asked.

	She sat up slowly “I think so...”

	“Good. You have to get back to your room,” Gaston said. "It’s getting late.”

	She blinked, and her lips parted softly as she sat up and reached towards him.

	Gaston froze, the sounds of night drowned by the heartbeat in his ears.

	Her fingers brushed his temple. “It worked, and the colour is quite as I pictured.”

	"I can’t wait to see it.” Gaston’s eye fids felt heavy as he leant into her touch. Something about this particular girl drew him like no other.

	A door slammed, and Gaston jumped to his feet. “We can’t be seen together!”

	Aggie’s face crumpled. “You can be seen with me when it suits you.”

	He took her hand and pulled her to her feet. “Yes, in disguise in the village where my parents rarely set foot.”

	
Whistling sounded on the far side of the greenhouse.

	Aggie wobbled on her feet.

	Gaston gripped her arms and peered into her face.

	“Can you make it back to your room?”

	“I’m going to the kitchen. I have work to finish.”

	He released her and glanced over his shoulder to find the old gardener drawing closer. “Good. That isn’t as far. I’ll head towards the side door and distract the gardener while you sneak back into the main house.”

	Her gaze narrowed, and her lips set hard. “Fine.”

	Gaston read the hurt on Aggie’s face. His muscles tightened in impatience. He longed to find a looking glass to view his new hair, and if they were found together, it would jeopardise their entire arrangement. But he had to keep her on his side. Quickly, he leant in close and planted a soft kiss on her cheek. “Thank you, Aggie.”

	She blushed bright pink. Satisfied that he’d secured her affection, Gaston stuffed the hat on his head and sauntered off towards the whistling gardener.
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	AGATHA

	A

	 AGATHA STARED hard at her reflection in BJMthe mirror and ran a hand down the side of |p Wher cheek where Gaston had kissed her. It was well past midnight, and she’d only just finished all the extra chores Cook had saved for her to do while she’d

	‘gallivanted into town’. On top of the normal duties she’d become accustomed to over the last week and a half, Aggie had been tasked to scrub out the ovens, organise the larder by alphabet and mop the floors from the servants’ dining room all the way to the scullery.
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	She almost felt it was worth it when she thought about the excitement of her visit to the enchanting village of Tolmar, helping Pierre and the orphans, exploring at Gaston’s side, his teasing remarks, the buttery taste of the croissant melting on her tongue. Afterwards, she had been eager to meet him for his transformation arid had left her chores half done to race to the conservatory.

	Gaston had completed his end of their bargain, and she’d been quite proud of him when he’d given Pierre his own boots. But the way Gaston had treated her in the conservatory filled her with doubt. He had been dismissive and impatient.

	The magic, combined with the weariness plaguing her body, had caused her to black out. And when she’d awoken, it was to a pepper in her nose and Gaston shooing her out of his presence. Then he’d kissed her. She couldn’t decide if the gesture had been genuine or if he were merely placating her.

	Of course, there was a risk of them being found together after dark, alone. She understood her station -as a servant, but she wished for him to see beyond.... beyond her position in his household. Beyond what she could do for him to the girl she was beneath - the girl whose heart soared every time he looked at her. To make him see her

	
more than a means to an end; his golden goose as her father had so callously described her.

	Did he feel the same connection that she did? Did he experience that intangible tug that drew her attention to him even when he wasn’t in the room? If the eyes were the window to the soul, his said everything and nothing.

	She supposed one could not predict who would capture one’s fancy. Gaston, for instance, was far from perfect, and she’d witnessed his selfishness, sensed the darkness that ate at his soul. But she’d also observed him fighting that darkness. As when he had been willing to tell the truth about the wolf encounter, knowing the censure he would face from his brother and father. After he’d demanded she use her magic to help him and then apologised when he realised he’d gone too far. When he’d given his own boots and coat to Pierre even after he’d completed his good deed. And the chocolates to her. She sighed.

	Perhaps thanking her with a kiss that night had been part of the change he fought for.

	She held tight to their moments together like a fragrance that called to mind a place she’d never been, a time she’d yet to experience but longed to know. The fluttery feelings seemed to slip away the harder she tried to pin them down.

	
She supposed it would take time for a lasting internal shift in Gaston’s perspective. He wouldn’t change from a selfish, short-tempered young lord to a softhearted, charitable man overnight. But the internal battle he waged only fascinated and challenged her more.

	Aggie’s legs shook with fatigue as she peered into the looking glass at her reflection and wondered what it would take to turn Gaston’s head. She’d transformed her skin, added gilded streaks to brighten her hair, and whitened her teeth. How had her mother done it? Made herself the most beautiful, unforgettable woman in the room?

	Aggie turned her face to the side to view her profile and let out a sigh of disgust. Her nose appeared too long and prominent in her small face, calling far too much attention to itself. She wished she could trade noses with Lenore, the lovely lady’s maid who worked for Gaston’s sister. Lenore’s nose was the perfect length and narrowed to an attractive slope at the end. Regal yet approachable.

	The exact look Aggie needed.

	She would need to rein in her magic so as not to make a drastic change, though. Stick with her plan of small transformations over several weeks that would produce the ultimate result she envisioned.

	
But how could she complete such magic in her current state of fatigue? She should really wait for tomorrow, when, hopefully, Cook would be finished punishing her for leaving in the middle of die workday The drought of running into Gaston the next day with a fresh look, making his gaze glow with appreciation convinced her, though. Why wait any longer?

	Agadia gripped the sink and willed the spark into her eyes. Aqua bloomed, pushing out the dull grey green, even as the exhilarating flitter lightened her chest. Then she stopped. She would have to use her brain and do this die right way, gradually, and with something soft to catch her when she fainted.

	Using one's gifts unselfishly makes all the difference.

	The old wool merchant’s cryptic advice chose that moment to resurface. Something about the woman had felt off. She exuded a glow as if the sun shone around her. Had she referred to her own work crafting apparel? That hardly seemed unselfish when she made money by selling her creations. And why had she said those words to Aggie? Could die old woman tell she had magic?

	It was true that helping the orphans had not drained her energy, but magically manipulating a bit of cloth felt easy compared to transfigurations of the flesh. She resolved
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	to seek the old woman out on her next day off and dig a little deeper.

	Now she needed to focus on her transformation and get some much-needed sleep.

	After drinking several cups of water and consuming a chcese-and-apple sandwich she’d saved, she returned to her tiny chamber and lay upon the cot. The spell would cause her to pass out, this much she could predict, but if she were already in her bed, what did it matter?

	With several deep breaths, she closed her eyes and touched her nose, visualising the new shape and size. Nothing too drastic, just a slight change that only she would notice. The glimmer swelled through her veins, always a welcome heat, and she felt the alteration begin. Tingles, uncomfortable at first, like a thousand pinpricks dotting her skin were soon replaced by a melting warmth flowing through her.

	And darkness took her.

	***

	Nightmares plagued Aggie’s sleep. Visions of her mother stumbling through the forest chased by an angry mob, wielding fiery torches and screaming, “Burn the witch!” Her father sneering at her and dumping the dead body of

	
a calf into her arms. “You’ve done well, child. Now bring it back.” His voice grew in volume, and she realised she stood in their small town square, surrounded by accusing faces as he yelled, “Resurrect the beast so all may see your wickedness!” She turned to run, and Lord Durand caught her in his arms. Leering, he swept her to an altar where he forced the vows of marriage from her throat.

	Fingers dug into her flesh, and she jerked away from Lord Durand’s grip. “No...”

	“Agatha, wake up!” a gentle voice urged.

	Fear threatened to swallow her as she tumbled towards a black hole in her mind. Lord Durand’s florid face swirled with her father’s angry countenance as she sank deeper.

	“Cook won’t like it a bit!” a second voice exclaimed.

	“And I ain’t Iosin’ my job over the likes of her.”

	Cold hands braced both sides of Aggie's lace. "I think she’s ill.”

	“She’s next to useless anyway. Let her be late and get sacked. What do you care?”

	“The old hag pushed her too hard yesterday,” a woman said close to her car.

	“If she weren’t hangin’ on his lordship like a wet cloak, that wouldn’t have happened,” snapped a more distant

	“Agatha,” the soft voice said. “If you can hear me, you must wake up or risk losing your position.”

	With one hard push against the darkness, Aggie emerged, blinking. Light burned her pupils, and she shrank back

	“Dim that lantern, Emilie!”

	Realisation hit Agatha all at once. If she lost her position at the château, she was on her own, vulnerable to the world. To Lord Durand. Besides, Gaston needed her. She sat up abrupdy to find Lenore hovering at her bedside.

	The pretty maid’s eyes widened in relief. “Oh, good; I thought we were going to have to send for the physician.”

	“I’m fine,” Aggie croaked as she swung her legs over die side of die cot. The room spun, and she gripped the mattress.

	“Malte an excuse to Cook, Emilie,” Lenore said over her shoulder.

	“I’ll tell Cook she’s got her cycles. But you better get her down there right quick!” Emilie’s red hair flashed as she whirled away.

	Agatha tried to stand but her knees gave out, and she tumbled back onto the cot.

	“You are ill!” Lenore said, and felt Aggie’s forehead for

	
fever. “I’ll tell Madame Burgundy. She can calm Cook, if anyone can.”

	The mention of the battle-axe housekeeper, who already hated her, enlivened Agatha. “No, I’m fine.” She stood slowly and braced her hand against the wall for balance. Remembering her ill-timed transfiguration as she fell asleep, she was eager to get to the looking glass in the privy. “I just need a moment.”

	Lenore stared at Aggie’s face, hard. “You actually look rather... well. Better than I’ve seen you...”

	Agatha’s head spun as she turned away. Lenore was sharper than most, and it would not do for her to notice a sudden change. Or perhaps the transformation had not been as subtle as Aggie had intended. She knew so little of her ¡powers. But Aggie could not risk the maid’s suspicion, so she spoke the first lie that popped into her head. “Ah... well, I have terrible hay fever that causes my nose to redden and swell. A wonder what a full night’s sleep can do for One’s health,” she quipped.

	"True, I suppose,” Lenore replied sceptically. “But are you Slice you are all right?”

	“Yes,” Agatha said quickly. “Thank you for waking me up.” She ducked her head and rushed out the door. Having

	
slept in her uniform dress, she only needed a quick minute to ready herself and check her appearance in the privy.

	As she rushed along the hallway, she understood Gaston’s haste to view the change of his hair as soon as she’d performed her magic. She felt equal parts terrified and excited to see her face in the mirror.

	When she made it into the garderobe and locked the door behind her, the sight that greeted her in the looking glass sent her heart into overdrive. She hadn’t believed’ that others might notice she’d changed her nose. She’d felt invisible to most in the house, so far. But this...

	Her nose sloped down in a graceful arch that tipped up at the end, just as she’d pictured in her mind. The end result she’d hoped to achieve. Aggie leant in close to the mirror and ran her index finger down her nose to the indentation above her mouth. The change made her lips appear fuller, her eyes wider set. No wonder Lenore had noticed a difference!

	This was not the gradual transformation she’d hoped to achieve.

	There was nothing she could do now. She shuddered to think what might happen if she attempted to reverse the change. She could end up with a snout like a pig or the trunk of an elephant! Clearly, she didn’t have the grasp on her magic that she’d imagined.

	She brushed her teeth, then finger-combed her hair and plaited it in one long braid. Objectively, she gazed at herself in the mirror. Tendrils of blonde hair framed her face, her skin glowed like morning dew and her teeth flashed bright and straight as she smiled.

	And a realisation hit her all at once: she didn’t want to change her face back to the way it was. For the first time in her life, Agatha de Villeneuve felt pretty.
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	ASTON DRANK in his reflection in the looking glass, running his fingers through the thick black hair, feathering it away from his temples. An almost giddy smile danced across his face as he scrubbed his hands over the top of his head, sending the strands into peaks and waves. The messy style still flattered his face. His healed complexion with its gold undertones was the perfect contrast to the midnight-coloured waves. Agatha was a master artist!

	
He’d hidden from his family for forty-eight hours, claiming a headache. But he could wait no longer to reveal his new look. He was confident that he could spin a tale they would accept.

	Bottles and jars of remedies and medications covered most surfaces in his room, left over from Mother’s attempts to ‘cure’ him. He perused the potions, one as useless as the next. Finally, he plucked a random tonic off his dressing table, slipped it into his pocket, and raced out the door.

	The dining room was empty when he arrived save for the footmen manning the sideboard. He felt the stares of the servants lingering upon him, but he steadfastly ignored their curiosity as he helped himself to heaping portions of eggs, sausages, buttered toast and strong coffee. His appetite had increased significantly of late.

	He’d already decided to find Agatha after breakfast and take her into town so she could witness his next good deed, though the task itself eluded him. He’d given it some thought over the last two days of isolation and decided that once they were in the village, an opportunity would present itself.

	“Good morning, George, ready for skeet shooting with
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	the Auclairs this morning?” Father’s voice boomed as he strode into the room.

	Gaston stiffened. George was nowhere to be seen. His father had glanced over and seen the back of Gaston’s newly darkened, head and assumed he was his younger brother. Warmth spread through his limbs, and when father sat at the head of the table, Gaston made a show of lifting his coffee mug in toast. “It is merely I, Père.”

	His father blinked and nearly dropped his cup, causing the black liquid to splash onto the newspaper laid neatly at his place. “What has... I mean to say... what did you...”

	“Good morning, all,” Mère declared, effectively cutting off Father’s babbling as she swept into the room in a garish orange-and-white gown. To Gaston’s immense satisfaction, Gwenaelle and George followed on her heels. They could all witness his triumph.

	“Sylviane,” Father nearly shouted. “What have you done to our son now?”

	Mère whirled around and snapped, “I beg your pardon, sir!” It was the closest to an angry retort Gaston had ever heard her make to her husband. But when her gaze landed upon her son, her mouth dropped open into a comical

	
circle, then snapped shut and opened again, much like a gulping koi fish.

	Gaston lifted his chin with a smile and then turned his head so that she could see the waves that curled against his neck. “Do you like my new look, Mère?”

	She rushed to his side. “You coloured your hair?”

	“If you wished to look more like me, you should’ve asked for my help, Gas,” George commented as he slid into the chair beside Gaston.

	Gweny dropped into the chair across from him with a scowl. “Did you steal Mère’s hair dye? If so, you used too much.”

	“Yeah, Gas, your hair is blacker than a tomcat,” George laughed.

	Anger flushed Gaston’s skin as he plunked the tonic bottle onto the table with a crack. “I didn’t dye my hair. I used this blasted tonic!”

	Mère blinked like an owl at the green glass bottle. “Is that from Shaman Deeq?”

	Gaston gripped the flask and read the label for the first time. The African healer had actually been kind and seemingly knowledgeable, although none of his remedies had done Gaston a bit of good. “So it is.”

	
Mère slid into the seat beside him, her gaze practically boring holes into his skull.

	“What?” he demanded.

	“Remarkable.” His mother smiled slow and wide, the genuine expression softening her features. “I think it looks rather fetching.”

	If Gaston didn’t know her better, he would’ve missed the calculation in her eyes. No doubt a list of all the eligible maids in town was running through her mind, Tradition dictated that the eldest marry first, so Gwen’s marriage depended on his own. Not that he had any intentions of fulfilling his mother’s wishes on this front any time soon. But perhaps it would behove him to allow her to hope.

	“Thank you, Mère.”

	“Perhaps we should invite—” she began.

	“Leave the boy alone,” Father said from behind his copy of the Gazette.

	And with that, they all tucked into their breakfast. It wasn’t quite the adoration Gaston had imagined, but he was just getting started.

	***

	
Gaston sucked in a deep breath of. clean air, gathered his courage, and then turned back to the pair of filthy orphans. Their stench — unwashed skin and faeces - made him wonder if they slept cuddled up to a bevy of hogs. The boy and girl turned wide gold-brown eyes up to him, their near-identical dirt-smudged features telling him they were siblings. But the way they stared at him, as if he were some kind of saviour, made him sweat.

	Aggie, who stood behind him, cleared her throat in a not-so-subde reminder to get on with it.

	Forgoing his disguise and elaborate lies, he’d marched into the kitchen after breakfast and told Cook he required the assistance of a maid on a mission to the abbey. The squat little woman had turned as red as a beet but hadn’t dared defy him as he’d fetched Agatha from the scullery room. Aggie had argued with him and claimed Cook would pile up the dishes to the ceiling and expect her to finish them before dinner.

	But Cook had appeared and shooed them out the door, shoving a sack full of food into Aggie’s arms for the children. A glint of calculation had twinkled in Cook’s eye, seeming to confirm Aggie’s fears that she would pay dearly for the outing. Or more like, Cook couldn’t wait to spread
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	the gossip through the staff that Gaston had taken Agatha into the village.

	In that moment, he’d doubted his brash plan. He would have to have a good story ready if the gossip made it back to his family. In the meantime, he would complete his task quickly and return Aggie to her drudgery.

	On the carriage ride, Gaston had opened his mouth to ask her if, after he’d completed his mission, she could give him stronger bone structure — Father’s sharp cheekbones and square chin and George’s strong jaw and wide forehead. Or perhaps first he’d like to grow a few inches taller or add a bit of muscle to his skinny frame... or both. But she had fallen into a deep slumber before they could discuss it.

	Silence had cloaked the carriage as they’d arrived at the abbey just outside of town to search for ‘children in need’. Whom they had found straight away.

	Gaston swallowed as he stared down at the urchins and tried not to feel disgusted with himself for feeling the need for courage in the first place. Was it really courage he required to face the grubby little monsters? For God’s sake, they were children. He wasn’t afraid of them. It was expectation that nearly bowed his shoulders: Aggie’s and these ragamuffin children’s.

	Ready to be done with the business, he faced the foundlings again and reluctantly squatted to his haunches so that he was at their level. “What is it that you need?”

	“Sir?” the boy asked in confusion.

	Rotted teeth filled the boy’s mouth, and when he spoke, the scent nearly knocked Gaston on his behind. Perhaps facing the children wasn’t the best idea. He stood and shoved his hands into his trouser pockets. “How can I help

	H -955 your

	“We’s hungry, sir,” the little girl squeaked, and then hid her face in her brother’s shoulder.

	Gaston had anticipated this and asked for an advance on his allowance. He plucked the small bag of coins from his pocket and thrust it at the orphans. “Here, buy what you...”

	His voice trailed off as a group of ragged children emerged from behind the chapel. As if they scented the money he offered, more orphans swarmed from behind a nearby farmer’s cart. He counted seven. Fourteen. No, dozens of the little opportunists, one more revoltingly
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	filthy than the last. Their skinny arms, sore-covered skin, knotted hair, and oh... the overwhelming stench, turned Gaston’s stomach until he swallowed vomit.

	Like baby birds, they surged forwards and their supplications rose in pitch to become screeching cries, battling to be heard over each other.

	“Sir, please.”

	“I need...”

	“Monsieur!”

	“Help us!”

	“Food...”

	“So hungry!”

	Gaston glanced over his shoulder to Agatha for help. But she thrust the sack of food into his chest and then stood arms crossed, giving him a single nod as if to say, Handle it.

	He supposed he couldn’t blame her. As it turned out, the little beggars were terrifying.

	Small hands tugged on his coat and trousers, reaching for the bag in his fist. In every life, there comes a moment when one must choose the hard path or the easy one. But in that instant, Gaston knew he would do just about anything to get out of this situation. And if that made him less

	
of a man, then so be it. He was perfectly willing to admit himself a coward.

	With a flick of his arm, he tossed the sack of food and the bag of coins into the mass of piglet children and shouted something inane like, “Here!” He couldn’t even be sure the word had been coherent, as in a desperate bid for self-preservation, he pivoted on his heel, grasped Aggie’s arm, and ran from the frenzy of hands grubbing for the money that had spilled onto the cobblestones.

	“Well, I suppose if you’re going to fail, you might as well do it spectacularly,” Agatha panted when they reached the waiting carriage.

	A footman lowered the stairs, and they both climbed in, the sound of rioting children dampening as the door snapped closed behind them and they settled on the seats.

	“Failed?” Gaston panted as he tapped the ceiling, and they jerked into motion. “Are you joking? Those little monsters were about to rip us apart. I saved you from certain death.”

	Aggie pulled a fur blanket onto her lap and lifted a delicate brow. A stream of light from the open window slanted across her face, and Gaston found it hard to draw a breath. He’d been so preoccupied with his mission on the ride into town that he hadn’t paid her much heed.

	
He returned her assessing stare, and his heart stalled as he marvelled at her glowing visage. The sudden desire to please her, to make her smile and laugh, overwhelmed him.

	He raked a hand through his hair and offered a crooked grin. “Surely, my performance counts for something?”

	She laughed but did not appear amused. ''''Performance? Is that what this is to you? An act to make me believe you’ve changed so I’ll bend to your wishes and fulfil your every desire?”

	“I... well...” Gaston stammered. He’d never been one who struggled to create falsehoods; prevarication typically came easily to his tongue. But that ‘skill’ failed him entirely in the face of her righteous indignation.

	The carriage moved into a dense stretch of forest, the weave of skeletal branches sending ghoulish patterns of sunlight and shadow across Agatha’s face as she leant forwards. “I can reverse every spell I’ve used upon you, Lord Gaston f she hissed, her hand snaking out to clasp his fingers. “I can be gone from your life in an instant. I can erase your memory so you won’t even know to look for me. You will go back to the boy I found, cowering before those wolves, and no one will be the wiser.”

	Gaston’s mouth went dry as Agatha’s eyes swirled the green of an angry sea, her fingernails digging like claws

	
into his skin. He couldn’t decide if he felt insulted by her outburst or... something else entirely.

	The carriage rumbled on.

	Would she really leave him? Erase his memory? What a devious threat!

	And yet... Gaston squeezed Aggie’s hand with equal pressure, every inch of his skin sparking in response.

	He’d never felt so attracted to anyone in his life.

	Their gazes locked, he whispered, “I’m going to get you out of that scullery; and into a better position. Today.”

	Aggie blinked, the colour in her eyes muting as she released his hand with a gasp. She straightened and stared at him, the shock plain on her face.

	Gaston leant back and braced his arm along the seat with a smirk. One never liked to be predictable. He found he wished to shock her again. “I may have failed today, Agatha, but I will not failjyou.”

	She cleared her throat and looked out the window as they turned into the winding driveway of Chateau de Beaumont. Weighted silence filled the carriage. With exaggerated casualness, Gaston crossed a leg over his ankle, endeavouring to hide the slamming of his heart. Had he pushed her too far? Been too honest about his intentions?

	
Was it too late to earn back her favour? The longer she remained silent, the more he felt convinced that he’d lost the best thing that had ever happened to him.

	But he didn’t trust himself to speak. So he waited, studying the elegant lines of her profile, the hard set of her jaw.

	As they neared the house, Aggie turned back to him, her gaze steady. “I want to be a lady’s maid.”

	Gaston sputtered. Even he knew going from scullery wench to lady’s maid would shatter the delicate hierarchy of the staff. He could picture Aubert’s powdered wig exploding off his head when Gaston gave the order. And what would the staff think when he showed such an interest in her, even beyond specifically requesting her company as he had that day? Then there was the issue of consent from the lady in question, and there were only two ladies in his household, both of whom had lady’s maids already.

	But Aggie wasn’t finished with her demands. With a lift of her chin, she said, “And I want a better bedroom,., with a window. One that’s not boiling during the day and freezing at night.”

	The carriage rattled down the cobbled drive, shaking

	Gaston from his thoughts. “I’ll have to go around Madame Burgundy. But I can do that. I’ll just need some time to manoeuvre you into a lady’s maid position.”

	Aggie sat straight up. “That reminds me, I don’t mean for Lenore to lose her position. She must stay employed at her current level.”

	Gaston scrubbed a hand over his face and pushed out a breath. “You aren’t making this easy for me, are you? Fiona, Mere’s lady’s maid, has been with her since she was practically a child. She’s more like a mother figure in the family.”

	Agatha smiled. “All the more reason for her to retire comfortably.”

	‘You don’t understand.” The carriage pulled to a stop in front of the house to let him out before taking Aggie around back. “Servants aren’t paid to retire. They’re paid to work.”

	Aggie’s winged brows furrowed over her pretty nose, and she tapped her pert little chin. An ache began to grow in Gaston’s chest as he looked at her. It was an odd, hollowed-out feeling that he wasn’t sure he’d experienced before, but he felt desperate to relieve the raw discomfort.

	A knock sounded on the carriage door, and the ache
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	turned into a bitter pain. “Give us a moment,” Gaston called, realising what he felt was the anticipation of missing this girl, knowing he wouldn’t have reason to be in her presence for several days.

	Too bad women could not be valets; having Agatha as his personal servant could have all kinds of wonderful advantages. He opened his mouth and then clamped it shut again. No way would his mother approve of such an arrangement. It would cause the scandal of the century if it got out. And it would get out.

	“I have an idea.” Aggie’s melodious voice pulled his attention back to her face. “I could train under Lenore to become a lady’s maid. We are already quite friendly, you see. And all you would have to say is that, due to my education, I am not suited to scullery work. Once my apprenticeship is complete, we will say that I plan to move on to another household. Which should suit Madame Burgundy and Cook quite well, I imagine.”

	Gaston grinned from ear to ear. He could not have devised a better plan himself. This would also give Agatha reason to be in the family wing so that he might see her without sneaking around after hours or causing such a stir with the staff when he whisked her away to the village. “Brilliant!” he declared.

	
She returned his smile, and the carriage grew several shades brighter. Gaston may have failed to help a bunch of grubby orphans, but the day had brought an infinitely better result. He would have Aggie close by whenever he needed her.
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	AGATHA

	 

	AGATHA HUMMED to herself as she sat at the small desk in her new bedchamber. Snow blanketcd the trees outside the window as a merry fire crackled in the corner stove. She wiggled her bare toes near its warmth. With no little satisfaction, she arranged her stripped quill, tablet of parchment and perfume bottle beside her book of Shakespeare’s Best Sonnets. She opened the cover and traced her mother’s signature there. Esther Beatrice Barbot.

	The day before, Aggie had rescued a copy of Quarterly Selections of Parisian Costumes from Lady Gwenaelle’s rubbish bin. She had removed a prominent tea stain from the beautifully illustrated periodical with a little magic and brought it to dinner. The female servants had gathered around her like a flock of hens, gawking and clucking over the illustrations of outrageous waistlines and extravagant fascinators. But Aggie had only given them a peek before she’d tucked away the delicate pages.

	Emilie, perched in the seat beside Agatha, had quite happily traded the worn Shakespeare book for the fashion paper. Only Lenore had given Aggie a sidelong glance from across the table, knowing where Aggie had procured the periodical. But surely she didn’t blame Aggie for taking one of the dozens of fashion and gossip papers that Gwenaelle had discarded?

	Agatha touched the worn leather of her dear book. Next chance she got, she would hunt down Leon, her Stuffed dog. Hopefully, he had not ended up with the barn cats as someone had suggested.

	But the hunt for her treasures would have to wait. Aggie’s dinner break was over, and Lady Gwenaelle needed help preparing for tonight’s soiree. Aggie rolled on her stockings and slipped her feet into her new kidskin boots.

	Gaston had worked quicker than she’d thought possible to secure her new position. The day after their abysmal trip to the abbey, Lenore had shown up at her door before daybreak with a wide smile, a new gown and an offer to apprentice her as a lady’s maid. Later that same day Aggie had moved into the south end of the servants’ quarters to a bright, airy room. Fiona, Lady Sylviane’s personal maid, had welcomed Aggie to the upper staff wing with open arms, which Aggie suspected was due to Lenore’s praise. Battle-axe Burgundy, however, let her scepticism show in their every interaction. Lenore had told Aggie to ignore the woman because she wore a permanent scowl, even on festival days. Cook, who also had a private room in the south wing, tiptoed around Aggie as if she feared her a little. It made Aggie even more curious to know what Gaston had said or done to orchestrate her new position.

	She hadn’t had a chance to ask him. She had only glimpsed him in passing over the last week because the house was in a hubbub over preparations for tonight’s dinner party But when he’d first seen her in her new navy blue gown, her hair done up in an elegant bun, the smile he’d given her had stolen her breath.

	With a last check of her chambers, she pushed the chair beneath her desk, straightened the eyelet curtains, and turned the fire low before exiting and spelling the door to lock behind her. She would not risk her possessions disappearing again.

	Aggie started towards the stairs and then spun back around. When she reached the door of the housemaids’ room, she knocked before walking into the empty room and shutting the door behind her. Four narrow beds lined the back wall. She stopped at the second bed, belonging to a young maid named Anna, who’d lost a beloved pet. Aggie’d heard the story of how the girl had found the injured cat in the garden the year before. She’d fed and nurtured the little animal until it thrived and began following her into the house and sleeping in her bed every night. Since the cat’s passing the week before, grief sat so heavy on the girl’s shoulders that Aggie’s heart broke every time she looked at her.

	Aggie glanced over her shoulder to make sure she was alone before she pulled a kerchief from her pocket, cupped it in her hands and visualised the white cat with blue eyes. ’File glimmer flooded from her chest and into her hands. Aggie smiled and opened her eyes to find a perfect stuffed replica of the beloved pet.

	Joy fusing her soul, Aggie propped the tiny kitten against Anna’s pillow and rushed from the room. Energised,
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	she raced towards the stairs. Why did transforming cloth fill her with such vitality and happiness, when the physical transformations drained the life from her bones?

	“Aggie!” Lenore called from the staircase before she appeared, cheeks flushed. “Lady Gwen is insistent that you arrange her hair.”

	“I’m on my way,” Aggie said, skipping down to meet Lenore. The only downside of her new position: Gwenaelle herself. The girl was snappish, demanding and sometimes even cruel. It shouldn’t have surprised Aggie that Gwenaelle displayed the same ruthlessness that poisoned the rest of the family.

	Aggie and Lenore hustled side by side into Gwenaelle’s suite to find a tableau of silk gowns, hair fripperies, silk slippers and stockings strewn about the room like so much rubbish.

	The lady herself stood in her undergarments, hair in rag rollers, rouge streaking down her powdered cheeks. “How will Ansel ever notice me when all I have to wear are these hideous rags!” she screeched as she ripped the bodice of an ice-blue ball gown from décolletage to waist. Aggie recoiled inwardly at the waste.

	Ansel Auclair? What did Gwen like about that empty-headed brute? From what Aggie had witnessed of
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	him, Ansel was handsome, with his broad shoulders and golden hair, but he was little more than George’s lackey. A c&rnichon, as Maman would’ve said - a simpleton without a single original thought.

	Gwen grunted, fists clenched on silk as she tried to rip the gown further. Aggie rushed over and jerked the poor garment from her mistress’s clutches.

	“I hate that gown! Get it out of my sight!” Gwen wailed as she collapsed on a settee with a groan of despair. Aggie stared at the ragged tear in the watered silk embedded with crystals, and shook her head. The dress must have cost enough to feed a small family for a year. Nothing could repair it now. Except magic.

	Discreetly, Aggie tucked the discarded gown beneath a pile of mending she would attend to later.

	Lenore rushed to placate her mistress. “Gweny, of course Ansel will notice you. How could he not? You will be the most stunning maiden in the county once we are done with you! Isn’t that right, Agatha?”

	“Yes, of course!” Aggie responded with forced enthusiasm. Two days ago, Lenore had not been able to arrange Gwen’s coiffure like a drawing on the cover of Le Journal des Dames et des Modes. Gwen had shrieked at Lenore, calling her horrid names, until the elegant maid had run

	
from the room in tears. At a loss, Aggie had instructed Gwen to relax, arid close her eyes so she could use a touch of glimmer to achieve the desired style.

	Gwenaelle had been so pleased that she’d insisted no one but Agatha could touch her hair from that day forward. Although it afforded Aggie job security, even the simple transformation made her dizzy, not to mention that it caused a bit of a conundrum when she needed to arrange the lady’s hair with anyone else in the room.

	Which meant Lenore needed to leave. Aggie offered a smile that she hoped softened the directive of her words as she addressed her mentor. “Lenore, why don’t you get Mademoiselle a nice cup of chocolate while I complete her toilette?”

	Lenore, bless her heart, gave Aggie a relieved smile over Gwen’s tousled head before rushing out the door.

	Aggie turned to her new mistress. “What look are you striving for today?”

	“I don’t know.” The girl slumped in her vanity chair. “It’s hopeless... Pm hopeless.”

	Despite Gwen’s entitled charade, Aggie’s heart ached a little for her. She knew the uncertainty of longing for attention that you had little hope of gaining. Gaston had come through with his promises to upgrade her position in the household, yet she wished for so much more from him. Feelings she could only wish he would one day be capable of imparting. Yet she still held out hope that she could teach him kindness. With patience and great care, she could erase the negative lessons his family had taught him and replace them with examples of caring and the joy of generosity.

	“I hardly think it is hopeless, my lady,” Aggie said with false confidence as she selected a rose-coloured gown with burgundy piping and a cream lace bodice from the discard pile on the bed. “I think this dusty mauve flatters your complexion well, and if we pile your curls high and let gold ribbons trail down your back, it shall show off your elegant neck. Young Lord Auclair will trip over his own feet when he .sees you!”

	“Oh, Agatha,” Gwenaelle exclaimed, damp blue eyes wide. “You are a godsend!”

	A lot of artistry and a bit of magic later, Aggie slumped against the bedpost and watched Lady Gwenaelle glide towards the door, coiffed to perfection, her skin glowing, eyes bright with confidence. “No need to wait up for me, Agatha.” She swept out of the room and said to Lenore, “You can assist me with my bedtime ablutions.”

	“However do you do it?” Lenore asked Agatha as she shut the door and began tidying the wrecked bedroom.

	“Do what?” Aggie replied tiredly, her thoughts already turned towards her cosy bed and a novel she’d borrowed from the estate library. Now that she had access to the family wing of the house, the massive library was at her disposal. As a lady’s maid, there was a lot of waiting, which seemed to annoy Lenore to no end but didn’t bother Aggie in the least. Her short tenure in the scullery made a bit of downtime with a good book and cup of tea feel heavenly in comparison.

	“You manage to make Gwen almost attractive,” Lenore said as she added another ruined ball gown to her pile of mending. “I’ve tried for years to transform that horse-faced brat into something presentable, and you’ve done it overnight.”

	Aggie’s head whipped around at Lenore’s harsh words.

	The pretty maid’s expression hovered somewhere between regret and alarm. “I mean to say... she can be so cruel... yet I know it is my job...”

	“I understand your frustration,” Aggie reassured her; ready to turn the conversation away from her magical makeover abilities.

	Lenore’s gaze zeroed in on Aggie’s face. “But Aggie, when you're finished with Gwen, she has a whole new appearance... a confidence dial is not unfounded. I don’t understand.''

	Aggie bent to scoop up a champagne organza gown, and the fabric shimmered in the candlelight as she inspected the torn hem, reminding her of a long-ago twilit evening when her mother sat before her vanity, preparing for a dance. The advice Maman had given her that night was the perfect excuse for abilities she could not explain. As she added the fluffy gown to the mending pile, Aggie said, “My mother was a great beauty, but she taught me that much of her look was illusion and stardust.”

	"Stardust?” Lenore questioned with a high-pitched laugh.

	Aggie didn’t turn around, afraid the half-truth might show in her face. “Stardust is what Maman called that undefinable quality that confident women wear like a cloak. The glow that comes from knowing one’s worth and their place in the world.”

	“How on earth did you impart that sentiment to Gwen?”

	Aggie did turn around then and faced Lenore, whose pale brows were arched in scepticism. “I build her up. The entire time I’m fixing her hair and applying her cosmetics,

	
I compliment her and help her see her own value.” It was true. Aggie had infused a glow into the rice powder and used a bit of glimmer to help concoct Lady Gwen’s elaborate hairstyles, but she also praised the young woman, pointing to her positive attributes.

	Lenore’s mouth turned down. “That doesn’t quite explain it, though, does it?”

	Aggie whirled around. “What do you mean?”

	Lenore’s lips curled at the corners before she said, “Just that your own appearance changed so drastically from when you first arrived, you almost look like a different person.”

	Certain her face had grown as red as a poppy, Aggie turned to tuck the covers up on the bed. How could she have thought the magical enhancements she’d given herself would go unnoticed? She hardly recognised her own face in the mirror. She’d been careless, greedy... and just as vain as Gaston. It was a mistake she couldn’t afford to make twice. After a time, she said, “A good night’s rest and warm food can do wonders.”

	“Or perhaps... love,” Lenore replied in a singsong voice.

	Aggie nearly collapsed in relief on the feather bed. Was that all Lenore was implying? That Aggie’s feelings

	
for Gaston had given her a glow of love? As forbidden as her feelings for the young lord were, it was far better for Lenore to attribute her transformation to love than to magic.

	She faced her new friend and let her see the blush tinting her cheeks. “I should say not!”

	Lenore’s laughter tinkled like bells. “No need to hide from me, dear. We are allies, remember?”

	Allies.

	Aggie wasn’t sure what common enemy they were aligned against, but having Lenore as a cohort lightened her step as she lined up multihued slippers in a drawer. She moved on to organise silk gloves and smiled to herself. She’d never had a friend before. Her mother’s healing practice had made the other children in their small community afraid of Aggie and her family. Funny how Maman was the first person the villagers ran to for help with their sickness or injury but the last person they invited over for tea.

	Lenore perched on a chair and stared out the windows that faced the front of the house. Aggie walked over to see what had captured her attention. Carriages Ened the driveway, lanterns swaying like fireflies in the night. Footmen clad in gold-trimmed coats and pristine white gloves assisted elegantly dressed men and women from their carriages and into the house.

	“It’s not that I’m not appreciative, but sometimes, I don’t know how much longer I can bear this,” Lenore said wistfully.

	Aggie looked around at the opulent room. “This position, despite Lady Gwenaelle’s petulance, is the most freedom I’ve ever had in my life.”

	“But not I,” Lenore said, her delicate jaw set in a line. “This...” she gestured towards the suite outfitted in silks and brocades, fresh flowers and lace curtains, “used to be my life.”

	Agatha didn’t speak as she watched the line of gleaming carriages move, horses stamping and snorting clouds into the air. She didn’t know what to say. Finally, she asked, “Where do you hope to go from here, Lenore? Your next position, I mean.”

	“Oh, there is Franny Rémy!” Lenore exclaimed, peering eagerly out the window as a young woman wrapped in an ebony mink stole and matching muff alighted from an elegant carriage. “Franny was my biggest rival at school. But I heard she married...” An elderly man with snowy hair followed the lady, hobbling on a silver cane. “Yes, she married old Vigouroux!”

	
Gently, Aggie asked, “Lenore, why didn’t you marry a gentleman? Could you not have stayed in this life that way?”

	Lenore cast her eyes downwards. “I had no dowry and would have been homeless if I had not accepted Gweny’s offer. I had no time to plot a better path. And now I have no way to meet anyone, tucked away in the servants’ hall of Château de Beaumont.” Lenore leant her forehead against the glass window and whispered, “I have to get out of here.”

	As Agatha watched a young man with dark hair take the arm of a delicate blonde lady, his gaze lingering on her face, the image of Gaston and herself superimposed upon the couple, and longing clenched Aggie’s chest. If Gaston ever looked at her with such aching admiration surely her heart would be full.

	Shaking the rainbows out of her eyes, Aggie reminded herself that Gaston was not her dream. He shouldn’t be. She had to focus on her goal. She pictured an apothecary in the lovely village of Tolmar. The shop would double as her healing practice with a cosy flat above. Perhaps she could even find a way to search for Maman. Surely a woman of such beauty and gifts would not be difficult to find.

	
With that dream in mind, she understood Lenore very well. She turned to her new friend. “You have every right to go after what you want. I will do anything I can to help.”

	Lenore smiled wide. “Do you mean it?”

	“Of course I do.” But Aggie felt trepidation brewing at Lenore’s overly eager response.

	Lenore grasped both of Aggie’s hands. “I need for you to take over my duties tonight.”

	“But Lady Gwen specifically asked for you to help her to bed this evening.”

	“She said you could have the night off. But surely she wouldn’t mind if you take my place. Just tell her I wasn’t feeling well.” Lenore’s pale blue eyes glittered in the moonlight.

	Aggie’s visions of a warm bed and a novel evaporated as she nodded. “Of course, Lenore. Whatever you need.”
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	INNER HAD been a laborious affair. To his eternal frustration, Gaston’s mother had seated him beside Felicity Figuier, who had despised him since he’d put a spider in her hair at an Easter

	picnic ten years ago; yet his mother still hoped for a courtship between them. On the other side of him sat the odious Widow Harper, who barraged him throughout the meal with tales of her amorous exploits. Between Felicity’s deliberate snubbing and Widow Harper’s ardent

	
attentions, Gaston thought he might vomit in his raspberry parfait.

	Although, he had to admit, what followed almost made up for it. In order to fulfil the terms of their bet on the dart game at the lodge, George had twirled grudgingly around the ballroom with scores of clinging, unmarried young ladies. The girls and their mothers swarmed his brother at every turn, cooing over George until his cheeks took on a permanent pink hue, his brow dotted with sweat.

	Gaston turned away from his brother’s plight to observe the ballroom sparkling with candlelight and fresh bouquets of hothouse flowers. Music filled the air, the stage set to draw the romantic from all in attendance. But there was no one present who evoked such feelings from Gaston. Aggie’s fleeting smile thrown over a shoulder, a braid glinting gold in the sun, eyes turbulent with challenge - that girl stirred his blood. But only these fluffed and feathered ladies were considered fit for him, none of whom were worth his time or attention.

	Fortunately, Gaston knew all the best hiding places. He’d perfected his invisibility act for years, and knew the precise time to make his exit. He pulled out his pocket watch and flipped open the lid. Less than an hour and he could sneak away widiout repercussions from Mère.

	
“Do you know, your brother appears quite changed, George.”

	Gaston stared at Ansel Auclair through the leaves of a potted palm, unsure he’d heard right. Was the lunkhead giving him a compliment? Gaston snagged a cup of spiced punch and dared to venture closer. He’d taken pains with his appearance and wore a new paisley waistcoat and silk breeches topped with a plum jacket that complemented his luxurious dark hair and glorious new complexion. He’d even had his valet polish his buckled shoes to a high shine and, on a whim, instructed the man to sew cotton filling into the arms of his coat. The supplement added breadth to his shoulders and accented his narrow waist, making him wonder why he’d never padded his coats befoie.

	“Gas? Are you kidding me?” George scoffed. If my brother were a horse, we’d have put him out of his misery long ago.”

	George’s friends exploded in laughter.

	Crimson flooded Gaston’s vision as he stomped up to his brother. “Entertaining your sycophants, are you, George?”

	A stiff silence met Gaston’s remark. The small group of young men surrounding his brother were the usual suspects; Auclair to his right, and on his left, the Plantier twins shifting awkwardly from foot to foot, their hefty frames more suited to farmwork than the ballroom. The only new addition was a short, stout young man with a poof of dark hair and a magnificent set of sideburns that almost disguised his rounded jowls.

	Gaston took a sip of warm punch, and remarked caustically, “How is it possible that none of you are bored with my brother’s buffoonery yet?”

	The short one barked a laugh that he quickly covered with a frilled handkerchief and strategic cough.

	“LeFou!” Dany Plantier scolded.

	I m sorry, LeFou said, still laughing. “But buffoonery is quite accurate!”

	Gaston took an instant liking to the little man and offered him his hand, “Gaston. Pleased to make your acquaintance.”

	“Quite.” LeFou shook his hand. “I’m visiting my cousins for the season.” He rolled his eyes toward the Plantier twins in obvious disdain.

	“I feel your pain,” Gaston said, and shot George the cocky smirk he knew his brother hated.

	“To what do we owe the honour of your presence, Gas? Shouldn’t you be hiding behind Mere’s skirts?”

	More boorish laughter met George’s remark, but

	Gaston replied smoothly, “I wished to see how you fared, dear brother, after paying your debt of a hundred dances. Or aren’t you finished?” Gaston peered past George’s shoulder. “It appears Miss Mesny seeks to fill her dance card.”

	Molly Mesny had fancied George since they were children, and she frightened him like no other. The girl’s watery eyes and cherry-red nose leaked continuously. Gaston grinned as Molly approached, her caterpillar eyebrows flying up as she sneezed hard enough to send the partridge feathers in her hair aquiver.

	He leant around George and waved at Molly through the crowd, beckoning her closer.

	“I’ve more than fulfilled our bet,” George growled as he grabbed Gaston’s arm. And squeezed.

	Gaston jerked away but not soon enough. A jackal-like smile split George’s face as he gripped Gaston’s coat and snatched it off his shoulder. “Look what we have here, boys!”

	“Is that what I think it is?” Ansel chimed in with a wicked grin. “Surely not!”

	Gaston struggled but couldn’t risk drawing more attention by making a scene. When George pulled his left arm from the coat sleeve, there was little he could do to stop it.

	“Padding your shoulders like a woman, Gaston?” George clucked his tongue. “I thought better of you.”

	David Plantier, red curls glinting in the candlelight like an evil clown, reached out and grabbed a handful of stuffing from Gaston’S coat.

	Cotton batting spilled to the parquet floor like snow as George cackled. Face ablaze, Gaston angled away from the others and yanked his jacket back on. But the damage had been done. The sleeve hung on his skinny arm like an empty banana skin.

	Jeers echoed around Gaston as his chest squeezed tight.

	“I’ve heard all the men in Paris pad their coats,” LeFou announced in a singsong voice that managed to rise above the sniggers of the others.

	Don t be stupid, LeFou,” Dany Plantier said as he shoved his cousin in the direction of the refreshment table. “Go get me some of those blue pies.”

	“You mean blueberry tartlets, you hapless twit?” LeFou retorted under his breath as he stumbled away.

	Gaston knew he should take a cue from the smaller man and retreat, but flames of pent-up rage fuelled by years of compounded humiliation propelled him to crowd close to George’s face. “Perhaps you should be a bit nicer

	
to me, Brother. Nothing you say or do will ever change the fact that I m the eldest. I’m the heir, and you’re the spare.” He jabbed his finger into George’s chest. “And you can’t stand the fact that, one day, you’ll be dependent on my charity” Teeth clenched, Gaston spoke his next words with deliberation, “I wouldn’t count on it.”

	With the group of buffoons finally silenced and Molly Mesny closing in on his brother, Gaston pivoted on his heel. He stalked away with as much dignity as one could muster while wearing a lopsided, half-stuffed jacket.

	“Aggie! Open up, I know you’re in there!” Gaston banged on Gwen’s door for the second time.

	The door swung open, and Gaston barrelled past a sleepy-eyed Agatha.

	“Gaston, you shouldn’t be in here.”

	“Why not? It’s my sister’s room, isn’t it?” He scanned the pink-and-yellow sitting room; a single candle guttered low, an afghan puddled on the floor beside a chair and ottoman. Evidently, Aggie had been asleep. Good. She should be well rested for his next request. He stomped into the bedchamber. When he saw no one else, he asked, “Where’s Lenore?”

	
Aggie rubbed her eyes. “I... She has the night off.

	“Perfect. I need another transformation.”

	With a tired sigh, Aggie replied, “You know that s not how this works.”

	Like a wounded animal, Gaston let out a ragged cry. He spun away from her and strode to the window. Gaston didn’t care what his blasted brother thought about him. He’d stopped caring about George’s opinion long ago. But when he humiliated him in front of others... Who knew how many people had witnessed George pluck the stuffing from his coat? The gossip flying around the ballroom at that very moment must be dizzying. The laughter at his expense would likely extend to parlour visits and teatimes throughout the week. The month!

	Gaston sank into a chair and braced his head in his hands. Who was he kidding? Of course he cared. And, oh — it hurt when George turned on him. When his father ignored him. When Mère picked on him and criticised him. When Gwen — his little sister, who should’ve worshipped her eldest brother — snubbed him. No matter how hard he tried, he still felt like a little boy again, wondering why he was never good enough.

	“Gaston?” Aggie’s soft voice cut through his deprecating thoughts. “What’s happened?”

	He felt her hovering near, sensed that she wished to touch him. To comfort him. But he didn’t want comfort Or pity. He natr wanted her pity.

	“I’m fine.” He looked up and offered a half smile that he knew didn’t reach his eyes. ‘Just a little incident with my coat.”

	She sat in the chair across from him, and he held cwt both of his arms to show her the difference in size. “I had a bit of padding added to my jacket, you see. I've heard it’s the latest trend in Paris. But George discovered what Id done, and he couldn't resist a hit of fun. He spat out die last word with more vehemence than hr d intended and had to forcibly unclench his lists.

	Aggie leapt to her feet. “Arc you jesting.’ He ripped the stuffing from your coat? Tell me he didn t do this in (root of others!”

	Her fury felt like cleansing fire. C .'athame in its intensity her outburst collapsed some of his own anger, allowing him to shrug and say, “Yes, but I might have started it.”

	Aggie sank back down to perch on thr edge of the chair. “What did you do that was so terrible?”

	This time when he smiled, the expression felt almost genuine. “I might have called him a buflbon in front of all his friends/’

	
“You didn't?” She grinned, and die flame of a nearby candle burnished the curve of her cheeks and caught in her hair, drawing out the gold wares that hung loose around her shoulders. He drank her in. from her delicate, shoeless feet to the curve of her hips to her narrow waist. The rich navy? blue of her new dress was die perfect contrast to her fair skin. He’d never seen her look more captivating. It wasn’t just her appearance that drew him to her, but her ability7 to understand him when no one in the world seemed to. The way she burned with righteous indignation - for him.

	His skin felt tight. Too hot.

	And he realised he wanted to touch her.

	To consume her.

	To taste (he beauty and power that only she possessed, ror just a moment.

	His gaze swept up to her face, and their eyes locked. He leant forwards. Her lips parted as she exhaled softly, but she didn’t move away.

	He inched closer, and their knees touched, heat flaring through fabric. Her kaleidoscope eyes ignited with cerulean flames.

	Gaston couldn’t breathe. If he didn’t touch her, he felt he would never be able to breathe again. He pushed

	
forwards, and his lips found hers, plush and so soft he wanted to drown in them. His mouth moved over hers, one hand tangled in her hair, the other gripping her knee. It was every kiss he’d ever imagined. And more.

	His veins ignited. His brain switched off as her hands moved to the back of his neck and threaded in his hair. A tiny moan vibrated against his lips as he deepened the kiss and drank from her mouth, indulged in the taste of her like honey over raspberries and cream.

	Then, all at once, she pulled away.

	Bereft, Gaston reached for her again. Desperate for more.

	But she stood and put the chair between them, gripping it as she said, “We can’t... If your sister returns...”

	It was with no little satisfaction that Gaston noticed her lack of breath and the flush to her cheeks. She wanted him too. It made him feel like a knight. A duke. A king!

	Agatha pushed the hair off of her heated face and stared at him with narrowed eyes. “You won’t earn another transfiguration that way.”

	And just like that, he was back to feeling like a toad. Was that what she thought? That the kiss was nothing more than a transaction for him? Did she really believe he was that low?

	“Never mind.” He shot up from his chair, but before he could exit the room in a huff, Aggie stopped him with a single question.

	“What brought you here, Gaston?”

	He stiffened and stopped at the door. He didn’t want to feel like this any more, like no one genuinely wanted to see him walk into a room. That little boy who never understood the reasons for people’s scorn and had always cowered, slinking away to be alone rather than face their rejection.

	But Aggie offered him the opportunity to explain himself. She gave him the benefit of the doubt — and he would take it. For the first time in his memory, he enjoyed the company of another. He missed her when they weren’t together. Looked for her around every corner. His heart blazed to life with a mere glimpse of her as she hurried through the corridors.

	He shoved his hands into his trouser pockets and turned around to face her, struggling to put his feelings into words. “I... needed to see you.”

	Her eyes widened a fraction, and he took two steps closer. “I felt angry and desperate and I knew you could help.”

	Aggie’s shoulders slumped.

	
Gaston rushed on as he closed the distance between them and took her hands in his. “Not just because of what you can do, but because I like the person I am when I’m around you.”

	She squeezed his hands.

	‘And tonight,” he continued with a self-deprecating half grin, “I revolted myself a bit.” He didn’t think he could tell her what he’d said to George before fleeing the ballroom. Without asking, he knew she wouldn’t approve of him threatening to disown his brother. No matter how vile the jerk had been.

	Her eyes, the colour of spring leaves, blinked up at him with adoration. His chest swelled, and his smile bloomed full. She led him back to the chairs by the window and, with a grin of her own, said, “Take off that ridiculous coat and tell me about it.”

	He did as she asked, gladly removing the jacket and tossing it on the floor. Then he settled back and crossed his legs. “Do you have any tea?”

	“I’m afraid not. There might be some leftover biscuits On the tray, though.” Aggie made a motion to stand, but Gaston grabbed her hand to stop her from rising.

	He didn’t wish to talk about himself It was an odd feeling, to be sure, but in that moment, he wanted more of this fascinating girl-sorceress. “Tell me why yon ran from your home.”

	Aggie sank back and watched him as she asked, “Do you truly wish to know?”

	“I want to know everything about you, Aggie.”

	Her cheeks flushed prettily as she tugged her fingers from his light hold. “I’m not sure where to begin.”

	Gaston bit back the first question that sprang to his mind. Where did you get this incredible magic? Instead, he prompted, “That day in the forest, it seemed like you were running from something... or someone.”

	Yes. She glanced out the window. “My father hates my... abilities. He would punish me for using them.”

	Gaston couldn’t hold back his condemnation. “That’s monstrous!” he cried.

	“But that isn’t why I left,” she rushed on to explain. “I had determined to stay there and wait for my mother to return.”

	She grew silent, and when she blinked, the moonlight caught in her damp lashes.

	“Your mere?” Gaston prompted softly.

	“My mother left when I was young. She was extraordinary.” Aggie swiped at the wetness on her cheeks, still staring out the window. “Vivacious and beautiful.

	
Kind and caring. And powerful. But her magic began to splinter her mind. The night she left, she... she scared me.”

	Gaston didn’t move a muscle, afraid she would stop speaking.

	“We used to practise magic together. Little things in the garden or just for fun. One time, after I’d had a terrible nightmare, she animated my stuffed dog. The little animal hugged me and hummed lullabies in my ear the rest of the night.” Aggie swallowed, her voice ragged when she said, “I know she loved me, and I knew she would return for me. One day.”

	“But she did not?” Gaston asked as she worked to compose herself.

	Aggie shook her head, and Gaston pulled a clean handkerchief from his waistcoat pocket and handed it to her.

	“Thank you, Gallant.” She offered a damp smile.

	Gallant. A. thrill rushed through Gaston’s veins, warmth radiating through his chest. He wondered what he wouldn’t do to hear her call him that. He sat up straighter. “What happened to make you decide to leave home?”

	Her delicate nostrils flared, brows lowering. “Father promised me to a devil.”

	A chill rushed over Gaston’s skin. ‘A devil?”

	“A reprehensible old lord who only wished to use my powers for himself.” Aggie lifted her chin, eyes clear of tears. “I promised I would never allow that to happen...” Her words trailed off, and she looked out the window.

	There had to be something he was missing. Gaston had been shunned by his father because he did not Eve up to society’s expectations of manhood. But why would a father disparage a gift such as Aggie’s? Give her away? It was beyond comprehension.

	“A carnage is pulling around,” Aggie said, glancing out the window. “You should go.”

	Gaston dismissed her concern, his mind still churning. “Gwen will stay until the very end of the party. We have time.”

	He had been guilty of trying to use her magic for his own gain, certainly. This was only human nature, he reasoned. But to despise such a power? To punish an innocent child for using her extraordinary gift didn’t make sense. “I don’t understand... Why did your father spurn your magic?” Gaston pressed. “Did he fear you?”

	Her eyes as dark as storm clouds, Aggie replied, “He believed what I could do was unnatural. Evil.”

	“Then why did he marry your mother?”

	“He only reviled my power after my maman left. He told me she began to change, her mind fracturing. She
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	helped people throughout our small village and beyond. But Papa said she would return acting... unbalanced. Delusional.” She jerked forwards and grasped Gaston’s hands, and he nearly jumped out of his skin. “I cannot allow that to happen to me, Gaston. Do you understand? Magic comes with a price that I’m not willing to pay with my sanity”

	Gaston couldn't move. He’d thought his side of their bargain was because she wished to change him - to mould him into a new and improved version of himself, and perhaps that was part of it. But it seemed that the exchange was also more literal. ‘Are you saying that when I perform a good deed, I’m actually paying a price for each transformation?”

	Aggie’s mouth curved to the side, and she appeared to think before replying, “I don’t know.”

	“You don’t know?”

	“I seem to lose energy each time, just as I did after clearing your skin, and you hadn’t done anything to earn that yet. But when I clothed the orphans, I felt elated and energised. I don’t understand.” She buried her face in her hands. “I want to use my gift to help and heal, but there’s so much I don t know. If only I had my mother to teach me.”

	
Gaston’s chest gave a squeeze. His heart ached for this girl who had been rejected by her own father. Who was alone in the world, with no one to turn to for guidance.

	Just like him.

	Aggie sat up and looked at him wearily. “When you came in here tonight, you were demanding a transformation.”

	Gaston had the grace to wince at the reminder.

	“Tell me why.”

	“Well.” Gaston blinked in surprise. “I already explained what happened. What George did to me.”

	“And you think physical change is the answer.” It was a statement, not a question, a prod into his true intentions. Not that Gaston would’ve expected anything less.

	He sighed and sprawled back in his chair. ‘Actually, yes. If I were stronger and taller, he wouldn’t dare humiliate me.”

	“Wouldn’t he?” Agatha stood up and began to tidy the room. She’d tucked away several fashion periodicals in a drawer before saying, “From what I gather, George doesn’t have much kindness in him, but gains confidence from putting others down.”

	Gaston squirmed a bit in his chair, an uncomfortable itch tracing down his spine, though he wasn’t quite sure

	
why. What was it about her statement that bothered him? Certainly it was more than true. George hadn’t shown Gaston an ounce of kindness in years. Agatha carried a silver tea tray to the door and set it out in the hallway before returning to fold the discarded afghan.

	As Agatha scooped up a pair of house slippers and brought them into the bedroom, it hit Gaston what she’d been implying — he hadn’t shown kindness either. If Aggie knew what he’d said to his brother before stomping out of the ballroom, she would be appalled. A tiny sliver of Gaston felt appalled as well, but the larger part felt satisfied. Vindicated. Justified.

	He heard Aggie bustling around in the bedroom and called out to her, “You believe kindness would get me further in life than size or strength.”

	She appeared in the doorway. “Yes, I do.”

	He tore his gaze from her and shook his head. She had no idea what his world was like.

	Suddenly, she was in front of him, her gaze soft. “I’ve seen the good in you, Gaston. The changes you are capable of. You can rise above. Be the role model you were born to be!”

	‘And what if that isn’t what I want?”

	Aggie’s mouth flattened, her expression going blank.

	“Then you will exclude yourself from true friendship and love. You doom yourself to the very unhappiness you heap upon others.”

	Gaston’s heart dropped into his gut, souring his dinner. A vision of that fateful day in the forest, beasts growling in his face, when he’d believed he was about to die, reminded him that he’d vowed to change. That in that critical moment, he’d begged for a second chance to create happier memories. Then this wondrous girl had appeared. Saved him in more ways than one. He searched her pleading gaze. “I don’t know how.”

	“Good thing I’m here to help you, then.” A wide smile turned her pretty face into a thing of beauty. “All you have to do is want to change. To want a better life.”

	Gaston reached for her, drawn in like a bee to a rose.

	What would she do if he tugged her onto his lap and kissed her again? His grip on her fingers tightened, his heartbeat escalating as she returned his heated stare.

	The door banged open, and she dropped his hand.

	“What is this?” Madame Burgundy’s substantial form filled the open doorway.

	Aggie stumbled back a step, and stuttered, “I... er... was just...”

	Gaston stood. “I was awaiting my sister’s return, and

	Agatha has been tidying the room. What is it you need Madame Burgundy?”

	Caught out by Gaston’s rebuking tone, the housekeeper blinked owlishly. Her mouth pursed, then she said, “I’m looking for Lenore.”

	Agatha stepped forwards, her confidence seeming to return. “Lenore wasn’t feeling well, so I offered to wait up for Lady Gwenaelle and complete her night-time toilette.”

	“Well, that’s” — the older woman smoothed down her purple skirt — “good experience for you. However, I must say it is highly irregular to have a gentleman of the house... Her gaze flitted around the room, avoiding Gaston. It isn t proper for the two of you to be alone.”

	“No need to worry, Madame Burgundy,” Gaston assured her. “As you can see, nothing untoward has occurred. I simply need to speak with my sister. Please be on your way.”

	The housekeeper dropped into a curtsy. “Yes, your lordship.” But before she turned, her dark gaze drilled into Aggie so hard that she caught her breath.

	When the woman finally left and shut the door behind her, they both exhaled loudly.

	“If that old dragon gives you any trouble,” Gaston said, “let me know immediately.”

	Aggie shot him an adorable sideways smile. “I believe 1 can handle myself, Gallant.” She wiggled her hands, and tiny sparks danced across her fingers.

	Laughter exploded from his chest. “I don’t doubt it, Jille magique.'” Yes, this magic girl could most definitely handle herself. He stepped close to her and brushed his knuckles across her smooth cheek. Suddenly, all Gaston wished to do in the world was prove to her he was every bit as good and worthy as she thought him to be. “I will put some thought into my next assignment and send word to you when I’m ready.”

	Agatha stood on her toes and placed a lingering kiss upon his cheek, then whispered, “I’ll be waiting.”

	

	CHAPTER 13  
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	HE NEXT morning, Agatha awoke to a soft knock at her door. She nearly groaned aloud as she remembered the delightful dream she’d been pulled from — a moonlit garden, the tinkling of music as Gaston

	twirled her through dancing fireflies, beneath trees dripping

	with paper lanterns, his blue eyes shining down on her with love. I will never want anyone as much as I want you,

	Agatha de Villeneuve.

	Aggie stretched her hands above her head and then touched her mouth as the memory of their kiss tingled across her lips. That had actually happened. She smiled a giddy, frivolous grin that she immediately covered with her hand.

	Gaston liked her. He liked her.

	She’d shared her past and the rejection of her father. Her forced engagement. The madness that had gripped her mother, and her subsequent abandonment. Gaston had been understanding. Angry on her behalf. And still, he had taken her hand and gazed at her as if she were a chocolate confection he wished to devour.

	The knock came again, and Aggie glanced at her clock to find it still quite early. She had been told Gwen would sleep in until at least noon the day after a ball, so there was no need to be up and about.

	“Come in,” Aggie called as she sat up and worked to wipe the silly grin off her face.

	Lenore peeked her head into the room, appearing apologetic. “I’m sorry. Are you awake?”

	“I am now.” Aggie laughed. “Come on in.”

	Lenore shut the door behind her and angled the desk chair towards the bed before she sat. “I wanted to thank you for last night. How did it go?”

	“Perfectly...” She trailed off as she remembered

	Madame Burgundy’s untimely entrance, and the hateful look she’d given Aggie before she’d retreated. Agatha feared the woman would find a way to make her pay.

	“What?” Lenore leant forwards. “What happened?”

	Aggie blew out a breath as she filtered what she would tell Lenore. Her new friend didn’t need to know Gaston had come to visit her. “Madame Burgundy came looking for you.”

	Lenore inhaled sharply.

	“It’s fine,” Aggie reassured her friend. “I told her you weren’t feeling well and that I offered to assist Gwenaelle for the evening. She said she thought it would be good experience for me.”

	Lenore’s shoulders slumped with relief. “Thank you so much.”

	Curious as to why Lenore needed the night off, Aggie asked softly, “Is everything... all right?”

	“Yes,” Lenore said with a smile. “More than all right. I only needed to take care of some personal business.”

	Aggie wondered if that ‘personal business’ had to do with a man. She’d witnessed the way Robin, the head footman, watched Lenore as she entered a room, and manoeuvred so he could sit near her at every meal. Aggie wtggled her eyebrows playfully. “A handsome sort of personal business?”

	Lenore chewed on her thumbnail before answering, “Perhaps. But you mustn’t say anything to anyone. Promise me.”

	“Of course, I promise.” Aggie sat up on the side of the bed. “You’ve done so much for me, Lenore. If you hadn’t agreed that I should become your apprentice, I would be scrubbing pots this very moment!”

	‘Yes, I suppose that’s true.” Lenore nodded as she stood. ‘You should get some more sleep. You’ve earned it. And I’ll be sure to appear ill when I see the old battle-axe today.”

	Aggie’s stomach flipped. Would Madame Burgundy say something to Lenore about finding Gaston in Gwen’s room last night? Was it better that Lenore hear it from her?

	Before Aggie could decide, Lenore pulled a lump of fur from her apron pocket. “I almost forgot. I found this last night.”

	“Leon!” Aggie leapt from the bed and grasped the stuffed dog to her chest. “Thank you ever so much.”

	Lenore stared at her as if she’d lost a bit of her mind. Then, her expression cleared, and she shrugged. “No worries. I’ll see you at breakfast.

	Before she’d reached the door, she turned back. “Would you know anything about the stuffed kitten that appeared on Anna’s bed last night?”

	Aggie bit her lip and shrugged.

	“Well, Anna is like a new person. She carries the little cat in her apron pocket everywhere she goes.” Lenore arched an eyebrow. “Just thought you’d want to know.”

	With that, she left and closed the door behind her.

	•Warmth radiated throughout Aggie’s body at the thought of young Anna’s grief assuaged. Then she sat down and examined her own stuffed animal for damage. Besides a bit of straw poking out here and there, Leon appeared as raggedy as the day she’d lost him. She hugged, the little dog close, envisioning her mother’s slim hands as she’d guided her through the sewing process, and the beaming smile she’d bestowed on Aggie afterwards. There were no traces of madness in those moments. In fact, as Aggie looked back, she wasn’t certain she’d ever witnessed the insanity her father claimed had taken her away from them. Had Papa been lying?

	Aggie stared out the window at the sun crawling up the horizon. If her father lied, then why had Maman left them?

	***

	Lady Gwen — as she’d instructed Aggie to call her — bustled around her room in what Agatha’s mother would have called a snit. Lenore had readied Gwen for afternoon callers, pinning her hair up in a simple yet flattering style without the help of magic, and outfitted her in a lovely pmk-and-white-striped gown that fluttered when she moved

	Oh, what Aggie wouldn’t have given to wear a gown that danced around her ankles in such a becoming manner! She d only ever worn work skirts on the farm and now the stiff, sturdy servant’s garb.

	'Where are my ruby earrings?” Gwen muttered under her breath. “They’re perfect for afternoon. Not too large, and the rubies are of a lighter quality. Almost pink.”

	Aggie didn’t think she was addressing her, since she would have no clue where to find the lady’s valuables. But she began to search all the same. Aggie walked over to die bedside table and opened the top drawer. “Gould you have left them in here?”

	“I think I would’ve known if I’d left them in such an obvious place,” Gwen snapped.
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	Oh. Aggie shut the drawer, praying Lenore would return with the special orange scones the lady had requested. Did Cook have to bake them from scratch? Lenore had been gone for nearly an hour.

	A loud knock sounded on the door, and Agatha rushed into the sitting room to answer it. Lenore would have just knocked lightly and then walked in.

	Agatha flung open the door to find the purple-clad form of Madame Burgundy. The woman sniffed loudly, one eye squinting. Then her lips stretched into a wide smile that set Agatha’s heart racing.

	“Just the person I wished to see,” the housekeepei said in an eerily cheerful tone.

	Aggie bobbed her head. wtWbuld you like to come in?

	“No, that won’t be necessary. I’m merely here to give you a message to accompany Lady Crwenaelle to the parlour for her first visitor.”

	“I... Well,” Aggie sputtered. Odd that the head of die household staff would deliver such a mandate. And stranger still, lady’s maids were not invited to attend tea with the family while they received callers, at least not in Aggie’s experience. “Are you certain?”

	Ice chips were warmer than the old woman’s gaze as she answered, “Quite.”

	
“Agathal” Gwenaelle screeched from the bedroom.      1

	“Are you going to help me or not?”      5

	“I’ll be right there,” Agatha called over her shoulder.

	When she turned back, Madame Burgundy was gone.

	***

	Ten minutes later, Lady Gwen wore a set of opal-and-diarnond earrings that perfectly complemented her dress. As Agatha accompanied her down the corridor, the lady insisted that the jewels were too formal for afternoon.

	“And where are my orange scones?” Gwen demanded. “Lenore cannot seem to fulfil the simplest of requests these days.”

	It was true that Lenore had never returned. Agatha’s stomach clenched at the thought of explaining to Lady Gwen why she would need to follow her into the parlour when she didn’t understand it herself. Would Madame Burgundy send her on a fool’s errand merely to humiliate her? It was more than possible.

	Agatha opened her mouth to explain to Lady Gwen, but when they turned the corner into the main hallway, raised voices greeted them. Gwen tugged Agatha to a stop in the shadows and lifted a finger to her lips.

	Gaston leant against the wall, as casual as you please.

	George stood across from him with his arms crossed, scowling.

	“Why would you, of all people, wish to spare me any pain?” George asked.

	Gaston shrugged one shoulder. “Because Molly Mesny is crazy about you, and if Mère is pushing a match, it will put you in a very awkward position.”

	“Since when do you care how awkward I feel? You likely wish to go in my place only to encourage the chit’s affections.”

	Gaston pushed off the wall. “Not this time.”

	George’s eyes widened as he asked, “Do you like Molly?”

	“Heavens, no! I don’t own enough handkerchiefs to staunch that girl’s flow of phlegm.”

	George choked on a laugh, then reached into his coat pocket and handed Gaston a green silk square of fabric. “Well then, you might need this.”

	“Thanks,” Gaston said with an ironic twist to his lips as he tucked the handkerchief away. “I will entertain the girl and tell Mère that Father called you away to... ”

	“To check on the tenants’ chickens,” George provided. “There was an attack last night. One farm lost half their hens.”

	“You don’t say?” Gaston asked.

	
Did Aggie imagine that Gaston’s voice trembled slightly? The attack on the chickens must have evoked visions of the wolf pack that had stalked them at the hunting lodge, just as it did for her.

	Aggie crossed her arms and rubbed away the goose bumps.

	George stepped over to Gaston and gripped his shoulder. “Thanks, Brother. I won’t forget this.”

	Aggie’s chest tightened as Gaston nodded, and George strode away, skipping down the stairs. She hadn’t witnessed anything close to affection between the siblings until now, and she wondered at the sudden change.

	Gaston took a deep breath before opening the door and striding into the sunny parlour.

	“Well, that was... unprecedented,” Gwen said, reflecting Aggie’s thoughts. “I cannot wait to see this!”

	Gwen strode forwards, and Aggie followed a few steps behind. Just before they reached the open door, Aggie said, “Um, Lady Gwen...”

	Gwen spun around and snapped, “What? I’m missing the excitement!”

	“Madame Burgundy told me I am to accompany you to your first visit today.”

	“Really?” Gwen tapped her cheek. “That seems rather odd.”

	
"I can wait out here,” Aggie offered.

	“No need.*? Gwen shrugged. “Follow me and stay out of the way”

	Gwen swept into the parlour and went straight over to a girl residing on the edge of a sofa, her tiny feet barely touching the floor. “Molly! How wonderful to see you,” Gwen cooed as she sat beside the girl, who promptly sneezed into an already damp handkerchief.

	Agatha hovered near the doorway and scanned the room to find Gaston’s gaze upon her. He arched a dark brow in question, and Aggie shrugged in return. She had no clue why she’d been summoned to the parlour.

	Lady Sylviane, dressed in a fussy fuchsia gown that bordered on evening wear, perched on the sofa opposite Gwen and Molly.

	A woman with stick-straight dark hair and a red nose that matched poor Molly’s sat beside Gaston’s mother. She could only be Madame Mesny. When the lady in question spotted Agatha, she perked up and pointed quite rudely at Aggie. “You must be Agatha! Madame Burgundy told our housekeeper that you were seeking a new position. And it just so happens that Molly is in need of a lady’s maid! Please do come over so we can see you.”

	The Battle-axe worked fast; Agatha had to give the woman that much.

	She exchanged a wide-eyed glance with Gaston before she made her way to the centre of the room. True, the arrangement had been that Lenore would train Agatha to take her place as Gwenaelle’s maid so that Aggie could move on to another household. But she’d been in training less than two weeks. Aggie’s gaze darted over to Gwen to see her reaction, but she appeared engrossed in her conversation with Molly.

	Agatha dropped into a curtsy near the tea tray. “Pleased to make your acquaintance, Madame Mesny.”

	Gaston ambled across the room and dropped into a chair near Molly, seemingly to fulfil his promise to George to entertain the girl in George’s place. He definitely did not appear concerned for Agatha’s employment status. When Molly turned towards him, he gave her a warm smile, though Aggie could see it wasn’t genuine. But the, young lady nearly sighed as she batted rather long lashes at him. He did look quite handsome in his bottle-green coat. .

	Lady Sylviane drew Aggie’s attention with a snap of her fingers. “Agatha! I was not aware you were seeking a new position.”

	
“With all due respect, Lady—”

	Gwen’s screech cut her off. “She absolutely is not! I don’t know who you’ve been speaking to, but Aggie is far too valuable to me. I’ve never looked better in my life. She is positively magic with hair and cosmetics!”

	“Well then—’’ Madame Mesny let out a high-pitched sneeze and dabbed her nose. “I must have been misinformed.”

	Molly sneezed as if in response to her mother, her poor nose the bright red of a tomato. “I am still in need of a maid. I can’t seem to keep” — another series of sneezes cut her off and her eyes began to leak — “to keep a maid around these days.”

	Aggie’s heart went out to these poor women, who could benefit from a bit of healing. If she had established her practice, and she knew how to counteract the sporadic energy draining side effects of Using her powers, she could fix them right up.

	“You are dismissed, Agatha,” Lady Sylviane said as she made a shooing motion with her hand.

	Aggie remembered to curtsy again before she walked quickly into the hallway. She found a quiet corner where she leant against the cool stone wall and let out a broken sigh. Her dream of healing those in need felt impossibly far away. How would she ever manage it without guidance? Surely there had to be others like her who could share their experience.

	“Psst!”

	Aggie nearly jumped out of her skin as Gaston strode towards her with a jaunty smile that did little to slow her racing heart. When her reached her side, he tugged her into a shadowed alcove and said, “I knew you had nothing to worry about. I’ve seen the bits of magic you’ve used to help Gweny’s appearance. I knew she wouldn’t let you go.”

	"You knew, did you?” Aggie turned towards him and leant a shoulder against the wall. “Aren’t you supposed to be entertaining the Mesny girl?”

	He took a step closer and faced her, leaning in, his voice a husky murmur, “I made an appearance. That is all that is required.”

	He picked up a stray curl that had fallen to her shoulder and twirled it around his fingers. Heat skittered down Aggie’s spine, weakening her knees.

	“I have an idea for my next assignment.” Gaston said. “What if I take Molly on a promenade by the river at high noon, when all the eligibles are out and about? It will elevate her status as well as boost her confidence.”

	The river ran along the edge of Tolmar’s sweet-coloured buildings, and Aggie had learnt from Gwen that the promenade was the place to see and be seen for the aristocratic set. Gwen herself dreamt of a handsome gentleman escorting her down the river walk. It was tantamount to a public declaration of favour and interest.

	Agatha had to give Gaston credit for coming up with a thoughtful assignment. Sacrificing his own reputation for the sake of an unpopular girl certainly fulfilled the mandate she’d set. But the idea of Molly Mesny on Gaston’s arm, promenading for all the world to see, made Aggie feel as if hot coals burned in her stomach.

	With a small smile, she stepped closer to Gaston, his woodsy scent enveloping her senses as she said, “I think you’ve already performed a good deed today.”

	He arched a brow, lips tilting. “I have?”

	Aggie reached up and smoothed the lapel of his jacket. “I overheard your conversation with George. You saved him from an awkward encounter with Molly that only would’ve hurt her feelings. And you did it without knowing I was watching. That’s positive progress.”

	“Truly?” Gaston’s countenance glowed. “I actually did something right?”

	“Why did you do it? Last night George enraged you.”

	“I honestly don’t know.” Gaston watched his thumb as he brushed it across the end of her braid. “Last night, he humiliated me, and I hurt him back. But then I got to thinking - when does it end?”

	Sincerity glowed in his cobalt-blue eyes.

	“I think that realisation deserves a bit of growth to your stature.” She flattened her palm against his chest, the heat of his skin reaching through the fabric “Although I must say, I like you just the way you are.”

	“Hmm.” Gaston’s hand strayed to Aggie’s throat, the light caress sending tingles to her toes. “Then perhaps we should go to my suite for the next transformation.”

	The suggestion brought Aggie to her senses. She stepped back. Gaston’s hand fell away. He reached for her, his brows lowering as if his favourite toy had been taken from him.

	“Gaston, you know I cannot go to your chamber. If we were caught, I would get fired on the spot.”

	“The danger is part of the fun,” Gaston said, stepping closer to her.

	An inexplicable cold wrapped around Aggie’s heart. “For you, perhaps — there are no consequences for your actions- Not all of us are so fortunate.”
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	Gaston sighed as he shoved a fisted hand into his pocket. “You’re right, of course. We need to be more careful.”

	A dark curl fell over Gaston’s brow as he stared at the parquet floor. When he lifted his gaze to her, his sudden vulnerability warmed her again.

	“Where can we go that is private but won’t seem suspicious if we’re found there together?” Aggie asked. “I’ll likely pass out, but I can’t say for how long.”

	His gaze clouded. “I hate that my transformations are somehow hurting you.”

	Aggie’s throat grew thick with emotion. He really cared. More than that, he made her feel seen for the first time in a long time. “The loss of energy isn’t permanent.”

	“I. wouldn’t want to drain too much of your magic.” He brushed her jawline with the inside of his thumb. “Or stop the amazing changes you’ve made to yourself With a bit more effort, you could become the most beautiful maid in the land.”

	Distracted by the slamming of her heart and blood rushing in her ears, Aggie only heard part of what he’d said. She leant towards him and whispered, “I just need somewhere private to recover.”

	Gaston raked a hand through his hair and grinned.

	“Gweny won’t be back to her room for hours, and the other servants are all working to clean and polish the ballroom after last night.”

	He was right, Gwen had mentioned expecting multiple callers, and the first ones hadn’t even left yet. And Madame Burgundy had mandated that all staff be present for the party clean-up happening downstairs — Agatha had only escaped because of the battle-axe’s attempt to be rid of her. The knowledge still rankled. If Gwen hadn’t been attending, who knew how far the fiasco could have gone.

	Aggie leant around the corner and glanced at the closed parlour doors. “Brilliant idea! I’ll go first. Meet me there in fifteen minutes?”

	“A secret assignation,” Gaston said with a slow smile, “I’ll be there.”

	Aggie tried to ignore the tingles that raced over her skin at his suggestive tone and prayed they would have enough time to complete the transfiguration. She had a feeling changing muscle and bone would require a higher price, than anything she’d done thus far — but she believed he was worth whatever she had to give.
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	GASTON

	GATSON grinned at himself in the mirror and

	flexed, the muscle popping in his arm. Aggie had managed to increase his size and height. He

	couldn’t stop gazing at his bare muscled chest and broader

	shoulders. When he looked down at his feet, he could see

	his trousers were now too short, his ankles showing above his shoes.

	This transformation would be harder to explain. But in that moment, he couldn’t bring himself to care. He peered closer at his reflection. Did he imagine that he looked older, more mature?

	“Handsome devil,” he said, winking at himself.

	In the mirror, he caught a glimpse of the girl on the bed behind him, and his breath hitched. Agatha sprawled on the coverlet, still as death, her face washed of colour. Gaston whirled and raced to her side.

	In order to perform his transfiguration, she’d positioned herself next to Gweny’s bed and, upon completing the spell, had promptly collapsed onto the mattress. Gaston had felt the stretch of his bones and muscles and had been so eager to see his new physique, he’d run directly to the looking glass. Aggie always fainted after performing magic. He hadn’t felt concerned.

	Until he stood over her, and her chest did not appear to move.

	‘Aggie!” Frantic, he placed a hand in front of her mouth and felt nothing.

	He leant down and pressed his ear to her chest, but he could only hear his own fearful heartbeat as it slammed in his ears. He moved his face close to hers and whispered urgently, ‘Aggie, if you can hear me, you need to breathe!

	Should he shake her? Breathe his own breath into her lungs? Go get help? But what excuse could he give for finding her passed out in his sister’s bed? Not to mention the way he looked with his tight clothes and short trousers. How could he explain that? He had to -stay out of sight as much as he could.

	But when Aggie didn’t improve, Gaston resolved to find help regardless of the consequences. Just then, a quivering breath rushed through Aggie. He froze and watched as her chest began to rise and fall, her mouth opening in soft exhalation.

	Gaston stumbled with relief and leant against the wall, forcing himself to inhale as he watched the colour return to Agatha’s face. He pushed a hand through his hair as his feelings quickly turned to trepidation. He suspected she wouldn’t wake anytime soon.

	But... a grin slid across his face. With his new muscular frame, he could likely carry her to her own room. It was worth a try at least.

	Gaston bent at her side, slid his arms beneath her, and braced himself for the strain. When he lifted her, he straightened easily. Her weight wasn’t a burden at all. He turned and strode out of the bedroom, but before he reached the door to the suite, he stopped. He would likely be spotted on his way to the servants’ attic. He could say he’d found her passed out in the corridor, but how to explain his own state of undress? He could take the time to put his now undersized shirt back on. The risk of being seen made him hesitate. He turned in a circle as he searched for a solution and remembered how Agatha had been asleep in the chair the night before. If someone found her resting there as she waited for her mistress to return, surely it would not raise suspicion.

	Gently, Gaston lowered Aggie into the plush chair, propped her booted feet upon the ottoman, and tucked her in with the afghan. He stepped back and watched her for a moment; her winged brows, golden hair and petal-pink lips reminding him of an angel in repose. He bent down to place a kiss on her forehead. “Sleep well, ma jille magique.” She murmured something incoherent in her sleep, burrowing into the blanket.

	After Gaston forced on his shirt, he shrugged on his coat. The outer garment helped disguise his larger size but did not hide it completely. He slunk out into the hallway, keeping to the shadows. He only had to duck into a closet once on the way to his suite, to avoid running into Madame Burgundy.

	Once safely inside his chambers with the door locked, Gaston removed his clothes until he stood in his

	
undergarments, admiring himself in the full-length looking glass. His abdomen was ridged with muscle, his shoulders round and solid — even his neck appeared wider. He glanced down at his longer legs and the room spun. Gripping the washstand, he closed his eyes for a moment. It was as if he inhabited someone else’s body. He sank to sit on the lip of the tub and spied his wider, longer feet. No wonder he’d had trouble prying off his boots!

	This was his new body. His twentieth birthday approached, when his transformations would become irreversible. A snort burst from his nose. How was he ever going to explain this? It was an issue, certainly, but at that moment, a wave of uncontrollable mirth gripped Gaston, and he laughed loud and long.

	He only had to explain it once. And after that, he’d reap the benefits for the rest of his life.

	***

	Three sharp knocks sounded on Gaston’s bedroom door. Barely clothed and still admiring his reflection, he raced into the bedroom and dived beneath the covers. Once situated with the blankets up to his chin, he called for them to enter.

	“Master Gaston?”

	
Gaston stiffened. That was the head butler’s, voice. Gaston could count the times the man had entered his chambers on one hand. Thinking fast, Gaston added a gruff tone to his voice. “I’m in the bedchamber, Monsieur Aubert.”

	The man marched into the room, his eyes focused just above Gaston’s head. “Lord Gael wishes to see you, right away.”

	Father? Gaston nearly sat up but stopped himself as the coverlet slipped past his new broader, bare shoulders. Fortunately, Aubert still stared at the headboard.

	Gaston cleared his throat. “I’m not feeling well. What does Père want?”

	Monsieur Aubert’s eyes darted to Gaston and then away “Something to do with a missing jewelled snuffbox, my lord.”

	Gaston rolled his eyes to the ceiling. Father’s misplaced rubbish was no concern of his. Gaston rolled over and faced away from the butler and mumbled, “Tell Father I am unwell.”

	“With all due respect, Master Gaston. He said you would say that and asked that I insist, or he will assume your guilt.”

	“My guilt?” Gaston sat up then, and Monsieur Aubert’s
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	gaze darted to his bare chest. Thankfully, he seemed to have no reaction to Gaston’s overnight change in stature.

	Er... yes. One of the staff reported seeing you rummaging through your father’s things.”

	Righteous anger propelled Gaston out of bed. “That’s preposterous!”

	“Yes, my lord.” Aubert gave a brisk nod. “Should I tell Lord Gael you are unwell?”

	“No. no.” Gaston raked the hair off his forehead, a chill pushing down his spine. This wasn’t the first time he’d been blamed for something broken or missing in the house. “Tell him I’ll be there within the hour. And send Blanch to my chambers immediately”

	Monsieur Blanch was the valet he shared with George. Surely the man could find something that would fit Gaston’s new physique. And perhaps disguise it.

	***

	Gaston made his way towards his father’s study clad in one of George’s discarded suits. His brother had worn the dark blue coat and trousers two winters past, yet it hung fairly loose on Gaston’s new frame — a sharp reminder that Gaston was still physically inferior to his brother, despite the recent improvements the transformation had wrought.

	Blanch had peppered him with questions regarding the overnight change. The man would not stop until Gaston admitted to taking a growth tonic Mère had procured from a renowned travelling doctor. He told the valet that he’d taken the potion for weeks and the instructions had said it would work overnight once it built up in his system. Blanch., who Gaston gathered was a superstitious sort, had accepted Gaston’s story and busied himself with finding boots that would fit Gaston’s enlarged feet.

	But. even outfitted in his new attire, Gaston felt dwarfed as he approached the carved wooden door to Father’s study. He d only ever been called to his father’s office for admonishment. Gaston’s temper flared at the thought. He took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. Of course, as soon as Gaston explained that he had nothing to do with the missing snuffbox, Father would dismiss the servant for lying. Wouldn’t he?

	Gaston rapped his knuckles on the door, and his father’s voice boomed from within, “Enter.”

	Gaston opened the door and strode into the room. Its dark panelled walls, stone fireplace and taxidermied animal heads reminded him of the hunting lodge. Gaston’s eyes darted to the wild boar head mounted on the wall behind his father’s desk, a streak of afternoon sun highlighting the sharp tusks, one of which had gouged Father’s leg before he’d taken the beast down. Gaston suppressed a shiver. The hideous pig with its shock of crazy black hair and feral gaze had always scared him a little.

	Father sat behind his mahogany desk hunched over a ledger book full of numbers. Without lifting his head, he gestured to a straight-backed chair opposite the desk. “Sit.”

	Gaston did as instructed, relieved that his father hadn’t witnessed him walk into the room. As distracted as he always seemed, he’d surely have noticed the physical changes in his own son. At least, sitting, Gaston could shrink into himself a bit in an attempt to disguise the change as much as possible.

	Silence fell between them, and Gaston worked to hold himself still. He caught his fingers drumming against the arm of the chair and squeezed his hand into a fist. A clock above the mantel ticked loudly and clearly in the stillness. Gaston tapped his foot with impatience until he finally burst out, “Père? Did you wish to speak with me?”

	Father placed a red ribbon to mark his spot in the ledger and closed the cover with a snap. When he lifted his head, his expression appeared empty of emotion — unnervingly blank. “I presume you’ve heard that my jewelled snuffbox is missing?”

	“Yes,” Gaston replied, but the word came out as more of a question. For the life of him, he could not remember the details of any of his father’s snuffboxes, let alone a specific one.

	“I’m speaking of the antique I inherited from my father, with the emeralds and black diamonds encrusting the lid.” He tapped his fingertips together, his hands creating a hollow triangle in front of his chest. “It is quite valuable.”

	“I see.” Gaston didn’t.

	“Perhaps you can tell me when you last remember seeing it?” his father suggested.

	How absurd! What on earth did he care about some old box that reeked of tobacco?

	“I do not remember seeing it at all! In fact, I don’t recall any of your snuffboxes specifically. Can I go now?” Gaston gripped the arms of the chair and levered himself up.

	“Sit down, Gaston,” Father snapped as his large hands flattened on the desk.

	Gaston lowered himself back into the seat and just barely stopped his eyes from rolling.

	
“When you requested an advance on your allowance to help the orphans, I was sceptical. But I complied.” His father leant forward. “If you wished for more funds, I wish you would have asked. There’s no need to—”

	Gaston cut him off. “I did not take it.”

	“Son, you were seen entering my office while I was out. No one is permitted to enter unless I am present.”

	“Seen by whom?”

	“That hardly matters.” Father waved a dismissive hand. “The source is reliable.”

	Gaston’s blood ran cold. As usual, his guilt had been established before he even entered the room. Just like when they were kids and George’s new toy train had turned up broken the day after Christmas. The pinhead had released the train at the top of the stair railing and watched it race down the banister, only to crash to pieces on the stone floor. Sure, Gaston had been there and could’ve stopped him. But where was the fun in that? Bearing witness to his brother’s Stupidity certainly didn’t make it his fault.

	Then there was the time Gweny’s favourite music box went missing and was found weeks later buried in the flower garden. Gaston hadn’t done that either, though he might have planted the idea in George’s impressionable head. In both cases, Gaston had been punished

	and George had been sent to bed with a loving pat on his head.

	Father picked up a pile of papers and tapped them against the desktop, his attention already moving to more important matters. ‘Just return the box, Gaston, and all will be forgotten.”

	Gaston shot to his feet, his muscles tensing. “I don’t care a whit about your stupid snuffbox! Why would I? I have all that I could possibly need.”

	Father narrowed his eyes. “Perhaps you didn’t keep it for,yourself”

	Gaston sucked in a breath. He must mean Aggie. Whoever had lied about this knew of his attachment to the girl. Still, how dare Father accuse him of all people?

	“This is preposterous! I’m telling you I did not take it.

	And I will not be accused based on the word of a servant!” Gaston slammed his fist onto the desk with an echoing crack.

	“Who said anything about a serv... ” Father blinked as his assessing gaze flowed over Gaston. “Er... have you... grown?”

	His temper still boiling, Gaston replied, “Yes, I have. Good of you to notice.” Then he turned on his heel and stalked out of the room.
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	Father would learn that Gaston was no longer the weak child he’d disparaged for so many years. He was a man to be respected. The heir. And he had a secret weapon. With Aggie by his side, they would show them all.
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	 SHE WON’T wake up.” Lady Gwen said.. “I’ve tried shouting in her ear. I’ve shaken her until her teeth rattled. Still, nd response.”

	CHAPTER 15
AGATHA

	“Well, at least she’s breathing,” Lenore replied.

	Agatha heard their voices, but she couldn’t respond. Couldn’t move. Didn’t wish to. She felt weightless. Peaceful. Tucked into a cosy cocoon, swaying in a soft breeze.

	“She must wake up. What if Ansel calls this evening?: He actually spoke to me last night!”
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	“How long has she been like this?”

	“I don’t know! I found her thus when I returned from my callers this afternoon.” A dramatic sigh. “First the Mesnys tried to steal her away — as if anyone could help Molly — and now this. Fix her, Lenore!”

	The warmth of the dark tunnel tugged at Aggie’s mind, calling her back to oblivion. To safety and serenity. If she could sleep a few moments longer...

	A bitter stench burnt Aggie’s sinuses, and she coughed, rudely yanked from the shelter of her dreamless slumber. She wrenched up, wheezing, unable to catch her breath.

	“Sorry about that, Aggie,” said Lenore sympathetically “I know smelling salts are quite unpleasant.”

	Aggie opened her eyes to find Lenore searching her face. “What happened? Are you ill?”

	“Here.” Lady Gwen shoved a cup at Aggie. “Drink this.” Agatha took the cup and sipped bitter cold tea.

	“Gan I get you a biscuit?” Lenore asked.

	Aggie’s stomach turned at the thought. “No, thank you.”

	A knock sounded on the door, and Lenore moved away to answer it.

	“What happened to you, Agatha?” Lady Gwen asked, her brows furrowed.

	
Aggie cleared her throat and spoke the first he that came to mind. “I... With the excitement of the ball, I did not sleep last night, and I forgot to eat as well.”

	“Lady Gwen,” Lenore called from the door. “Master Gaston is here to see you.”

	Dread sent cold sweat down Aggie’s spine. What was he doing showing himself so soon after the transformation? He would ruin everything. She scooted up in the chair and turned towards the door to find Gaston wearing a navy suit, his new broad shoulders filling out the coat nicely. She felt her cheeks pinken as she realised he now towered over Lenore. She must have caused him to grow several inches.

	“Gaston?” Gwen rushed over to where Gaston stood by the door, but his eyes sought Aggie and examined her with concern.

	Aggie gave her head a slight shake, trying to warn him to hide his interest in her health.

	ccWhat do you need?” Gwen asked Gaston.

	“I Wanted to ask—”

	Gwen cut him off, her eyes flying wide. “Gas... what has happened to you? You look taller... bigger. How...”

	Gaston grinned. “It is remarkable, is it not? I decided to try another tonic, since the other one worked on my hair so nicely. Would you like to try some? Perhaps there’s one that could whittle down your waistline.”

	Gwen sputtered.

	Lenore stood near the mantel and watched him with sharp eyes that turned quickly to Aggie.

	Did she suspect that Aggie had something to do with Gaston’s physical improvements? Aggie blinked up at Lenore with as much innocence as she could manage. She had tried her best to be careful... to encourage him to take things slow and stay hidden, but Gaston could ruin it all with his impatience. Clearly, he was proud of the way he had changed — and he did look rather fetching — but she would heed to speak to him about his lack of discretion.

	Gaston leant against the doorjamb, as casual as you please. “Gwen, as much as I appreciate your admiration, I needed to speak with you about Father’s missing snuffbox.”

	“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Gwen huffed, likely still smarting from his comment about her waistline.

	Gaston pushed off the wall and loped further into the room. It was then that Aggie noticed his stiff posture and his right hand curled into a fist. Anger simmered around him like waves of heat. She braced herself for the coming explosion.

	“Funny,” Gaston said as he whirled on his sister. “I didn’t either until Father accused me of stealing the blighted thing!”

	“What on earth are you talking about? And why are you mad at me?” Gwen looked up at her brother in confusion.

	“Because it’s always my fault. Somehow, every cursed thing that goes wrong in this household is blamed on me! Why didn’t Father question you or George about the missing box, which is apparently worth more than a carriage?”

	“Perhaps because you He as easily as you breathe,” Gwen replied with false sweetness.

	Gaston clenched his jaw and crossed his arms in front of his chest, emphasising the new breadth of his shoulders. Aggie had to bite back a smile at the perfection she’d achieved. But she sobered when she processed what he’d said — his father was accusing him of theft?

	Gwen stepped closer to her brother, anghng her chin to accommodate his new stature. “Speaking of which, I know you are lying about all of this.” She waved her hand in the direction of his body. “Did you order another padded jacket from Paris?” She squeezed his shoulder, no doubt finding it more sohd than padding, and narrowed her eyes to sbts. “Or did you make a deal with the devil?”

	Gaston started, his gaze flying to Aggie’s, as if finally realising the danger he’d put them in.

	“Don’t be ridiculous, sister. Feel free to come to my suite and I’ll show you my stash of healing concoctions.” But he seemed to have lost his stomach for the confrontation. “1 et me know if you hear anything about that snuffbox,” he muttered, and with a quick bow of his head, he ducked into the hallway and slammed the door behind him.

	“That little weasel!” Lady Gwen commented under her breath, then stalked over, staring at Aggie’s face as if she could see into her soul. “But he’s never unkind to you.

	Aggie shuddered. What was her mistress implying?

	“Drink up, girl. I have questions.” Lady Gwen crossed her arms and pursed her lips.

	“I... er...” Aggie sputtered.

	Lenore whirled on her mistress. “She’s ill, Gwen. Surely, you can give her some time to rest.”

	Gwen arched a brow. “You are to address me as Lady Gwen. And no, this cannot wait.”

	Lenore’s face flushed red as she dropped into a chair beside Aggie with a huff.

	Aggie’s heart twisted for Lenore. It was cruel of Gwen to keep reminding her of her loss in societal stature.

	ctWhat do you know about the changes to my brother s appearance?” Gwen’s gaze drilled into Aggie’s.

	“Whatever are you prattling about?” Lenore asked with a boldness that shocked Aggie.

	Gwen’s nose lifted. “I do not prattle.”

	Aggie took a drink of cold tea and debated faking another faint. She didn’t like the direction Gwen’s thoughts were leaning.

	Gwen continued to eye Aggie. “In the last few weeks, Gaston’s skin has cleared up, his hair has grown thick and dark, and now he appears to have sprouted several inches in an afternoon. All since you arrived, Agatha.”

	Aggie licked her lips and then gulped down the rest of her tea. She should have known her enchantments would draw attention, but she’d never expected Gwen, of all people, to put the pieces together. But of course Gwen had noticed. The girl was more vain and self-involved than anyone in the family. She would not only notice the changes in Gaston’s appearance; she would resent them.

	Aggie set the empty teacup back in the saucer and considered her options. Perhaps a forgetfulness spell was possible, but she had no idea how to cast one. With physical transformations, she pictured the change in her mind and pulled on the glimmer, and the magic did the rest.

	
But an enchantment that affected the brain would likely be more delicate, and in her depleted state, she didn’t dare try. And what if it went terribly wrong? So it was either outraged denial or obtuse stupidity.

	Stupidity it was.

	“Lady Gwen, I don’t understand why you’re angry with me.” Aggie allowed a few tears to fill her eyes. “I thought you valued my talents as a hairdresser.”

	Gwen propped her hands on her hips. ‘ That s neither here nor there. I want to know about the changes in my brother since your arrival.”

	“I’m not your brother’s maid. I’m yours.”

	“But you certainly spend a lot of time with him. ’

	Aggie’s heartbeat slammed in her ears, and she wrapped her arms around her waist to disguise their shaking. If her powers were discovered, she couldn’t even imagine what Gwen would demand from her. “I don’t—”

	Lenore stood up. “Do you really think this poor girl had anything to do with whatever Gaston is up to? He saved her in the woods and gave her a job. From what I’ve witnessed, that is the extent of their association.”

	Aggie caught her breath, relieved that Lenore had kept her promise of friendship.

	“I must admit,” Aggie agreed, addressing Gwen, “that

	I have a soft spot for Gaston since he rescued me from a ravenous wolf pack ”

	“Which I still find hard to believe.” Gwen shook her head.

	“But that is all,” Aggie insisted.

	Gwen’s brow creased as she searched Aggie’s face.

	Aggie took a deep breath. “Gaston must have undergone a sudden growth spurt. I witnessed this with male foals and calves on our farm. I also heard...” Aggie lowered her voice and angled forward as she cupped a hand around the side of her mouth. Both ladies leant in.

	... that Monsieur Blanch, the valet, builds up the insides

	Gaston’s boots to make him appear taller.”

	Gwen grinned from ear to ear, her eyes alight.

	Aggie could envision that juicy bit of false gossip flying through upper society like wildfire. That, she could not allow. She threw off the blanket and stood. “Surely it is no different than a woman wearing a hairpiece or wig.” Gwen owned and used several of both.

	“I suppose.” Gwen glanced away, looking unsure.

	“Or a corset.”

	Gwen’s head whipped around.

	Too late, Aggie remembered Gaston’s earlier jab regarding his sister’s waistline. It was true that cinching

	Gwen’s corset took great strength and perseverance. There were disadvantages to allowing others to wait upon her hand and foot. “My point is, we all need a bit of illusion now and again in order to look our best.”

	To reinforce her point, Aggie grimaced and lifted her skirt. As she did so, she cast a simple spell to make her feet appear four sizes larger. “For instance, I make sure my skirts always cover my decidedly non-dainty feet.”

	Gwen ogled Aggie’s man-sized boots before she tucked them away and dropped the illusion. The work left her panting and her skin flushed. She fell into the chair, relieved she had not been foolish enough to attempt a forgetfulness spell.

	Lenore looped her arm through Gwens, steering her towards the bedroom. “Let’s get you ready for the evening, Lady Gwen. I have it on good authority that several of George’s friends, including the dashing Ansel Auclair, will join the family for dinner this evening.”

	Gwen gasped. “Truly? Why didn’t you say so before? Whatever shall I wear?” She spun in a circle, her gaze landing on Aggie. ‘Agatha, I need your miraculous skills!” The room tilted as Aggie nodded. With her powers drained, she had no idea how she would deliver a miraculous
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	toilette, but at least Lady Gwen was distracted from her suspicions.

	Somehow, Aggie would need to regain her strength. Maman had always touted the benefits of sugar. She turned to Lenore and offered a weak smile. “I think I’ll take that biscuit now.”

	
CHAPTER SIXTEEN

	GASTON

	GASTON CHUCKED a hunk of practically raw ■ meat into the fire and watched it blacken in the flames. He’d eaten dinner in his room alone. Again. Since his father thought him a thief, and he did not feel like fielding Mère’s hundreds of questions when she saw his sudden growth spurt, it was for the best. But the solitude that he normally relished felt oppressive. The evening stretched before him with little prospect of entertainment outside of a stroll through the conservatory. He didn’t dare seek out Agatha after the suspicion he’d raised by barrelling into Gweny’s room the day before.

	He hadn’t realised how lonely he’d been until Aggie came into his life. Looking back, it was no wonder he’d turned cruel and belligerent. He had no friends, and his family was too preoccupied with social climbing to notice his isolation. His ‘illness’ had kept him from joining so much of life, and now that he was stronger and more handsome than he’d ever been, he had to hide away to avoid notice.

	The irony was not lost on him.

	He leant his head back with a sigh. Maybe he’d retire early with one of the stupid books Aggie had insisted that he would like. Robinson’s Travels. Or was it Gulliver Crusoe? Some adventure story or other.

	The knock on the door startled him so badly that he jumped out of his chair. He straightened his jacket and walked over to answer it. George stood with his hands jammed into his pockets, shoulders hunched.

	“What’s wrong?” It had been so long since his brother sought him out, he assumed someone had taken ill.

	“Hey, Gas... er, I mean Gaston. Nothing’s wrong.
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	A few of us are heading to Le Pub tonight. Would you like to join us?” George shoved a hand through his hair.

	Gaston blinked at his brother in shock. Join them? At the pub? Who was this imposter, and what had he done with George?

	“Why?” Gaston fired before he could think better of it.

	George shrugged. “I appreciate the save with Molly Mesny. Thought I’d buy you a drink and some of those fritters we used to love so much.”

	As lads, one- of their greatest joys had been a ride into town with their tutor to have lunch at the tavern. They’d ended every meal with fried doughnuts dusted with confectioners’ sugar. Gaston’s mouth watered just thinking about it. He grinned. “Let’s go.”

	The group consisted of Ansel (George couldn’t seem to leave the house without the obnoxious young lord), Dany and David Plantier (the evil clown twins), and their amusing cousin LeFou (whose petite stature made Gaston feel positively robust). Gaston would never forget how David had exposed his padded jacket at the ball. Not even George would have dared to humiliate him so openly at one of Mother’s soirees.

	David would have an unpleasant surprise if he tried that trick again. Monsieur Blanch had delivered three suits that morning, tailored to Gaston’s new measurements — no stuffing required. The valet had blinked owlishly at Gaston as he’d shrugged on the charcoal-grey coat that stretched over his new muscled shoulders. Gaston could tell the old man had to bite his tongue not to ask more about the ‘transformative potion’.

	Gaston lagged behind the group as they hiked from the carnage park and across the town square. He smiled as he spotted the darkened bench where Agatha had devoured a croissant for the first time, her enjoyment unimpeded by the constraints of society. Ndost women he knew were washed of all colour and excitement in the name of sophistication. They dressed to the height of fashion in an attempt to stand out, when in actuality, it caused them all to blend together. They hid whatever personality they were born with behind manners and manufactured flirtation, Perhaps Aggie’s lack of refinement was one of the things he liked about her most. He kicked a drift of snow and watched it dissolve into powdery sparkles, like fairy dust. Well, that, and her magic.

	“Please, sir...”

	Gaston stopped. Had he imagined a voice? He turned in a slow circle.
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	“Gas! Gome on!” George called. “The tavern won’t stay open all night.” The group stopped and turned towards Gaston.

	‘Actually/’ Ansel corrected, “Le Pub wouldn’t dare shut down on us!” They all chuckled in response.

	Certain the voice had been a figment of his imagination or a trick of the wind, Gaston stepped towards the group.

	“Kind sir... ”

	There it was again!

	Gaston whirled around and spotted an old woman crumpled in the shadow of a building. He rushed over to where she lay, half in the snow. “Madame, are you all right?”

	‘Just leave her, Gas,” George called.

	“The pub awaits!” Ansel chimed in.

	“She’s only a beggar,” David taunted as he threw a gold coin at the woman. ‘Aren’t you, old hag? This is all you want.”

	“Stop!” Gaston spun around.

	Ansel and George stood with their arms crossed, looking impatient. LeFou bit his lip and exchanged a worried glance with Gaston. But he didn’t speak.

	
Gaston turned back to the woman in time to see Dany kick a chunk of snow into her lap. “Have a drink, tramp.”

	Gaston gripped Dany’s arm and yanked him back, somewhat surprised by how easily he was able to do so. “Leave her be!”

	“A softhearted sop, are you now, Gaston?” Ansel jeered. “We heard about the homeless man you clothed. He’s likely already sold those togs for ale. What a waste.”

	The twins tittered in unison, making Gaston wonder if they shared a brain between them.

	Gaston sent a glare around the group. If he stopped and helped the woman, he would be the butt of every joke the rest of the evening. These beasts would never let him live it down. For some ridiculous reason, he longed for their admiration. When in fact, as the eldest, and the heir, they should have been fighting for his acceptance.

	He glanced back at the old lady, and her eyes widened with, silent pleading.

	Why should he sacrifice his evening to assist a person he’d never set eyes on before and probably never would again?

	Gaston’s stomach sank. Because Aggie would never, in a thousand years, leave this poor beggar to fend for herself
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	in the cold. He set his jaw and laced his brother. “I have to help her.”

	George’s lips pressed into a line as he met Gaston’s gaze, and for a brief moment, Gaston thought his brother might stay and assist him with the vagrant.

	But then Ansel opened his big mouth. “Come along, chaps. Let Gaston waste his time if he likes. There’s a pint with my name on it calling!”

	“Or four,” David amended cheerfully as he looped an arm around Dany, and they wandered off.

	The tavern wasn’t far. Discordant music and riotous laughter carried through the night air like a siren’s song. One by one, the boys pivoted and followed Ansel and the twins towards the appeal of ale and a warm seat by the fire. LeFou gave Gaston a sheepish look over his shoulder, even as he tagged along behind his towering cousins.

	Gaston turned back to George. He wouldn’t ask for help but knew his expression held die hope that George would stay.

	Without a word, his brother shoved his hands in his pockets and strode off.

	Shoulders slumping, Gaston berated himself for his disappointment and, even more so, for the itch of his feet to walk away and join George and his friends. Why couldn’t

	
someone else help this woman? Why did it have to be him? Tonight, of all nights?

	"Young man?” the beggar croaked, her voice like nails scraping skin.

	Annoyed that he’d put himself in this position, Gaston stared down at the woman but didn’t speak.

	“I need but a moment of your time. I fell on the ice, and my legs don’t work like they used to. If you could give me a hand up, I can make my way home.”

	That was all? He bent down and reached out. When the woman gripped his gloved hands, Gaston said, "On the count of three... one, two, three!”

	He lifted with all his strength, and she practically flew to her feet.

	“Thank you, young sir,” the woman said as she dusted off her coat and shuffled away.

	Gaston spotted the boys a short distance away as they cut into a side street. If he hurried, he could catch up to them before they reached the tavern and rub it in their faces that he’d done a good deed in the time it had taken them to walk twenty paces.

	But as soon as he took a step towards the pub, the woman slipped and began to fall again. Instinct taking over, Gaston leapt to her side and caught her before she
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	hit the ground. The realisation that his work was not done hit him even before the old lady regained her feet

	She thanked him profusely and mumbled about her clumsiness.

	Gaston’s gaze darted to the alley where the group had disappeared and then back to the woman hobbling through the snow. It would take her days to make it across the square at this rate. With a sigh, Gaston called, “Where do you live?”

	She stopped without turning around. “It’s not lar. 111 be fine.”

	God save him from stubborn old folks! He strode to her side and offered his elbow. ‘Allow me to escort you.

	The woman looped her arm through his, and they began their slow progression.

	“What’s your name, young sir?”

	“Gaston, Madame.”

	“Gaston...” She pondered for a moment. “The Gaston from Château de Beaumont? Why I should be calling you lord!”

	Gaston’s face heated with pride, even as he said, “There’s no need for such formalities between us. And who might you be, young lady?”

	‘Ahh, a charmer!” She chuckled. “These creaky' bones haven’t seen young in decades.”

	They skirted the town centre and walked past the bookshop. The quaint little shop with its Christmas-themed display windows, books piled high and entwined with garlands and bows, reminded Gaston how excited Agatha had been when she’d seen it. Perhaps he could bring her back to the village for a little shopping excursion.

	As he thought of excuses he could use for them to return to town together, the woman pointed down a narrow alley. “It’s just this way.”

	They turned into the darkened lane, the lamplight from the square fading with each step, and the first shiver of trepidation skittered down Gaston’s spine. What if the woman led him into an ambush? He didn’t carry much cash, but he supposed his gold pocket watch and cuff links would be quite the score.

	He must have stiffened because the lady said gently, seeming to understand, “No need to worry; my lord. My apartments are just down these stairs.”

	A healthy dose of apprehension caused him to pause at the top of the steps. The woman unlocked the door, and a match flared bright in the dark interior. She lifted a lantern-.
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	“See, no need to fear. If you’ll come in, I’d like to give you something for your time.”

	She shuffled back inside, and the lantern illuminated a small one-room dwelling. No criminals in sight. Gaston followed her down the stairs and paused in the open doorway. The space was little more than a wardrobe, with a narrow cot tucked into the far corner next to a wardrobe with a broken door. But what caught his eye was the yam — everywhere. Baskets upon baskets of it. Knitted scarves, mittens and hats hung from a line, dyed in a multitude of colours. A half-finished blanket rested on the arm of a rickety rocking chair by the corner stove.

	His eyes flew back to the woman. He’d seen her before, selling her wares the day he’d brought Aggie to the village. “You’re the wool merchant!”

	When she turned and smiled at him, she appeared years younger. “Yes, you and your young lady stopped by my booth a few weeks past. But I barely recognise you now.”

	Gaston shoved his hands in his pockets and stared down at his markedly larger feet. Something about this woman brought out the child in him — the boy who longed for the approval of his elders. “Yes, ma’am. I’ve gone through a growth spurt... of sorts.”

	“I imagine so.”

	Gaston’s head snapped up at her knowing tone.

	But she wasn’t looking at him as she sorted through a box of her wares. “Here we are. Some of my finest merchandise.”

	She crossed the small space and handed him a pair of men’s knitted gloves. Tiny, precise stitches made the gloves appear crafted from a solid material. He discarded his thin kid-leather gloves and slipped on the new pair. A perfect fit.

	“How did you—”

	“I have a knack for eyeing sizes,” the woman said. “You need better protection for your hands, young sir, if you’re going to jaunt around on a night like this.”

	He could not remember ever receiving a gift that didn’t have strings attached. And certainly never one given to him in gratitude.

	For his last birthday, Mère had a Parisian tailor design him a new wardrobe. But when it was delivered, she couldn’t resist saying, Now don’t you think it’s time you found a wife, Gaston? Father’s gift to him at Christmas had come with specific instructions: I hand-selected this rifle for you. Perhaps you could improve your aim before the next hunting trip.
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	Gaston flexed his fingers in the warm gloves, and I heart gave a tiny squeeze. “Thank you,” he said.

	“No, thank you, my lord.” The woman’s eyes caught the lantern light, and their greenish-blue tint tugged at his memory. But before he could place the recollection, she blinked, and the association left him.

	“Take care to stay inside after dark, madame,” he said as he tipped his hat with a bow of his head, “and be careful on the ice.” With that, he ducked out the door.

	Gaston reached the street and tugged his coat tighter against the wind. What an odd little woman. He flexed his fingers, marvelling at the fit and warmth of his new gloves. He looked forward to purchasing a matching scarf from her when he returned to the village. And perhaps he could spread the word about her business among the wealthy families in the area.

	It wasn’t until he neared the glow of the tavern that he realised, the woman had never given him her name.
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	“Cheers to my chivalrous brother!” George raised his glass to Gaston for the fifth time.

	Gaston clinked his mug against George’s, then smiled

	
as he toasted everyone at the table. When he’d arrived at Le Pub after helping the old wool merchant back to her home - if one could call that underground hole a home — George had clapped him on the shoulder and apologised for leaving him behind.

	Apologised!

	Gaston had nearly fainted at George’s unprecedented show of brotherly affection. Following George’s lead, the rest of the group had begun to sing his praises, calling him selfless and heroic, among other flattering monikers. Well, only LeFou had used the word heroic specifically, but Gaston rather agreed that his actions warranted it.

	A barmaid delivered platters of hot fritters, an assortment of cheeses, and fresh bread to the table, and the group tucked in with gusto. Gaston felt ravenous. Turned out heroics worked up quite the appetite.

	As plates emptied and full stomachs caused the conversation to wane, LeFou lifted his glass, and exclaimed, “Our hero, Gaston, would make an excellent soldier in the Armée de Terre!”

	The toast was awkward at best, and Gaston had no interest whatsoever in military service, but he grinned at the boys as they chanted, “Hear, hear!”

	
Except David Plantier, who muttered under his hreath “I shudder to think.”

	Gaston straightened in his chair and turned to the red-haired sot. “Excuse me?”

	“I hardly think the esteemed armed forces would accept a boy who stuffs his coat,” David said as he lifted his hand to cover a maniacal grin.

	Gaston opened his mouth and then snapped it shut. How could he demonstrate that he no longer needed to pad his coat without giving away his magical transfiguration?

	But David wasn’t finished. “A. military career is far from likely; Everyone in the province knows you can’t even draw a bow, let alone aim a rifle. Perhaps you can browbeat die enemy into submission.”

	Gaston’s face flamed as a few chuckles echoed around the table.

	“Words have great power, and Gaston does have a silver tongue,” LeFou offered unhelpfully, although certainly well-intentione d.

	Dany punched his cousin in the arm, nearly knocking LeFou out of his seat. The smaller man clamped his mouth shut.

	Seven pairs of eyes turned to Gaston, awaiting his response to David’s taunts. His chest had taken on an ode
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shaky feeling, yet he did not wish to ruin the evening, so he worked to strike an amused tone as he replied, “I believe weapons training is offered in the service. Surely, I’m not beyond help.”

	“I’ll drink to that,” George responded, raising his glass, perhaps attempting to lighten the mood as well.

	“Mayhap you would agree to a bit of a contest, Gaston.” David lowered his pale orange brows in challenge.

	Heart beating faster, Gaston ran a finger around the rim of his mug and asked, “What did you have in mind?”

	David sat up straighter and projected his voice so those seated around them would hear. “In order to prove that strength has greater power than words, I propose an arm wrestling match.”

	George leant across the table. “You don’t have to, Gas—”

	CCI accept.” Gaston was tired of fading into the background, only to be pulled out for a laugh or used as a punching bag. It was far past time for him to assert himself.

	The smile that spread across David’s face could’ve frightened, the hardiest of men. And yet something rose in Gaston against it. Not fear, but a soul-deep, cleansing firry and eagerness to wipe that diabolical grin off the fool’s freckled face.

	In unison, they stood, removed their coats and moved to the end of the rectangular table, where they sat across from one another. David cracked his knuckles and then propped his arm on the table with an open hand, wiggling his fingers in invitation.

	Gaston assessed his opponent. David outweighed him by at least two stone, even with Gaston’s recent transformation. But he had righteous anger on his side.

	Gaston leant in and propped his elbow on the table as patrons surrounded them on all sides.

	“My money is on the carrot-top,” someone shouted.

	“Nah, the devil’s in the dark-haired one’s eyes. A tenner on him!”

	The betting continued, the shouts rising in a cacophony of noise as Gaston caught sight of his brother’s bright gaze. George gripped Ansel by the shoulder and shook his friend with a wide grin. Gaston couldn’t tell if his brother hoped he would win or lose. Nor, in that moment, did he care.

	A strange calm fell over Gaston like a warm cape, and he turned back to David, meeting his yellow-green gaze. “Let’s begin.”

	David leant against the table and clasped Gaston’s hand.

	
Having never arm-wrestled in his life, Gaston observed his opponent and mimicked his stance — body stiff, wrist bent, right leg braced under the table for balance.

	“All right, gentlemen, on the count of three,” someone announced.

	David’s grip loosened, and he angled his knuckles up. Unsure what this could signify, Gaston’s calm slipped. Gould there be more strategy than strength to this contest? If so, he knew none of the tricks.

	Frantic movement on the opposite side of the table caught his eye.

	“One...”

	LeFou had his hands gripped in front of him as if he arm-wrestled himself. When he caught Gaston’s gaze, he nodded frantically and shifted his hands.

	“Two...”

	Gaston had no clue what the little man wished to show him. Panic fluttered in his chest. Was he doing this all wrong? LeFou unclasped his hands and then brought them together again, this time arching his right wrist before doing so. He was demonstrating a better grip!

	Gaston readjusted his grip and arched his wrist just as the man called, “Three!”

	David rammed all his strength against Gaston’s arm

	
before he had a chance to brace himself. Gaston pushed back, but only gained a tiny bit of the ground he had lost. With his arm angled back, he gritted his teeth, straining with his legs. The new muscles in his body hummed to life, and he spared a moment to marvel at it before redoubling his efforts. But David didn’t budge.

	Sweat popped out on Gaston’s face and ran down the back of his neck. No way would he allow this buffoon to best him. He gave a hard push, moving David’s arm back to the upright position. Encouraged, he tensed his muscles and gave another shove, to no avail.

	Men yelled all around them, egging them on, but one voice cut through. “Gaston!” He recognised LeFous singsong voice and glanced up to see him clasping his own wrist and bending it back. Another strategy. Gaston’s gaze swung back to the match. Pain radiated through his hand and up his arm. Their hands were clasped so tight together, Gaston couldn’t shift his grip or risk losing more ground.

	Unless...

	With a grunt and a thrust of strength, Gaston curled his palm inwards, loosening David’s fingers. Gaston slipped his hand down towards his opponent’s wrist and shoved. The quick move paid off, and their arms swung the other way, giving Gaston the advantage. Not only that, but the shift relieved some of the pain and rallied his lagging muscles. Victory in sight, he pushed with all his might.

	David’s grip relaxed slightly. Gaston pushed again, elation rising in him. He had his opponent’s arm nearly pinned to the table when a sharp stab flared through Gaston’s right leg. The shock and pain caused Gaston to release his grip. David grabbed Gaston’s hand and slammed it against the table.

	Dany whooped and shouted, “My brother, David, wins!”

	Cheers and boos radiated around them as Gaston shot to his feet, knocking over the chair behind him. “What was that?” he demanded.

	“Don’t be a sore loser, Gas,” David said with a smirk.

	“I won fair and square.”

	“Fair...” Gaston sputtered, and lifted his leg to find a tear in his trousers. Somehow, David had stabbed him! Gaston lifted his pant leg to find blood running down his shin. He propped his foot on the table and shouted, “He cheated!”

	“Just take the loss.” George gripped his shoulder. “You tried, at least.”

	
Gaston shrugged off his brother’s hand and insisted, “Don’t you see this stab wound?”

	“That little bug bite?” Ansel leant over Gaston’s leg. “I certainly wouldn’t have let that distract me.”

	Just then, David walked over, carrying a new pint of ale an admirer had bought him. “I guess we proved who’s the strongest and the smartest, Little Put.”

	Gaston puffed air out his nose like an enraged bull. With a feral growl, he charged around the table and punched David square in the nose. The clown’s head knocked back, red curls shivering. David regained his balanced and raised his clenched hand, but Gaston wasn’t finished. He jabbed his fist into the other boy’s gut, and when he doubled over, Gaston walloped him in the chin.

	David went down.

	Rage from years of helplessness fuelled Gaston as he leapt on top of David and pummelled him about the head and shoulders. The boy raised Iris arms to protect his face, his hands flailing, but Gaston paid no mind as his fists struck over and over. He’d imagined this moment so many times. Not just beating the tar out of David, but Ansel and George, and every single person who had teased him mercilessly, their insults and humiliations hitting harder than bone meeting flesh.

	Blood splattered his face, but Gaston didn’t notice David had lost consciousness until Dany yanked him off of his brother’s limp body. Dany shoved Gaston into George’s arms and knelt beside his twin.

	George grabbed Gaston’s arms, and he fought against his brother’s hold.

	“Someone fetch the surgeon,” Dany called, his voice frantic.

	Gaston’s chest heaved as he tried to rein in the beast clawing for more violence. More vengeance. Red dripped from his knuckles. He didn’t care. He met the dumbfounded gaze of Ansel with a broad grin. Then his eyes fell upon LeFou. With as much as his cousins picked on him, Gaston had a feeling the young man understood, more than anyone, the triumph Gaston felt in that moment. LeFou stood a few feet away, watching him with either horror or admiration. Gaston couldn’t tell which until his new friend smiled wide. Pride swelled in Gaston’s lungs, and he let out a deep, satisfied breath.

	The town surgeon, who had been drinking at the bar, knelt over the still-unconscious David. “Garry him to my clinic, and be gentle. His jaw looks to be broken.” The doctor looked up and addressed the crowd sternly. “Fisticuffs are never the answer.”

	
You really hurt him, George said, shock and wonder mixed in his tone.

	“Something I wish I had done long ago,” Gaston spat,

	“Is that so?” George’s eyes pinched just before he finally released Gaston’s arms.

	Gaston stumbled back a step before he righted him-self and lifted his chin. “You know how David has treated me. Isn’t this how your friends handle disagreements among them?”

	Their gazes clashed, and red spread across George’s face. “Point taken.”

	Dany helped lift his twin off the floor, and David awoke with a groan.

	“At least you didn’t kill him,” George commented. “But we better get out of here before someone thinks to call the authorities.”

	Gaston felt the blood drain from his face. Men fought all the time, didn’t they? Half the ‘friendly’ competitions George and his friends engaged in resulted in exchanged blows.

	George shoved Gaston’s coat and hat into his chest and then draped an arm around his shoulders, steering him towards the door. The camaraderie felt a little forced, and plenty awkward, but Gaston allowed it. A part of him that small part that fondly remembered the days when it had been the two of them against the world, dared to hope they could be brothers once again.
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	wHAT COULD have possessed you to behave in such a beastly manner?” Mere demanded before Gaston could find a scat in the drawing room.

	He glanced around for a strategic spot to land. To ride out the storm. Mother had perched in a chair near the fireplace, and his father stood beside her, leaning an arm against die mantel. But sitting across from his mother would make him feel like a child again. He stood behind the chair instead.

	CHAPTER 17

	His parents ordered the ‘family meeting’ directly following breakfast, although they were the only three family members present. Gaston wondered who had told on hi,. I’ could have been anyone, but he hoped it hadn’t been George. He’d sense that they bonded after the fight. That, somehow, Gaston had earned his brother’s respect.

	“Gaston!” Mother snapped. “Is it too much to ask for you to attend the conversation?”

	“No, Mere.”

	Her blue eyes flared.

	“Yes… I mean, I am listening. Is… Did George tell you?”

	“Actually, no. I wish he would have.” Mere fanned her dewy face. “David’s father came knocking on our door at sunrise threatening to involve the sheriff. You cannot imagine the humiliation.”

	For the first time since the fight, fear bloomed in Gatson’s chest. “Will they…” He swallowed. “Arrest me?”

	“That remains to be seen,” Mere said.

	Gaston knew he wouldn’t do well locked up in a 7 cell with only gruel to cat. He would have to run. tick plan, involving the second carriage and Agatha,
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took shape quickly in his mind. Time was of the essence. His gaze darted to the door.

	Then a thought occurred to him. “Men fight all the time. Is David mortally injured?”

	He would come up with an excuse to take Aggie to the Plantier home so she could sneak in and heal the boy. Even if he had to help a gaggle of smelly orphans to earn a spell from her. A bit of charity work was far preferable to wasting away in prison.

	“The boy will recover.” Father shifted his weight to the opposite foot. “When I asked George about the fight, he said you’d clobbered David, but that he’d deserved it.”

	Relief made Gaston careless, and a corner of his mouth lifted. “Yes, he did.”

	“That is no excuse!” Mother stamped the heel of her boot against the hardwood floor. “His jaw is broken. He may never talk or chew normally again.”

	Gaston squeezed the back of the upholstered chair, splitting the scabs on the backs of his knuckles. He drew a handkerchief from his pocket. “I wasn’t aware of the extent of his injuries, but he—”

	“There is no reason that could excuse this behaviour,” Mère snapped. “David and Dany’s mère, Lidia Plantier is the daughter of an English countess. That means David is in line for the title.”

	“No one could tell it from his manners.” The words left Gaston’s mouth before he could stop them.

	Father cleared his throat, the sound half grunt, half snort.

	Gaston searched his father’s face. But he found no amusement there, only his usual impassive mask.

	“This is no time for jokes!” his mother squeaked. “The social repercussions your antics could have on this family could be devastating.”

	Gaston refrained from saying that he did not care in the least.

	But his mother wasn’t finished. “We could be ostracised! Shunned by all those who matter. What do you think that will do to your marriage prospects? Or those of your brother and sister? Speaking of which, Molly Mesny showed interest in you, and you could not have been more dismissive.”

	Father straightened. “Sylviane, let’s get back on topic, shall we?” Without waiting for her reply, he asked, “Gaston, tell us what led to the tussle.”

	“I would hardly call it a ‘tussle’ when that boy is deformed—•” Mère screeched.
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	Father cut her off with a word, “Quiet.” His expectant gaze drilled into Gaston. His father was a man of few words, but when he spoke, people listened. And in this case, a single searing stare did the trick.

	Gaston swallowed once before blurting the whole story, from helping the old woman, to the salutes to his heroics at die tavern, to die arm wrestling match. “I was winning,” he concluded. “I swear, I had his arm nearly pinned when something stabbed me under die table, quick and sharp. The pain caused me to loosen my grip, just for a moment, but it was enough.” Gaston had to unclench his teeth to admit, ‘And the salaud won.”

	“Language, Gaston!” Niere clutched a hand to her throat.

	Ignoring her dramatic outburst, Father said, “Continue, Gaston.”

	Instead of speaking, he came around the chair and lifted his trouser leg to show the puncture wound — small, but deep and still seeping. Father leant down, inspected the injury and then stood. “I’ve seen this before. A small blade hidden inside the toe of a boot. He likely engaged it before the match, then stabbed you when he knew he would lose. What a cad.”

	Encouraged by his father’s interest, Gaston opened up. “When I realised he’d cheated, something inside me snapped. I punched him in the nose, then the gut, and then I knocked him down with a good blow to the chin. Before I knew it, someone was pulling me off of David’s unconscious body.”

	Mother’s hand moved to cover her mouth.

	Gaston’s blood buzzed just recounting the story. For the first time, he understood the thrill of physical feats, the accomplishment of pushing one’s body and skills to best another. But the realisation that it could land him in prison doused his excitement. He gripped the chair with both hands. “Will the sheriff return to question me?”

	Father lifted his chin and worked his jaw.

	Gaston couldn’t breathe as he awaited his father’s verdict. This man held his fate in his hands. He could use his connections to sweep the matter under the rug or have Gaston locked up within the hour if he so chose.

	The silence stretched on, and Gaston’s gaze flew from his father to his mother.

	Mère sighed. "David’s father does not plan to press charges. But do not think that will kill the gossip.”

	Gaston exhaled, his relief so acute he thought he might vomit.

	His father leant an elbow against the mantelpiece.

	“Gaston, as a gentleman,” Father said, “I appreciate the need to defend your honour. I also recognise that ànce your recent growth spurt you may not know your own strength.

	I would just ask that you use discretion in future.”

	Gaston’s skin heated. Father sounded almost... approving.

	“But, Gael!” Mère screeched. “The Plantiers!”

	“The Plantiers will be fine. That boy needed a bit of sense beat into him. His condescending father has lorded Lidia’s title over everyone since they arrived in the province. One would think David and Dany Plantier had been born in Buckingham Palace, but they only moved to Francs to escape their father’s gambling debts.”

	A smile sprang to Gaston’s face, and miraculously. his father returned it. They exchanged a look of understanding before Father shocked Gaston again by saying. You accompany me this morning, son. It's high time I began your education on the running of the estate.

	Gaston tipped his head in a bow. “Yes, your lordship.

	I would like that very much.”

	Father clapped Gaston on the shoulder. It was the closest thing to affection Gaston could remember receiving from his lather in years. Emotion built in his throat as they left the drawing room side by side.

	tcWe will ride out to the tenant farms..?'

	But Gaston didn't hear the rest. His father wished to prepare him as his successor. That was all. It shouldn't have filled Gastori’s chest with pride or caused his stomach to flutter with joy. It was his birthright, after all. But the moment felt monumental.

	Gaston grinned, and his feet nearly glided across the filed floor.

	George would be absolutely sick witli envy.

	***

	1 he long day of riding and settling disputes among the tenants had taken its toll. They'd even stopped for a bit of target practice, and lather had been pleased with Gaston’s progress with the. bow. By the time Gaston and his father returned to the chateau, soaked from freshly falling snow, even Gaston’s nose hairs felt like icicles, and he longed for nothing more than a. bowl of hot soup and a toasty fire. But when he returned to his room to find a note from Agatha, all his creature comforts were forgotten.

	The dip of paper had been placed on his dressing table, his name written across the front in elegant script. He hastily unfolded the note to find a request that he meet her in the conservatory at half past six. Gaston quickly checked the clock on the mantel to find it was after six o’clock already.

	After removing his wet clothes, Gaston shrugged on his maroon coat and checked his appearance in the mirror. He finger-combed his hair and stared at his reflection for a moment, proud of who he’d become. Or who he was becoming. His transformation was far from finished. He ran his fingers over his cheeks and nose. His face, although handsome, lacked maturity. What he needed were angles. The soft slope of his nose and cheeks made him appear childish. And he still required more height if he were to catch up with George.

	But he had no clue what sort of good deeds he could concoct to earn such changes.

	He suddenly wondered if Aggie had heard about his fight with David. Would she reverse one of his alterations? His stomach gave a hard flip.

	With one last glance in the mirror, Gaston raced out the door and down the corridor, forcing his gait to slow to a steady walk. He could not imagine going back to the small, pimply boy who viewed the world through the lens of his own resentment and rebellion. He’d gone from an angry, spineless coward with no sway over anyone or anything to a gentleman of influence.

	
Look how he’d persuaded his father to his side. His heart swelled at the memory of how Father had listened to his suggestions with the tenants’ disputes and complaints. They had discussed each case like partners... equals.

	And if he could convince his father to see him differently, he could certainly use those same powers of persuasion on the lovely Agatha. He entered the damp heat of the conservatory and started to reach for a plump orange when he heard movement.

	“Psst!”

	Gaston stopped and searched for the source of the sound. Aggie leant around a large fern and motioned him forward. The sight of her face immediately eased the tension he hadn’t realised tightened his shoulders. Funny how he missed her after only a day apart.

	When he reached her side, she whispered, “I found, a more private place than the koi pond for us to chat.”

	She led him through a narrow door and into a part of the building Gaston had never seen before. Entirely made of glass, the small house contained long tables covered in small containers, each one with a tiny sprout sticking out of the top. A pot furnace in the centre of the room kept the space toasty despite the coating of snow on the roof. “What is this place?”

	
“The nursery,” Aggie answered. “Monsieur Raine, the gardener, spends most of his time in here, but I overheard him say he was headed into town.”

	In the far corner, there was a battered wooden desk covered in seed packets and open bags of soil. Two chairs that looked as if they’d seen better days sat on either side of the desk. Aggie moved to sit. But Gaston grabbed her hand and tugged her close. He stared down into her upturned face, his increased height adding a new level of excitement as he towered above hex' and arched a brow. A cosy hideaway for two?”

	She ran her hands up his back, then moved to give his arm muscles a light squeeze. Her eyes lit like a sunny sky. “This new size looks good on you, Gallant.”

	A playful grin kicked up one side of his mouth, and he leant down to kiss her delicate bps. But she stepped out of his embrace and glanced nervously towards the door and through the glass walls to the trees and shrubs beyond. Luckily, the garden was rarely visited this time of yean “We will be less visible if we sit.” She skirted the desk and lowered into the chair behind it.

	Gaston eyed the remaining dirt-covered chair, then took out a handkerchief and wiped it as best he could before lifting his coat and taking a seat. He watched Aggie draw her finger though a pile of dark soil and asked, “You know I relish every opportunity to see you, but what was so urgent?”

	She glanced up under her lashes. “I have good news and bad news. Which do you wish to hear first?”

	Gaston’s heart gave a'loud thump. “Bad first.” Always, bad first.

	She exhaled and looked back down. “I overheard a conversation between a footman and the underbutler this afternoon. I had gone into the pantry to fetch a tin of biscuits that Cook keeps just for Gwen. They didn’t see me...”

	She sat back and bit her bottom lip.

	Part of Gaston wished to lean over the desk and nibble that lip himself. But the confused, impatient part won out, and he blurted, “What could a conversation between two servants possibly have to do with me?”

	She lifted eyes the colour of a turbulent sea. “They were only gossiping, but... they think someone in the house is setting you up for a fall.”

	Gaston blinked. “What do you mean?”

	“I’m not sure exactly. But Robin, the head footman, said framing you for stealing the snuffbox had been a stroke of genius because it could not be proved one way or the other.”

	Gaston sprang from his chair and roared, “Did this Robin fellow do it? Steal the box?”

	Aggie shook her head, eyes wide. “I don’t believe so.” Gaston’s chest heaved. “What else did they say?” “Um...” Her hands clenched into tight fists in her lap. “That it would take more than theft and fighting to get you... discredited.”

	“Discredited!” The word exploded from his chest.

	Aggie jerked back, nearly tipping her chair over.

	Gaston froze, noting her pale cheeks and her death grip on the desk, magic sparking across her knuckles, and remembered what she’d told him about her home life. About why she’d run away. Of course she would be sensitive to angry outbursts, with a father like hers.

	He dropped back into his seat and gripped his forehead. “I’m not upset with you.”

	“I... I know.” Her voice trembled.

	Gaston fought to calm down, but his thoughts kept spiralling: Why would anyone wish to discredit him? Who would have the means or motive? Could they possibly hope to succeed?

	Then he remembered Aubert had claimed a servant saw him entering his father’s office before the snuffbox went missing. But who? Sure, the servants may not like him. They weren’t required to. He’d ordered them around enough over the years. They were servants, for heaven’s sake.

	“Do you think it could be Madame Burgundy?” Aggie offered, her voice sounding stronger. “She tried unsuccessfully to get rid of me.”

	I thought that had more to do with me going around her to get you the lady’s-maid-in-training position?”

	Which still makes her a suspect.” Aggie’s eyes widened. Believe me when I tell you that she hates to be defied.”

	Gaston shook his head. “She may be grumpy, but she’s been with our family since before I was born. I don’t think she’d plot against me.”

	Aggie tapped a finger against her lips in thought. “What about your brother?”

	Gaston started to agree but then shook his head. “George and I are closer than we’ve been in years. He invited me out yesterday and chose not to tell our parents about the fight I got into with David Plantier.” Not to mention his change of heart regarding the help Gaston had given the old woman. His brother’s admiration had shone through in every toast he’d given at the pub to honour Gaston’s good deed. And on the carriage ride home, he’d praised Gaston’s fighting ability and courage.

	His gaze snapped to Aggie’s. His fear that she would reverse one of his transformations returned. “I can explain about the fight.”

	But she only shrugged. “I heard about that. It sounded like David deserved a trouncing. And... I also heard about you assisting the beggar woman in the street.”

	“How?”

	“Gus, the second footman, happened to be at the tavern around the corner and rushed down to Le Pub when he heard all the commotion. He shared every detail he saw and overhead about the fight this morning at breakfast.”

	“But how did you know about me assisting the woman?”

	Aggie smiled, her eyes going soft. “Gus also happened to walk by as you were defending her to the other boys in your group. He stuck around to see what you would do and said he was shocked that you stood up to them and stayed behind to help the older woman after the group had left.”

	Gaston swiped the hair off his forehead. “Good night! Is nothing I do private any more?”

	“I hate to tell you that it never was. Servants see and know just about everything.”

	Gaston grew still, something about her statement niggling at the back of his mind. If servants were aware of his every move, how much did they know about his relationship with Aggie? And could that have motivated this setup?

	“But perhaps what I overheard about the snuffbox was speculation,” Aggie said with a sigh. “Servants have little entertainment besides gossiping about their employer’s lives.”

	Gaston nodded. She could be right. He ground his teeth together. Or she could be wrong.

	“You haven’t asked me about the good news,” Aggie said brightly.

	With effort, Gaston turned his attention to Aggie’s hopeful face. “Okay, I’ll bite. What is your happy news?”

	“You’ve earned your next transfiguration.”

	Gaston sat straight in his chair. “What? How?”

	“By coming to the aid of someone who needed help — even when encouraged not to do so.”

	Heat flared in Gaston’s cheeks. “It was nothing, really.

	I merely accompanied her home.”

	Aggie reached over the desk and took his hand, her gaze the vivid aqua green of the Mediterranean Sea. “And that humility is how I know you are changing.”

	He swallowed. It wasn’t humility that flushed his skin. More a feeling that something about the encounter with the old woman had felt... off. Their entire interaction, from the time he’d helped her to her feet, to the weighted look she’d given him as he’d left, had run through his mind dozens of times since it had happened. He’d analysed every moment and still couldn’t put his finger on what bothered him. But if his sorceress wished to view his reaction as humility, then so be it.

	He ran a hand over his cheek and offered a grin. “More angles and width to my face would help match my new size, don’t you think?”

	Aggie tilted her head one way and then the other as she stared at him, her forehead wrinkling.

	Gaston explained, “I still have the face of a child. I d like to have my father’s strong cheekbones and square chin and George’s broad, hard-edged jaw and wide forehead.”

	The light in her eyes dimmed to a shadowed teal as she replied, “I can do that. But we will need to wait or risk more suspicion, don’t you think? Which reminds me.” She gave his fingers a squeeze. “No more flaunting your transformations. Gwen was terribly suspicious. No one can find out about my abilities, Gaston. I’m serious. If that happens, I will be gone before you can think twice.”

	Gaston reached across the desk, mindless of the dirt soiling his new coat, and took Aggie’s other hand in his. He could not lose her. In fact, he had grown terribly attached to her, and wanted to show his appreciation. It was time to put that plan into action.

	He gripped Aggie’s hands, stared into her eyes, and vowed, “I promise to protect your secret with my life.”

	

	CHAPTER 18  



	AGATHA

	THE NEXT day dawned bright and unseasonably H warm. Aggie whistled as she went about her duties.

	After ordering Gwen’s breakfast tray and retrieving the lady’s freshly washed small clothes from the laundry, Aggie paused at a window facing the back garden to find the sun had melted most of the snow, exposing a maze of green hedges and enchanting statuary. Perhaps she could convince Gwen to take a walk outside.

	Aggie had awoken with a great sense of optimism. Gaston had not only sacrificed his pride to help someone in need but had been flushed with embarrassment when she’d praised him for it. That was progress. The boy she’d first met would’ve passed that beggar woman without a thought, or, more likely, joined those ridiculing her.

	With a spring in her step, Aggie entered Gwen’s suite and quietly shut the door behind her. Then nearly jumped out of her skin when she heard a shriek from the bedroom.

	“Where have you been? I need my peach day dress. And I can’t find the matching slippers!” Gwen yelled, her voice muffled as thump after thump indicated shoes being thrown out of the wardrobe and onto the floor.

	Aggie rushed into the bedchamber. “You’re awake.”

	“Obviously I’m awake. Are you daft?”

	In all fairness, Gwen rarely arose before noon, and it was only midmorning. “What is the occasion?”

	Her head still hidden in the bottom of her wardrobe, Gwen said, “I’m accompanying Mère to the Auclairs’ this morning. Something about repairing our reputation... Where are those slippers?”

	Another pair of shoes hit the hardwood floor, and Aggie rushed to intervene. “Why don t you wash your face while I find what you need?”

	Gwen sat back on her haunches, her auburn hair in matted disarray, and looked up at Aggie with squinted eyes. “Fine. But be quick about it!”

	***

	Two hours and a bit of creative enchantment later, Aggie watched from the window as Lady Sylviane and a beautifully turned-out Lady Gwen entered the carriage in front of the house. Aggie turned away with a hard sigh. Once again, the room was turned upside down, and it was Aggie’s job to set to rights.

	So much for a lovely walk in the garden.

	Brisk footsteps sounded in the other room, and Lenore appeared in the doorway. “What on earth?” She shook her head. “The lady was up early I see.”

	Aggie laughed as she scooped up a pair of shoes and placed them on the shelf of the wardrobe. “Yes, I was shocked myself. Something about a call to the Auclairs’ for damage control.”

	“Oh,” Lenore said knowingly. “Lady Sylviane is afraid the family will all be shunned from society after Gaston beat the stuffing out of David Plantier. His grandmother is an English countess, you know.”

	“No, I didn’t know. Do you think it’s true that David cheated and that’s why they fought?”

	Aggie hadn’t had the heart to question Gaston about the details of the fight. Part of her worried she’d learn something she wished not to know. Not that she would want to undo any of Gaston’s physical alterations, even though it was part of their bargain, the very thought of trying turned her stomach. She figured the only way to turn him back was to visualise him exactly the way he had been, and she didn’t have that kind of memory. He could end up worse off than he’d been before. But if she learnt he’d been unnecessarily cruel, she would consider his good deed with the old woman void. Which she did not want to do.

	“I heard,” Lenore said as she swept up a discarded gown, “that David stabbed Gaston under the table during their arm wrestling match because Gaston was winning.”

	Aggie felt a mingling of horror and relief. Stabbing? That did seem quite extreme. Not that it merited beating up another boy, but at least he had done it to protect his honour. She had reason to hope they were making real progress on Gaston’s transformation — not just his appearance, but his heart. She didn’t think she could bear it if he turned out to be an unfeeling jerk, after all.

	A knock sounded on the sitting room door. Aggie rushed to answer it and found an envelope had been shoved under the door with her name written on it. She checked the hall, but when she found no one there, she retreated into the chamber and stared at the letter.

	Her heartbeat rushed in her ears. It had to be from Gaston.

	She ripped open the missive.
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	Aggie read the note three times. Was his reasoning legitimate? Was it acceptable to help the young master of the house select a gift for her mistress? Or would they face the same repercussions they had the last time they’d gone to the village together?

	“Is that a letter for Gwen?”

	Aggie shook her head as a flush ran up her throat. “Master Gaston has asked that I accompany him into town to pick out Gwen’s Christmas gift.”

	A slow grin stretched across Lenore’s face. “What are you waiting for? I will cover for you and take care of this mess.”

	“Are you sure?”

	Lenore gave her a gentle push towards the door. “I owe you one, remember?”

	With a heartfelt thank you, Aggie rushed into the corridor. Before reaching the entryway, she stopped in front of a mirror. Her braid had loosened, tiny hairs frizzing around her head like a halo. That would not do.

	After a quick check to make sure she was alone, she accessed the glimmer. With the touch of a finger, her hair fell into waves and loose curls around her shoulders, and with a snap, the front and sides twisted into perfect braids that met at the back of her head. Sparks of joy flooding her veins as she used her magic, she brought a glow to her cheeks and darkened her eyelashes. She’d become so good at surface transformations while working on Gwen that the tiny improvements to her own appearance took little effort.

	
Satisfied with the results, she nodded at her reflection and rushed to meet Gaston.

	***

	The village buzzed with life. Christmas was less than a month away, and it showed in the shop windows brightened with holly sprigs and scarlet berries. The townsfolk bubbled over with joy and carefree laughter. Snow still lingered on lampposts, and the boughs of the square’s towering Christmas tree. Sunlight splashed across glass ornaments and jaunty bows. Pierre, the violinist, had topped liis hat with tiny silver bells that tinkled as he played a happy carol. A crowd circled close, singing along.

	Yet Agatha was preoccupied with the boy who walked beside her. He wore a simple charcoal coat that encased his broad shoulders, and his hands were shoved in his pockets as he strode with casual confidence. Aggie marvelled at how far he’d come from the disgruntled, insecure youth she’d first encountered in the forest. A warm breeze fluttered the burnished waves of his hair as he reached up and brushed the strands away from his glowing face. Which drew her attention to his broad, long-fingered hands - die scabbed knuckles only making them appear stronger and more capable.

	A trio of younger ladies twittered among themselves, watching the young lord in a most inappropriate manner. Gaston offered them a nod, and the girls nearly swooned. Thankfully, their chaperone practically pushed them into a nearby shop.

	When Gaston glanced down at Aggie, the sun caught in the crystalline blue of his eyes, and heat rose on her skin.

	‘Are you unwell?” he asked as they approached a row of merchant booths.

	Aggie started and jerked her gaze from his. “I’m fine. Wonderful in fact. Look at this...” She rushed up to a booth selling delicate glassware and searched the array of multicoloured offerings. “Perhaps Lady Gwen would appreciate a handblown...”

	Gaston plucked a creature from the shelf. “Hog?”

	Laughter burst from Aggie’s chest. “No wonder you need my help.” She took the plump little pig from his hand and returned it to its spot among a collection of barnyard animals. “Perhaps the modiste would have a more sensible gift.”

	Gaston arched a dark brow. “Sensible, you say? Where’s the fun in that?” Their gazes locked, and something sparked, like a flint striking flame.

	Aggie stepped into the warmth radiating from him and inhaled the heady scent of his skin: soap, pine and open sky. The chaos of the village square went silent as Aggie’s gaze flitted to the undeniably lovely shape of his mouth. How could Gaston wish for more change when he was already the most attractive man she’d encountered in her life?

	“I...” Unsure how to express the thoughts tumbling through her head, she reached out and tugged on the lapel of his jacket. “I wish ”

	“May I help you?” a voice boomed.

	Aggie stumbled away from Gaston. His hand latched on to hers and yanked her towards him before she bumped the fragile display. She smacked into his chest with enough force that her feet went out from under her, and he gripped her other arm to keep her upright.

	A wicked smirk played on Gaston’s lips. “No need for such dramatics, Agatha. You already have my undivided attention.”

	Reflexively Aggie’s hands tightened on Gaston’s arms before she forced herself to release him and step away. She swallowed and searched for a clever reply. But her wits seemed to have deserted her as she murmured, “Er. thanks for the catch, Gallant.”

	
Gaston inclined his head and whispered in a low tone, “Anytime.” Then he took money from his pocket and turned to the merchant. “I’ll take the little hog.”

	Dumbfounded, Aggie accepted the glass pig as Gaston handed it to her. “A remembrance of our &ay,Jille magique.”

	They walked away from the booth, and Aggie grinned at the palm-sized creature. Then she glanced up at Gaston. She liked when he called her his magic girl. Mostly because he appreciated her gifts, but also because of the low, flirtatious tone he used when he said it. Her cheeks heated as they walked side by side, tangible friction building between them.

	Desperate to break the tension, she blurted, “Perhaps I can use this pig as a stand-in to take my frustrations out on your sister when she annoys me.”

	Gaston chuckled but then stopped walking. “Wait. You can do that? Use an inanimate object to curse a person?”

	She could practically see the wheels turning inside Gaston’s head as she glanced around to make sure no one heard his careless questions. Even a suggestion of witchery could spell her imprisonment or death. Thankfully, Christmas joy appeared to preoccupy everyone around them. “Shh!” she admonished as she dragged Gaston by his sleeve to a shadowed doorway where she answered his question in a hushed tone. “In theory, yes. But no, I never would do such a thing. And watch what you say. Your deep voice resonates.”

	He wrapped one of her stray curls around his finger and lowered his tone several octaves. “Does it resonate with you?”

	Annoyed with his indiscretion, and desperate to distract herself from the emotions rising within her, she smacked his hand away before stomping back into the sunlight.

	“Well, that was uncalled for.” Gaston caught up to her and shoved his hands into his pockets.

	The feel of someone’s stare turned Aggie’s head, and she caught a man watching them from a distance. When she met his gaze, he didn’t look away. But he was too far away for her to discern much about him. A chill traced down her spine nonetheless.

	Aggie turned back to Gaston and hissed, “Your recklessness could get me Idlled.”

	“Don’t be such a ninny. You know I can protect you. No one can touch you when you’re with me.”

	Aggie didn’t respond. She knew he thought he could protect her, but the fear of magic was a powerful thing. For possibly the thousandth time, Aggie pondered

	
what impact that fear had had on her mother’s disappearance.

	Gaston’s strides quickened, forcing Aggie to jog to keep up with him. “Here she is'.” he proclaimed as he approached a crowded booth. People surrounded a table covered in knitted items.

	Aggie moved around until she could see between two people to the old woman selling her knitted wares with a sunny smile. She’d seen the merchant before, the first day Gaston had brought her to the village. She’d sensed something in the women then and thought she would return to speak with her, but she hadn’t been able to break away from her new lady’s-maid-in-training position.

	Gaston spoke softly from behind her. “She makes the absolute best gloves in the county, and she appears to have a loyal following. She must take in a fair bit of coin. I can’t figure out why she lives in a one-room hovel underground.”

	“Not everything is as it seems.” The words left Aggie’s mouth without conscious thought, though she wasn’t certain what she meant by them. Before she could contemplate the statement further, the old woman motioned them forwards.

	Aggie stepped closer and looked at the woman through the eyes of a sorceress. That’s when she saw it — an aura of purples and golds flittering around the old woman like a radiant shadow. It was almost... a glimmer.

	“Come closer, my dear,” the woman beckoned in a voice that cut through the crowd like crunching snow.

	Aggie moved to the edge of the table. All the other customers seemed to have dispersed.

	“Madame,” Gaston said. “It is good to see you looking so well.”

	The woman inclined her head. “In no little part to your generosity, my lord.”

	“Please, as I said before,” Gaston replied in a rare show of humility “call me Gaston.”

	“Gaston, then. Who is your lovely friend?”

	“This is Agatha. I’m looking for a Christmas present for my sister. I believe Aggie and Gwen’s hands are of a size.”

	The lady reached out, and Aggie allowed the woman to trace her fingers and palm, the contact of her surprisingly soft skin making the hairs stand up on Aggie’s arm. She yanked her hand back, suddenly wary.

	The woman didn’t seem to mind as she made a note on a parchment pad.

	“What may I call you, madame?” Gaston asked.

	Her eyes twinkled like sun on aqua water as she glanced at Aggie and said, “You can call me Bea.”

	A jaunty carol burst out in the square, voices and bells ringing in time. Laughter and animated chatter filled the air, and brightness returned to Aggie’s soul. What had possessed her to feel afraid of this kind old woman?

	“What colour do you think Gwenaelle would favour?” Bea asked.

	“I believe Lady Gwen would like gloves in a nice spring green and perhaps a muff in a darker shade,” Aggie answered, thinking of Gwen’s auburn hair.

	Bea nodded, and as she made more notes, Gaston pulled out a small money purse. “I’d like to pay in advance.”

	When he dropped the leather sack on the table, it fell with such weight that Bea’s gaze snapped up, her brow crinkling. “That seems to be far more than my usual charge.”

	Gaston lifted his chin. “You gave me a pair of gloves — consider my balance paid in full.” His tone sounded self-satisfied, as if he expected praise.

	Did he think to impress her? Aggie had told him throwing his money about did not equal altruism.

	He turned to Aggie with a devilish grin. “How would you like to visit the bookshop, mademoiselle?”

	Two steps forward, one step back, she supposed. Gaston had made so much progress. Surely, overpaying an impoverished woman was not such a sin.

	
Gaston wandered off, and Aggie turned back to bid Madame Bea a quick adieu. But when they locked eyes, an odd familiarity pulsed through Aggie’s veins.

	“A bit of advice, Agatha.” The woman’s next words were as measured and heavy as Gaston’s purse. “In life, we must be willing to release the past in order to find the things we wish to remember.”

	Gaston returned and Aggie allowed him to lead her away, but she glanced back one more time, her instincts humming a warning — Bea was more than a mere craftswoman, selling her wares in the market. She had secrets.

	And Agatha was determined to know them.

	

	CHAPTER 19  
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	HE FOOTMAN threw down his cheroot and stomped it out as Gaston and Aggie approached the waiting carriage. Aggie hugged several books to her chest like they were bars of gold. Gaston followed, carrying an even larger pile.

	When he’d told her to choose whatever she liked, she’d flitted around the bookshop like a butterfly in a fully bloomed garden, selecting multiple books from each section. After reading the first page of each tome, she’d kept

	
several and returned the rest. Then she started the entire process over and selected others so that she could read those first pages, discard a few and select more.

	At one point, Gaston had reminded her of the enormous library at the château. Aggie had arched a brow and said haughtily, “Choosing a book is like making a new friend. I’ve met every book I wish to in that austere library. Do you know how many of the books there are about hunting?” She’d rolled her eyes.

	Over an hour later, he’d purchased her selected books and a few more that she’d placed into a secondary pile. Something about her passion had drawn him in, his mood lightening despite his own apathy towards reading. He’d felt joy just watching and sharing Aggie’s happiness. What did it mean to care about something simply because another person adored it?

	Was this the beginnings of L’amour?

	His mouth went dry. Hadn’t he learnt throughout his life that strong feelings led to pain? From a young age, his father had thrown any vulnerability back in his face like so much rubbish. Stop your blubbering! Emotion is weakness, Gaston.

	Aggie made him smile and her magic was incredible, true enough. But love? With an effort that felt like physical pain, Gaston shoved down the sentiments tangling in his heart.

	The footman opened the carriage door, let down the steps, and handed Agatha inside. But as Gaston mounted the stairs, he caught the man exchanging a decidedly salacious leer with the driver.

	Scarlet suffused Gaston’s vision. Who were these servants to question their master’s actions? They had gossiped about him to no end — some of them even seemed to be setting him up for a fall, if what Aggie had overheard was the truth.

	He would not allow it.

	Gaston handed the pile of books to Agatha, stepped back onto the cobbles and slammed the carriage door closed. “What’s your name, footman?”

	The young man was a bit taller than Gaston, but his shoulders hunched as he replied, “Gus, yer lordship.”

	“Well, Gus,” Gaston spat. “From the look you just gave the driver, it seems you have something to say about my activities.”

	“Er... no...” Gus stammered.

	“What makes you think I need or want the affections of a lowly maid? I could have any number of women more beautiful and well-bred with the snap of my fingers.”

	


	GASTON

	 

	
“I don’t—”

	Gaston cut him off and stepped into the footman’s space. Do you enjoy your employment within my household?”

	Gus stepped back. “Yes... yes, sir...”

	“And you, driver?” Gaston snapped at the older man clutching the horse’s reins in a white-knuckled grip. “Do you wish to keep your employment?”

	“Sir, yes... Master Gaston!” the driver barked.

	“Then listen to me very carefully.” Both men angled in to hear Gaston’s instructions. “If anyone - and I mean anyone — even implies an unsavoury relationship between myself and this servant girl, you are to squash those rumours posthaste.”

	The men glanced at each other.

	Gaston crossed his arms. “Am I clear?”

	“Yes, yer lordship,” they replied in sharp unison.

	Satisfied they wouldn’t defy him, Gaston climbed into the carriage, lifted his coat and took the seat across from Aggie with a satisfied smirk. “Well, that should take care of that.”

	As the vehicle jolted into motion, Gaston noticed the scowl turning down Aggie’s lips. She hugged several books to her chest, her dark fringed eyes accusing. “Is that how you see me? As a lowly servant girl?”

	Gaston hopped across the carriage and sat beside her, lightly gripping her upper arms. “No! Aggie, I only said those things to quiet the rumours. For both our sakes,”

	She looked away, moisture clinging to her lashes as she whispered, “Except it’s true.”

	Gaston froze. What could he say to that? Panicked, words tumbled from his mouth. “You should’ve seen the look they gave you. It was scandalous! How could I let that pass?”

	Her voice barely audible above the clomp of the horses and rumble of the wheels, she said, “I would never wish to cause you any shame, Gaston. Nor to disgrace your family. Perhaps the Mesnys still need a lady’s maid for Molly. I could do some good there. Both she and her mother would benefit from my healing abilities.”

	The torrent of feelings fighting for purchase in Gaston’s heart roared to life. “Stop that talk this instant. I cannot lose you!”

	Aggie peered into Gaston’s eyes as if she were looking for something there. “You can’t lose me? Or my abilities?”

	
Gently, Gaston took the books out of her hands and framed her face in his hands. Aggie, I.,. I can’t explain what I’m feeling. But it grows stronger each time I see you... touch you.” Sparks that had nothing to do with her magic skittered over his skin as he brushed the downy hair at the back of her neck.

	She pushed his arms down and pulled away from his touch. “Yes, I do believe you’re correct in saying you don’t know what you feel.”

	“But I—”

	“Besides, it could never work between us. We have an arrangement, and when our deal is fulfilled, you will go your way and I’ll go mine. Our futures will not coincide.

	“What about my—”

	“I’ll complete your next enchantment, she said, cutting him off sharply. “But not yet. We’ve agreed it is too soon and would surely cause the scandal you so desperately wish to avoid.”

	Gaston could have lacked himself lor mentioning a transformation at such a delicate moment. He should’ve held his tongue and waited until later. His brows drew down in a frown as Aggie turned away from him to stare bleakly out the carriage window.

	
“Aggie, I...” He swallowed hard, emotions warring within him, and none of them comfortable. No wonder his father branded sentiment as weakness. He’d never felt more fragile in his life. He started again. “Aggie, I care about you.”

	When she turned to him this time, she primly arranged her skirt around her before speaking. “You care about me? As you care about how well Monsieur Blanch mends your clothes and dresses you? Or as you appreciate the sumptuous meals Chef Grosjean prepares at your every whim?” Her eyes were like ice as she said, “I provide a unique service to you, your lordship. Of course, you care about me. You care about what I can do for you.”

	Hurt, Gaston lashed out, “That is unfair. I’m changing. I’m doing good. Did you not see all that money I gave to the old woman today?”

	“Flaunting your wealth is not doing good. As we have discussed.” She looked back out the window, her jaw set in a hard line. “I need a bit of space.”

	“What do you mean?” Gaston asked, although he had a sinking feeling he already knew.

	“Time apart,” she clarified, confirming his worst fear.

	Gaston shoved a hand through his hair. He had been attempting to protect her.1 Yet everything he said to defend himself seemed to fall on deaf ears. He might as well wait until she cooled off.

	With a sharp exhale, he slumped back against the seat. Women were more confusing than he’d ever imagined.

	

	CHAPTER 19  



	AGATHA

	A COLD WIND whipped the cloak around Aggie’s legs as she stepped out of the coach. A gale rom the north had dissolved the beauty of the sun-filled afternoon, leaving an icy chill in its wake. She turned back to the driver. “I will return in an hour at most.”

	It was the same man who’d driven her and Gaston that afternoon, so perhaps fearing for his job, he’d readily agreed to take Aggie back into town after dinner. Gaston and his family were attending a party at a nearby estate, so she had the evening free.

	The driver gave a tight nod. “Just enough time to nip a pint at the pub.” He climbed down from the driver’s seat, looped the reins around a post, and strode off into the night.

	Aggie pulled her cloak closer around her and walked in the opposite direction. She wandered through the narrow streets until the twinkling glow of candles led her into the village square and the towering Christmas tree. All the merchant stalls stood empty, the shops closed for the evening. She stopped and looked around for some clue, some way to find Bea.

	She’d seen something radiating from the woman like violet sunbeams when she’d approached her table, but as they’d spoken, the glimmer had faded. Aggie wondered if it had been her imagination or a trick of the afternoon light.

	And yet, after her argument with Gaston, she couldn’t stop thinking about what came next for her. Despite everything they’d shared, he still saw her as less than: a subordinate — a person put on this planet to serve and not to be seen. She’d thought he viewed her as an equal. They were partners in their bargain. But perhaps the truth of his regard had been staring her in the face all along. He enjoyed flirting with her, even kissing her when she’d allowed it, but ultimately he was using her for her magic.

	Her shoulders slumped as she stared up at the top of the tree, a metal star shining with a brilliant flame. What if Gaston did not fulfil their deal? Did the magic bind him to his vow? She had no idea. But if Bea was a sorceress, as Aggie suspected, the woman might have the answers she sought.

	“Agatha?”

	Aggie spun, her heart leaping into her throat.

	“Pardon me.” Pierre, the violinist dipped into an awkward bow, a tall ladder gripped in his right hand. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”

	He rose, and Aggie smiled. “Pierre. How are you?” “I am well. Thanks to you and your friend.”

	Gaston had never given Pierre his name, in an attempt to maintain his disguise as a generous commoner.

	Pierre set down the ladder and opened it beside the glowing tree. “I’ve earned the position of lamplighter for all of Tolmar village.” He lifted his pointed chin. “Including this lovely tree.”

	“That’s wonderful.” Aggie’s heart glowed. She couldn’t wait to tell Gaston.

	Or not. The grin melted from her face.

	“What are you about this fine evening?” Pierre asked as he extinguished the lower candles on the tree with a metal device.

	“I’m looking for Bea, the wool merchant. Perhaps you know where I could find her?”

	Pierre rounded the back of the tree, his voice muffled as he said, “Certainly! Bea’s room is just down the alley beside the bookshop, first door on the right, down a set of stairs.”

	“Thank you!” Aggie called as she rushed towards the darkened bookshop. Unbidden, the memory of pleasure on Gaston’s face as he’d purchased every book she’d wanted and more nearly caused her to trip on her own feet. His enjoyment had appeared genuine. She let out a long sigh, unable to reconcile his contradictory behaviour.

	Aggie turned down the darkened alley and paused at the top of the short flight of stairs. The risk of exposing her own magic gave her pause. Bea seemed respected in the village, and if she cried witch, the people of Tolmar were likely to listen. Aggie took the first step down. The woman had seemed land enough. Even offering Aggie advice. Not that she understood the meaning of Bea’s cryptic statement: In life, we must be willing to release the past in order to find the things we wish to remember.

	Aggie walked down another two steps. Surely, the woman had meant well.

	Then why did Aggie’s heart feel as if it would beat out of her chest?

	Abruptly, the door swung open, pouring light into the stairwell. A dark silhouette made a beckoning motion. “Do come in, Agatha. There’s no sense waffling now.”

	There were no windows facing the staircase where Aggie stood. Yet the woman knew Aggie had hovered near her door. Surely, that confirmed some aptitude for magic. “Certainly, madame,” Aggie said as she descended into the small home.

	Bea shut the door and turned with a cautious smile. “To what do I owe this privilege?”

	Aggie stood in the centre of the room and wrung her hands beneath her cloak. She truly had no idea how or where to begin.

	“Would you care for tea?” Bea asked as she hobbled towards a potbelly stove where a kettle rested.

	“That would be lovely.” Thankful for the reprieve, Aggie wandered around examining the rainbow of wool creations in the room. She stopped at a vivid azure scarf. “How do you achieve such strong coloration?” The only way Aggie knew of would involve lots of blueberries, which were off-season and expensive.

	“I think you know the answer to that, dear.”

	Aggie spun around and found Bea perched in a rocking chair. She gestured to a tattered ottoman across from her. “Have a seat.”

	Aggie walked across the room and sat. Suddenly roasting, she removed her cloak and gloves. Then accepted a mug of tea from the old woman. “I have questions...”

	She let the statement hang, hoping Bea would take the bait and confirm that they possessed similar gifts.

	The woman examined Aggie over the rim of her cup. “The glimmer is strong in you.” A wide smile crinkled the skin of her cheeks. “Extremely strong.”

	“I knew you had magic too!” Aggie straightened in her seat.

	“Quiet,” Bea snapped, her eyes darting to the door. “The walls have ears, and that word could get both of us killed.”

	Aggie stiffened as the old woman raised her arms and formed a shimmering circle around them like a giant bubble. “I should’ve done that sooner. You may speak freely now.”

	Unable to contain herself a moment longer, Aggie asked, “So, you Eire a fellow sorceress?”

	“I am a fellow enchantress” Bea clarified.

	The word struck a chord in Aggie’s memory of Maman calling herself an enchantress. As a small child Aggie had thought her mother had referred to her own beauty and allure because she was enchanting. It had been her father who had spat the word sorceress like a curse.

	Aggie unclenched her teeth and focused on the present. <cWhat’s the difference?”

	“A sorceress learns to pull power from other living things through study, spell work and great sacrifice. An enchantress is born with magic inside of them.” She took a sip of tea. “We are extremely rare.”

	Aggie exhaled deep, the tension drained from her muscles, and she leant against the wall. Her power was not evil, and she’d finally found someone like herself. Someone who could help her. What should she ask first? There were so many questions, and she had little time before she had to meet the driver back at the carnage. She wouldn’t put it past him to leave her if she didn’t show in time.

	She took a long sip of tea as she put her thoughts in order. Then she asked, “I don’t understand why sometimes when I use the glimmer, I am so drained that I pass out. But then other times, I feel revived and even joyful afterwards.”

	“As you may know, some magic comes with a price. But not all. The drain on our powers affects each of us differently. For some, certain enchantments that are counter to the natural order take their toll physically. For others, the toll is mental or emotional.”

	“Counter to the natural order? Isn’t it always against natural order when we use our magic?”

	"No.” Bea shook her white curls. “Certainly it may seem so, but when you heal someone, for instance, you are restoring what should have already been. You’re bringing the world into order. For example, when you clothed those orphans.”

	Aggie’s brows arched high.

	“Yes, I saw that,” Bea said. “Only because when a glimmer is used near me, I can feel it. You can feel it too. It’s how you knew to come to me even though I am terribly careful about when and where I use my gift.”

	“Yes, I suppose. But I also saw it around you.”

	“You saw my aura?”

	Aggie nodded. “It looked like purple sunlight.”

	“Hmm.” Bea set down her empty teacup and picked up an unfinished blanket. She positioned the long needles in her crooked hands and began to knit. “Not all can see magic in others. Which confirms my assessment of your powers. When does using your glimmer make you faint?”

	“Well, when...” Aggie took a gulp of tea. She could not tell this virtual stranger about her pact with Gaston. ‘When I’ve made physical changes to my appearance. Not superficial changes, I’ve learned to manage those easily. But when I made my nose more attractive, for instance, I passed out for hours.”

	Bea nodded and said without looking up, “There is no value in such a change.”

	“But it made me more beautiful. That has value to me,” Aggie insisted.

	“Your true value does not come from the perception of others.”

	Aggie fell silent. Was this why the alterations to Gaston’s appearance drained the very life from her? Because they held no true value? This led her to another pressing question. “If you make a magical pact with someone, say you offer magic for each time they complete a task, wouldn’t that deed pay the price?”

	Bea looked up sharply. “Tell me more of this magical pact.”

	“Well, I’ve...” Aggie struggled to find the words to explain without giving away too much. “I’ve vowed to fulfil a wish for someone each time they do a good deed. But even when they’ve completed a good deed, my magic is drained when I fulfil their wish. Does that make sense?”

	“I cannot be certain, but I speculate these ‘good deeds’ are not being done with noble intentions. Therefore, the price is taken fromjyozz.”

	If Aggie had learnt this even one day ago, she would ve protested, insisted Gaston’s intentions were genuine. But after today, she had cause for doubt.

	“Or,” Bea went on, “your intentions for fulfilling the wishes are not pure. Perhaps clouded by selfish desires?”

	Aggie shook her head. No, that could not be true. She wanted the independence and means to become a healer. How could that be selfish?

	“It’s a trap we all fall into, chérie. ”

	Aggie cringed and drew back. Longing knotted in her chest and mixed with an irrational anger to snap at the

	
woman for speaking the beloved name her mother used to call her. It shocked her how much it hurt to hear the word voiced in such a gentle tone.

	A clock somewhere in the building chimed the hour. Aggie jumped to her feet and grabbed her cloak. “I must go.”

	Bea rose and followed her to the door. “I hope you’ll visit again.”

	“Yes, of course,” Aggie said, distracted by the late hour. She rushed through the door but then turned back.

	I forgot to ask what you meant by the advice you gave me yesterday.”

	The old woman’s eyes glistened in the candlelight, their hazel colour shifting to clear green as she dissolved the sound bubble. Much like Aggie’s own changeable eyes. She wondered if the shifting colour was a trait of all enchantresses.

	Bea cleared her throat and said, “Only that our pasts can keep us from the blessings that are currently within our grasp.”

	Their gazes held for an extended moment, and Aggie felt that Bea wished to say more, that she left out a vital part of the explanation. But the old woman only bid her good night and closed the door.

	J
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	Aggie ran across the courtyard, her head spinning with questions. Possibly more questions than when she’d arrived. She had no idea when she would have the opportunity to return. But as she climbed into the waiting carriage, she knew one thing: she was an enchantress.

	

	CHAPTER 21  
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	 AGGIE DIDN’T speak to Gaston for days, and those days felt empty, devoid of any spark of joy.  Her absence made it quite clear to Gaston that he

	wanted — needed — Aggie in his life: her enchantment, her smile and the way she looked at him like he was the best thing on the entire planet. When she wasn’t mad at him, that was. But he was about to change all that.

	Gaston planned to woo and marry Agatha.

	The goal he’d set was not a simple one. It would
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	take several steps to implement, and every bit of his considerable charisma. But he’d never in his life wanted anything more.

	He’d anticipated the biggest hurdle would be his parents. After confiding his plan to his new friend, LeFou, they’d taken a quick trip into Paris to meet with one of the man’s nefarious connections. And returned with a forged pedigree for Aggie that not even his mother could dispute. In fact, Mère would welcome Aggie with open arms.

	Now to convince the girl herself.

	Aggie had no idea of his plans. They’d had no contact since their awful argument. For the last several days, when she passed him in the house, she would lift her nose in the air and keep walking, as if they hadn’t shared the most intimate moments of Gaston’s life. No one understood him like Aggie, and he doubted anyone else ever would. She saw his dark sides and patiently steered him towards the fight. When they touched, it felt like fireworks exploded inside him. Not to mention that she’d made him into the handsome, confident man he was today.

	As he thought back over his time with Aggie, he knew he’d come to life the day they’d met. He saw it with

	great clarity: they were meant to be together forever. With Aggie’s beauty and magic, there were no Emits to their future. They could become the premier couple of the province. And then they could move up to the Parisian courts, maybe even Versailles.

	Prince Gaston had a nice ring to it... King Gaston!

	As in the mythological tale of Arthur, Aggie would be his Merlin — trusted advisor, sorceress and friend — but also his wife.

	Gaston sealed the invitation on his desk with emerald wax and his own personal stamp, then rang for a servant to deliver it. The Christmas Eve masquerade ball was in two days. He planned to announce their engagement then.

	In the meantime, he would win Aggie back. What could be more romantic than a horseback ride through the snow to a cosy cabin? He’d had a few servants clean the old gamekeeper’s cottage and fill it with hothouse flowers, warm fleece blankets and mounds of pillows. As soon as he gave the word, they would lay out a lavish picnic before the roaring fire. He’d even convinced Lenore to cover with Gweny so Aggie could have the afternoon off.

	A knock sounded on the door, and Gaston picked up his invitation and rushed to answer it. Eager to give explicit instructions to deliver the missive directly into Agatha’s hands and set his plans in motion, he swung open the door. But instead of a footman or a housemaid, he found his father’s scowling face. His parents never came to his private suite. Even as a child, once he was old enough to move out of the nursery, his governess was the one to ensure he bathed and went to bed.

	Gaston stiffened and backed away. “Father? Is something amiss?”

	“What have you done, Gaston?” his father growled as he pushed into the room and slammed the door behind him. When he whirled to face Gaston, his eyes were red, as if he might have been crying.

	Panic gripped Gaston with icy fingers. “Is someone hurt? What’s happened?”

	Instead of answering, Father began to pace. “Haven’t I given you the best of everything?”

	“Yes, Father,” Gaston replied automatically.

	“Haven’t I been patient with your indulgences and lack of interest in manly pursuits?”

	Yes, sir, but I ve changed. I’ve been hunting with George, and it turns out I’m quite good at it.”

	As if he had not heard, his father paced faster. Gaston’s anxiety mounted. Had his parents somehow learnt of Aggie’s magic and his plans to marry her? But how? He hadn’t yet presented her new pedigree, knowing that he needed to get her to agree to marry him first.

	“I’ve even taken you under my wing in recent weeks. I had hoped you were ready to step into your responsibilities as lord of this estate. But you have dashed those hopes.”

	“Your lordship—”

	“I should have seen this coming.” Father shook his head at nothing as he stalked from one end of the room to the other. “I indulged your lies at the hunting lodge. Dismissed the evidence against you when my prized snuffbox went missing. Defended you when you beat that boy senseless. But this... this is the last straw.”

	He stopped then, his face a shade of puce Gaston had never seen on a human.

	Gaston swallowed and waited for the final hammer to fall.

	“Thierry?” Father’s whisper fell harder than his shout. “My prized stallion? How could you, Gaston?”

	Gaston blinked. He knew his father doted on Thierry

	and had likely spent more time with the animal over the years than with all his children combined. But what did that have to do with him?

	“He’s lame, Gaston. The animal doctor says we might as well put him out to pasture.” Father stalked towards him. “Because you ran him into the ground!”

	Gaston felt the colour drain from his face. He hadn’t so much as touched that horse.

	He knew better — and besides, Thierry was downright terrifying. “Father, I swear to you, I have never even ridden Thierry. Why would I, when we have so many other horses?”

	“No more lying!” Father yelled. “I’m sick of it!

	Heat flashed through Gaston’s body, disbelief morphing into anger. “I don’t know what you’re talking about! I’ve been in the château all day!”

	“Not according to the stable boy. He says you took Thierry out first thing this morning, and when you returned, the horse could barely stand. Why would he lie?”

	Gaston’s chest heaved. Why would he lie?

	Why would a servant report that Gaston had gone into his father’s office the same day the snuffbox went missing? And why would a stable hand concoct a story about an injured horse when it could mean his job?

	Whoever was framing him knew his father’s weaknesses intimately.

	“Father, you must believe me. I had nothing to do with this! Someone is setting me up.”

	Father’s jaw clenched several times as he tried to gain control. “Truly, Gaston. It’s always someone else’s fault with you. Whose fault is it that you’re diddling with Gwen’s maid?”

	Nausea rolled in Gaston’s gut.

	“Yes, I know about that too. I’ve looked the other way long enough.”

	“But she’s not who she seems,” Gaston insisted as he took a step towards the desk to retrieve her lineage paperwork. He would have to explain to Aggie later.

	Father grasped his arm, his voice knowing. “They never are, Gaston.”

	“I can show ” Gaston tried to pull away, but his father held fast.

	“It’s high time you get out of this fantasy world you’re living in and take responsibility for your actions. Until you do...” His father took a ragged breath. “Until you do, I cannot trust you with this estate or its holdings.”

	With those ruinous parting words, Father took his leave, taking Gaston’s future with him.

	
 

	Gaston gripped the desk chair and hurtled it into the wall with a bellow.

	Someone had set him up. And he would find out who— or die trying.

	

	CHAPTER 22  



	AGATHA

	Aggie took one look at Gaston’s invation and threw it in the fireplace. He d invited her to spend time alone in a cabin in the forest. Away from prying eyes, where he could not be embarrassed by their association. She watched radiant embers ignite the paper, the edges blackening and curling, just as she felt her heart withering in her chest. Gaston didn’t want her. He merely wished for another transformation that would make him more attractive.

	
Her eyes closed as she tensed against the pain of loss, No more witty repartee. No more heated touches or kisses that left her breathless. Aggie had to separate herself from Gaston. For her own protection.

	And yet her feelings had advanced beyond a casual entanglement. She wanted more than what their contract outlined - more than a transaction. She wanted a future together. Despite all his darkness, the selfish part of him that reared its ugly head far too often, he’d fought against it and won more often than she’d thought possible.

	She’d fallen for the goodness in him. Fallen hard.

	With a wail of frustration, she threw down the corset she’d been mending. The glimmer flared within her, and she pointed a finger at the discarded garment. Thread whipped through the air, and the ripped seam darned with perfect stitches. Too perfect. Just like Gaston’s transfiguration.

	Why couldn’t she create something natural and realistic? Did everything her magic touched have to manifest beau ideal? Was this a part of her mother’s frustrations? It took a subtle touch to cast a spell that didn’t draw the attention of others. A skill she had no idea how to attain.

	Yet, to her, he was already close to physical perfection. Her idea of perfection. Is that what Bea had meant by selfish desires? That Aggie had turned Gaston into her physical ideal?

	Suddenly, the old woman’s words played across her mind: it’s a trap we all fall into, chérie.

	A feeling of déjà vu raised the hair on the back of Aggie’s neck. The woman. The nickname. They felt familiar, as if she’d watched their interaction play out through a window, and then experienced it herself. Was that prophecy? Or premonition?

	Aggie knew she had to return to the village and speak with Bea at the first opportunity. Something profound had passed between them.

	Eyes stinging, she picked up the corset and began to snag some of the too-neat stitches. The Christmas Eve masquerade was in less than twenty-four hours, and she had much to do to ready her mistress for the ball.

	***

	The next morning, Aggie rushed down the corridor with Lady Gwen’s pressed underskirts and lacy petticoats piled high in her arms. Next on her list was to mix a herb-and-lemon-juice concoction for the lady’s facial. She’d acquired the recipe from Lenore, and although Aggie knew she could give her mistress skin that glowed

	
like spring sunshine without die beauty treatment, it didn’t hurt to follow tradition — and to give Gwen something to credit for the new look.

	As Aggie neared Gwen’s chamber and slowed her pace, a hand grasped her arm and tugged her sideways. She caught a glimpse of dark hair and a hard jaw as Gaston forced her through an open door and closed it behind them, the pile of underclothes in Aggie’s arms foiling to the floor.

	“What do you think you’re doing?” Aggie demanded.

	Gaston’s touch burned through the sleeve of her dress. She jerked her arm, but he held fast. “Not yet. I have things to say.”

	He held her with one hand while he turned a key in the lock and then dropped it into his pocket. He released her and leant back against the closed door, crossing his arms in front of his broad chest.

	Aggie stood rigid, her hands fisted at her sides as her vision adjusted to the semi-dark space. Shelves piled high with fresh linens and cleaning materials flanked three sides of the room, and she realised they were in a supply closet used by the housemaids. A rectangular window high above provided the only light.

	“Gaston,” she exclaimed as she turned to her abductor. “This is unacceptable!”

	A ray of sun slanted across Gaston’s face to reveal his glacial expression. He pushed off the door, and the space felt markedly smaller.

	Aggie’s stomach tightened as he stopped close enough for her to feel the heat that radiated from his skin.

	“Then perhaps you should not have ignored me when I sent you a proper invitation?”

	Something that had nothing to do with his evergreen scent burned in Aggie’s chest. She propped her fists on her waist. “Then perhaps you shouldn’t act the arrogant prat.”

	“Pm arrogant? You’re the one who did not even deign to answer me!”

	She looked up at him, seeing the man before her as if for the first time. He had no idea how his physical transformation had changed him, given him confidence and conceit in equal measure. “Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t scream. Or better yet, turn you into a monkey.’'

	He towered over her. “I thought we were... friends.”

	She poked him hard in the chest. “We ceased being friends the day you declared me a ‘lowly servant beneath your attentions.”

	He stepped away and shoved a hand through his dark hair, only to have it fall back over his forehead. “My father is going to disinherit me, Aggie. Someone framed me for injuring his prized stallion. When I tried to confront the stable boy who’d lied about the incident, he was gone from the estate without a trace. Whoever is setting me up has finally done me in. I... I don’t know what to do.”

	“I’m sorry to hear that.” And she was. But not sorry enough to fall under his spell again.

	“I need you, Aggie. I can’t get through this on my own.” Gaston looked as if he wanted to reach for her. If she so much as leant in his direction, she knew he would envelop her in his arms, making her forgive him every hurtful word he’d spoken. Part of her longed to hear him out. To give him a chance to explain.

	But he didn’t really care. He just wished to use her, as he always had.

	She forced herself to extend her hand. “Give me the key.”

	He shook his head and said words that squeezed Aggie’s heart. “I don’t want anything from you, Aggie.” A vein jumped in his throat. “I want you.”

	Aggie wasn’t ready to make amends. “Why did you invite me to the cottage?” This time, she advanced on him.

	“To make you taller? More muscular? More handsome?

	Because in my estimation that is impossible.”

	His brows raised with a haughtiness that put even his father to shame. “You made me this way.”

	She blinked at him. He was right. Curse him. She’d created a heartrendingly gorgeous monster. Aggie unclenched her teeth. “I know you’re just pretending to care for me.”

	Gaston’s gaze was unnervingly direct. “No, Aggie. I’ve finally stopped pretending. I need you. I want you in my life.

	I only said those things to the footman to protect you.”

	“Funny, it seemed like you were protecting yourself.”

	He shrugged a shoulder that strained against the fabric of his coat. “Perhaps a bit of both, if I’m being honest. But I’ve found a way for us to stop biding.”

	“I don’t believe you.” Aggie crossed her arms under her chest and lifted her chin. She couldn’t afford to believe him. To open her heart again, only to have it split wide by his carelessness. “Save your pretty stories for one of the dimwitted debutantes your mother has lined up for you.”

	Gaston stared at her, a vein throbbing in his neck.

	“Gwen has been chattering about all the eligible maidens who will attend the ball this evening, solely to catch your eye. The baron’s daughter from Paris. An incomparable beauty from the London haut ton.” Aggie tapped
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	her chin, pretending to think. “Oh, and the rich heiress from Austria. I believe her casde is three times the size of this one.”

	“I don’t want any of those girls,” Gaston quickly added, his voice rough as he slowly reached out and stroked her jaw.

	A flush spread down Aggie’s neck as she lifted her eyes to his. Standing so close to him, she was hyperaware of his every move, his every breath. Gaston moved closer still, and she knew she had to get out of that tiny room. “Gwen will be looking for me.”

	“Lenore delivered her breakfast tray only moments ago. We have time,” Gaston replied, his voice low and soft as his fingers toyed with the hairs falling upon the back of her neck. ‘Are you ready to hear me out?”

	Aggie nodded reluctantly and fought against the flush ready to burst across her skin. Yet she didn’t move away as Gaston’s other hand cupped her cheek, and angled her head with exquisite gentleness. His eyes like blue flame, his hair tumbling across his brow, he whispered, “First, I’m going to kiss you until you can’t think.” He lowered his mouth to hers.

	The kiss exploded behind Aggie’s eyes, blocking out all warning. All doubt. Gaston’s lips glided across hers, tender

	
at first and then demanding as he pushed against her body, his arm wrapping around her waist to lock her close. Aggie sighed and melted into him.

	Responding to her surrender, Gaston took a breath and captured her mouth again.

	The world tilted and spun, melding into a chaotic harmony that felt like a blaze of glorious light through her veins. Her hands caressed his face, his jaw, his cheeks, his forehead; then her fingers slipped into the silk of his hair. It was the sort of kiss she wished to curl up with and dream about forever.

	Aggie’s calves brushed against something solid; her skirt caught, and tugged hard. She opened her eyes to see snow flying outside the window. High above the shelves.

	They were floating.

	With a squeak, she forced her mouth from his.

	Her glimmer shimmered around them like a fiery bubble. She clasped Gaston’s waist and lowered them to the ground. Her emotions were in such a whirl that they hit the floor with a thud.

	“Whoa, fille magique” Gaston said with a throaty laugh. And then he touched his Ups to hers and spoke against her mouth. “Do it again.”

	Tingles that had little to do with her magic skittered over Aggie’s skin. She leant away and broke Gaston’s hold. But when she saw his face, she gasped. As if shaped by a master sculptor, his forehead appeared broader, his cheekbones, jaw and chin, squared and strong.

	“What is it?” Gaston stiffened and raised his hands to his face.

	Aggie stared at his exquisite visage, the knowledge that she’d created such masculine beauty making her stomach dip. With pride, with regret — probably a bit of both.

	Every enchantment she’d performed on Gaston had brought him closer to the elusive dream man who had always lived in the back of her mind: tall and strong with broad shoulders, unruly raven hair that tended to flop over vivid eyes, and a face that could stop a woman’s heart. Now he exemplified that man. He was that man.

	“It must be our pact... since you completed your good deed by helping Bea, my magic responded to my... er... emotions to give you your next transfiguration.” Aggie lifted a corner of her mouth. ‘And I thought it was your kiss that made me dizzy.”

	“Very funny.” He scanned the shelves behind him. “I want to see.”

	As he searched, Aggie wondered why she hadn’t lost consciousness and remembered what Bea had said

	- Gaston’s good intentions when he helped the merchant must have paid the price!

	“Here!” Gaston moved bottles off of a silver tray and angled it so the sun from the high window showed him his reflection in the metallic surface. He turned his face from side to side and ran his fingers across the high slopes of his cheeks. His eyes glinted, the colour of sea breezes and sparkling waters. “Aggie, you are amazing. You’ve made me amazing!”

	Aggie flushed and shrugged a shoulder. “You earned this weeks ago... according to our agreement.”

	“Forget our agreement! Look at this.” Gaston pulled a piece of parchment from his coat pocket and flourished it at her.

	Aggie took the paper, angling it into a beam of light so she could read. She saw her full name, but the legal jargon meant little until she reached a succession of names with titles beside them.

	Selina de Salis-Solio, daughter of Count de Salis-Solio ~ Grisons, Switzerland

	Agatha de Villeneuve, daughter of Selina de Salis-Solio ~ Grisons, Switzerland

	She lifted her head. "Who is Selina de Salis-Solio?” Gaston’s mouth shifted into a lopsided grin. “That’s
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	your mother. Which makes you the direct descendant of Swiss nobility.”

	“But I’ve never even visited Switzerland,” she said, puzzled. “And my mother’s name is Esther.”

	Gaston gently took the paper from her and folded it.

	“Your mother is missing, yes?”

	She nodded.

	“Count de Salis-Solio does not exist. It was easy enough to concoct a false lineage based on your mother’s unknown background. I had the papers drawn up in Paris.”

	That kiss must have addled her brain. “Why?”

	He took her face in his large hands, sapphire eyes capturing hers. “So we can be together. Forever. I want to marry you, Aggie.”

	Could it be true? Gaston had gone to extreme lengths to ensure that they could be a couple. They would never have to hide again. Aggie’s heart soared.

	Only to crash down into a million pieces. He didn’t want her — Agatha the lost farm girl who had fallen in love with him. He wanted to marry an aristocrat. And not just any aristocrat — one with magic. “Why Gaston?”

	“Because we make a fantastic team. I’ll be twenty soon, and our pact will be complete. But we can help each other.

	
You would no longer have to be a servant, and I can show my parents—”

	She stepped out of his embrace. “Let me finish that for you... if you arrange a noble marriage, your parents are likely to restore your entitlement, yes?”

	“Yes, but—”

	She lifted her palm to stop him as he advanced. “I’ve heard enough.” She turned to the door and zapped the lock with her magic. It popped open with a snap.

	‘Aggie, there are others that—”

	“I’m sure there are,” she muttered over her shoulder as she slipped into the corridor and ran.

	
CHAPTER 23

	AGATHA

	 

	AGGIE STARED at the ball gown hanging on the back of her bedroom door. She had surrounded it in a cloaking spell so that only she could view the masterpiece she’d created from Gwen’s discarded dress. It had taken weeks of late nights and delicate spell work to infuse the fabric with all the blues of a summer-evening sky.

	She stood and touched the skirt that she’d woven with strands of silver and opalescent thread that shimmered

	
like moonlight on clear water. Her fingers ran over the fitted bodice cut with a peekaboo keyhole. The high neckline was held up by silvery ribbons that tied around her neck and curled down her back. It was unrecognisable as Gwen’s old torn gown, and unlike anything Aggie had ever seen.

	Aggie moved on to the pièce de résistance — a mask she’d reinvented from one of Gwen’s rejects. She’d taken the simple strip of fabric and ribbons and created a dream of starlight and mystery. She lifted the mask to her face and stared in the mirror. Stiff teal and silver fabric covered her from forehead to nose, the almond-shaped eyeholes outlined with crystals. Delicate feathers sprouted from the top and sides, each one veined with metallic thread and lustrous opals.

	When she’d created the ensemble, she’d hoped...

	Hoped what?

	That when she sneaked into the ball and danced with him everyone would declare their beauty and perfection as a couple. That not even his family could deny he’d found his perfect match, and when her mask was removed, they would insist that she belonged with their son. That Gaston would wish to be with her forever, not for what she could do for him but because he loved her.

	
Aggie threw the mask against the wall. Fairy tales!

	She slumped on the bed. Two stories below her, the ball was about to begin. Gowns twirling, music soaring, laughter bubbling up like champagne. A world full of wealth and happiness that Aggie had never known. Would never know.

	Unless...

	Aggie shot to her feet. She had the perfect disguise. Why waste it?

	She sank back down.

	If she were caught crashing a family party, she would lose her position in the house and Battle-axe Burgundy ■would gladly give her the boot without so much as a reference. Not even Gaston’s favour could save her.

	But could she continue to work in the château and see Gaston’s handsome face every day? It would be misery to watch him marry another. Surely, she could use her magic to craft a reference letter if need be.

	She had an opportunity to live like a princess for one night. She stood up again. It would be worth the risk.

	Quickly before she changed her mind, she glamoured her face and hair, giving herself rosy cheeks, dark pink lips and long black lashes. She’d had so much practice by then, the magic took little effort as she twirled her finger, weaving her hair into miniature braids and curls that piled high on her head, loose waves dangling against her shoulders. With a snap, her blonde coiffure shimmered metallic gold.

	Dressed and with her mask in place, she twisted in front of the looking glass, her skirts fluttering around her ankles, exposing heeled silver shoes. Aggie laughed. The point of a masquerade was deception. For a single night, one became whoever they wished others to see. She had no doubt that she would go unrecognised.

	As she made her way down the staircase, Aggie vowed she would make this last night in the chateau magical. Then she would declare her deal with Gaston fulfilled.

	And be on her way.

	Loss gripped her, pressing the air from her lungs.

	She stumbled and caught the banister just in time. She inhaled deep. After tonight, she would find a way to go on without him.

	Without the boy she loved.

	***

	An indoor forest of evergreen trees gleaming with candles and wound in scarlet and gold ribbons flanked the entrance to the ballroom. Entranced, Aggie wandered through the enchanted Christmas path. She gazed in awe at the beauty of chandeliers dripping crystals, giant vases full of sweet-smelling flowers, the marbled dance floor awash in colourful skirts and suits. But all of it faded into the background as her eyes found Gaston. He stood in the middle of the floor, head and shoulders above the maidens surrounding him. He’d dressed in unrelenting black, the only break a silver mask that she had no doubt turned his eyes an unearthly blue. She couldn’t fathom how anyone wouldn’t recognise him.

	Aggie moved deeper into the room as a gaggle of girls circled Gaston, fluttering and preening like hens around a rooster. One thought dominated Aggie’s thoughts, and she pushed into the crowd with determination: mine.

	She passed a table and snatched up a small square of parchment tied with a ribbon and looped it onto her wrist. With a touch, Gaston’s name filled out the entire dance card.

	As a girl with ebony hair, her figure poured into a wine-coloured gown, extended her hand to Gaston, Aggie swept through the crowd and stopped in front of him, lifting her card. “Excuse me, sir, but I believe this dance is mine.” The girl in the wine-red dress harrumphed, even as she faded into the background along with all the rest. Aggie willed herself not to stare, but just as she’d imagined, the mask ignited the flame blue of Gaston’s eyes. What she didn’t expect was the way the metallic fabric enhanced the sharp angles of his face and framed his finely sculpted lips.

	Aggie couldn’t prevent the rush of heat that spread up her neck and into her cheeks. She’d seen Gaston since his last transfiguration. Kissed that delectable mouth. But somehow, he looked different. His generous shoulders strained against the fabric of his coat. The angle of his head spoke confidence and mystery. And something... darker.

	Aggie snapped her mouth shut as she realised she was gaping at him. Too late. He’d seen her jaw drop, and now the pompous scoundrel bowed to her with a flourish of bis arm. The smile he delivered as he rose dazzled her, even as she knew it wasn’t for her, Agatha. It had nothing to do with who she was. Gaston extended a black-gloved hand, and she had a flash of panic. She’d forgotten to wear gloves. A social faux pas of the first order. She clenched her hands into fists, tempted to glamour a pair. But as she glanced around, not only were the gaggle staring, but several gentlemen were as well. Did she imagine their ravenous eyes raked over her? Judging her nearly backless gown?

	Around them, hushed laughter and barbed whispers whirled.

	Aggie’s stomach dipped, and she sank her teeth into her bottom lip. Her gaze darted back to Gaston. Did he think her a trollop? Did they all suspect she did not belong?

	The violins struck up a new tune, and Gaston stepped forwards. “I’d like to claim that dance now, mademoiselle.”

	Aggie took a steely breath and accepted his hand, her pale fingers stark against black silk as he tugged her close. “Pay them no mind,” he said, jerking his head at the gawkers around them. “They are merely jealous because I’ve captured the attention of the most desirable woman in the room.”

	His hot breath brushed the curls against her neck, and she shivered.

	He led her towards the dance floor and looped his arm around her waist as he swept her into a waltz. She took a deep breath and focused on her steps, grateful that her mother had prepared her for this by twirling her around the kitchen until she’d learnt the waltz and several other popular dances. The steps came back slowly but surely, her feet remembering even when her head did not.

	Gaston surprised her with the casual grace and the strength in which he moved her around the floor.

	He leant in and murmured in her ear, “May I have the privilege of your name?”

	Aggie’s heart slammed in time with the cadence of the music, a thrill coursing through her. He didn’t recognise her. Part of her wondered if that was good or bad, considering the level of attention he paid her. But she chose to play along and lowered her voice as she replied, “Let’s keep that a mystery for this night.”

	He reeled her closer, and his fingers brushed the bare skin of her back. “That gown is dangerous, femme mystère. I’m afraid I may have to fight to defend your honour.” He leant back and gave a devil-may-care grin. “Or has that ship sailed?”

	A cross between a choke and a laugh sputtered out of Aggie as her eyes locked onto his. Amusement sparkled in their depths, and as he spun her around the floor again, she realised hé knew her. “When did you figure out my disguise?”

	“The second you demanded this dance.” He stared down at her, his gaze fathomless. “How could you imagine I wouldn’t recognise your voice? The way you walk? The elegant curve where your throat meets your delicate jaw?”

	
He traced his fingers there, gentle and thrilling. “I know you, Agatha.”

	The tenderness of his words and the twirl of the dance spiralled through her chest like streams of moonlight. She gripped his hand tighter, working to hold back the glimmer that fought to mimic her joy. And for a treacherous turn around the floor, she allowed her imagination free rein...

	She and Gaston were madly in love... married. They were the most popular couple in the province, hosting a ball to celebrate their anniversary and raise money for the orphanage. She lifted her chin and met the gaze of another couple. Gwen beamed as Ansel Auclair danced past her. George and a lovely blonde woman in a yellow chiffon gown and butterfly mask glided to their left, and Aggie smiled at the woman. When she returned the gesture with a nod, Aggie knew her in an instant. Lenore.

	Her friend didn’t appear to recognise Aggie, but she enjoyed the fact that she wasn’t the only one playing pretend this night.

	They whirled around, and her gaze fell on a man who stood at the edge of the dance floor, arms crossed in front of his chest, staring openly. He had a squat stature, brown hair streaked with grey, and a cruel mouth. They turned and Aggie looked back at the man over her shoulder, wondering at his intentions.

	“Preoccupied?” Gaston brought his mouth to her ear, his voice hard.

	Tingles sung down Aggie’s spine, and words spun from her lips she hadn’t intended. “Only with you, Gallant.”

	Aggie kicked herself. A femme my stere would not give away her feelings so easily. She’d only attended the ball to experience decadence for once in her life. To live as an aristocrat and revel in the extravagance of it. But the instant she’d spied Gaston surrounded by so many beauties vying for his attention, her plan had shattered to pieces. She thought only of him.

	He lifted his head, and his bright eyes fell to her mouth, fingers trailing up exposed skin. Somewhere along the way, he’d removed his glove.

	She arched her back at his touch and gasped.

	With a tug and a twirl, Gaston deftly manoeuvred Aggie off the dance floor and looped her arm through his, steering her with purpose towards an arched doorway. Perhaps she’d lost the element of mystery. But as they entered the cool

	
 

	darkness of the corridor and Gaston tightened his fingers on her waist, she knew mystique was overrated.

	Trust was a funny thing. It had returned in the skip of a heartbeat. All Aggie knew was that being near Gaston felt like sun shining on her face. Like buttery croissants melting on her tongue. The perfume of spring bursting across her senses. Like bottled magic.

	In a shadowed alcove, Gaston pressed against her, his hands everywhere as he brushed her face, fingers weaving through her hair, and tracing her spine. She placed her palms against his chest, and their lips met in a single, searing kiss.

	Surprising her, Gaston pulled back, his voice a warm rasp against her face. “Agatha, I want you, desperately.

	Dangerous/?. When I saw that man staring at you, I wanted to rip his face off” “Gaston!”

	“But that’s not what’s important.” He kissed her forehead, his fingers playing with the ribbons trailing down her back. ‘Aggie, you make me feel whole for the first time in my life. I’m a better person when I’m with you. I believe we make an extraordinary team, don’t you?”

	Aggie’s heart leapt in her rib cage as she nodded, and emotion shuttered her throat.

	He cupped her cheeks and lowered his face level with hers. “Marry Me?”



	
PART 3
DISENCHANTED

	
Look! Don’t be deceived by appearances ~
men and things are not what they seem.
All who are not on the rock are in the sea!

	— William Booth

	

	CHAPTER 24  



	GASTON

	CONVINCING GASTON'S family of Aggie’s hidden noble lineage went more smoothly than he’d expected. When he’d presented the information the morning after the ball, along with the news of their engagement, Father had congratulated him and said this was what he’d been waiting to see — a show of maturity. A view to the future. Less preoccupation with himself.

	And when the stable master came forward to explain

	 it had not been Gaston who’d taken out Father's prized stallion the day he’d been injured, but the stable hand who’d claimed to see Gaston riding Thierry, Pere had gripped Gaston’s shoulder, apology in his eyes, and reinstated his birthright. It had been one of the greatest moments of Gaston’s life.

	Mère had questioned him for a quarter of an hour about every detail of Aggie’s ancestry'’ and how Gaston had managed to come across it. He’d prepared and soon convinced her of his bride-to-be’s royal legitimacy. Once his mother believed it, she entered planning mode like a general preparing for battle. His mother’s first order of business: Agatha’s removal as Gwen's maid.

	It was enough to make one’s head spin.

	That very night, Gaston presented his grandmother’s emerald engagement ring to Aggie by the multitude of candles on the family Christmas tree. Kneeling before her, he’d felt nerves rise in him — was this really happening? But her gratitude calmed him. He traced a finger up her spine and cupped the back of her neck, as he whispered, “I’ve lost so much over the years wrapped up in a prison of my own making. But that all changed with you, filk magique. There is nothing I wouldn’t do to be with you.”

	
Aggie had thrown her arms around him and whispered that she Loved him.

	It had been like a dream come true, and in that moment, he knew he would never allow anyone or anything to separate them again.

	Christmas morning, Aggie had attended breakfast with the family wearing one of Gweny’s old dresses. His sister offered her congratulations while demanding that Aggie continue to assist her with her toilette for big events in the same breath. As my sister-in-law, of course, she’d clarified when Mère had shot her a glare.

	Aggie’s generous nature would not allow her to refuse.

	After that, Gwen had chatted endlessly about wedding attire and all the latest matrimonial trends from Paris. George had remained oddly silent. He had not even conjured a single insult, only raising his head to shoot Gaston disgruntled glares. His jealousy was the stuff dreams were made of.

	Everything was going according to plan.

	Until the following morning.

	Gaston seated himself at the breakfast table, surprised to find that he was the first to arrive. Relishing the peace of solitude, he imagined himself at the head of the table.

	He sat a little straighter in his chair. What sort of lord would he be? Generous? Stern? Admired by all?

	The vision of followers hanging on his every word, touting his attributes, plastered such a rapturous grin upon his face that when Aubert entered with the day’s correspondence, he asked Gaston if anything was amiss.

	“No, my good man,” Gaston proclaimed. “For once, all is right with the world.”

	The stuffy old butler blinked owlishly as he set the silver tray full of letters by Father’s place. He then said, “Very good, sir. Will that be all, sir?”

	Gaston sipped his tea before replying, ‘Actually, I wish for my fiancée to attend breakfast. Retrieve her for me.

	“Your fiancée, my lord?”

	“I thought the servants knew everything,” Gaston commented with a shake of his head.

	“Most of the staff had Christmas off work to risit family, your lordship.”

	Gaston waved a hand — he cared little what the servants did away from the manor. ‘Agatha and I are engaged to be married this spring, Aubert.”

	“The lady’s maid, Agatha?” The servant’s tone remained even, and yet the tilt of his nose spoke volumes.

	Gaston rose from his seat, straightened his’jacket and addressed the man head-on, knowing every word he spoke would fly through the servant halls like lightning. “Agatha de Villeneuve disguised herself as a servant to escape from her abusive father. She is in fact the granddaughter of Count de Salis-Solio of Switzerland. Now, if it isn’t too much to fit into your schedule, pray, fetch Aggie from the Daffodil Room, where she is now staying.”

	Without a word, Aubert bowed before pivoting on his heel and exiting the room.

	Satisfied that he’d struck the perfect balance between authoritarian and charismatic, Gaston was just about to retake his seat when he spied a missive that had slipped from the pile. He walked over to retrieve it, unsure if he’d read the name on the envelope correctly.

	Slowly, he picked up the letter. Agatha’s name had been stamped onto the front. The letters, stamped in a uniform style but askew and off-centre, appeared hastily applied. A shiver of warning made the hairs on Gaston’s arms rise.

	He flipped the letter around in his hands — there was no return address. No one knew Aggie was here. So who could have sent her a letter? He swallowed and shifted his gaze to the door. As Aggie’s fiancé, he had a right to know if she were in danger.
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	Gaston ripped open the envelope and read the two short lines.

	Call off the engagement by tomorrow at noon or your true identity and witchery will be exposed to all.

	Gaston crumpled the paper in his list and stalked out of the dining room. Whoever had been working to get him discredited all these weeks had played their final card. If Agatha broke off the engagement, he would not only lose his parents’ newfound respect but also Aggie’s power. And he could not let that happen.

	But even worse, it seemed that this blackmailer knew her noble background was a ruse, and if they exposed Gaston’s lie, his parents would most certainly disinherit ham. Not to mention that Aggie’s life could be in danger if her magic came to light.

	He took the stairs two at a time. When he reached Aggie’s door,-she flung it open before he could knock. She looked radiant in a lilac day dress with a heart-shaped neckline and a sash that accented her waist. But her bright smile fell the moment she saw his face. “What is it?”

	Without a word, he handed her the threatening letter.

	She gasped as she read it and then asked, “Where did this come from?” Fiery sparks darted from her fingers where she gripped the edge of the paper.

	‘Arrived in the post this morning.” Gaston snatched the missive from her hand and waved out the flames. “We might need this as proof.”

	“Proof of what? That someone wants me dead?” Aggie squeaked.

	Gaston leant back and searched the corridor. When he saw that they were alone, he gave Aggie a gentle push and entered her room. Quickly, he shut the door behind him and locked it.

	Gan you do some sort of magical trace on this? Find out who wrote it?” Gaston asked as he strode to the hearth.

	“It’s possible, I suppose.” Aggie thought for a moment. “We could try it.”

	She perched on a delicate chaise lounge and stared into the fire. “Once when I was little, I misplaced my favourite- doll. When I’d searched everywhere and couldn’t find it, Maman guided me through a ‘lost things’ spell. Perhaps this is not so different.”

	Gaston handed her the letter. “How does it work?”

	“With my dolly, I had to visualise it and mentally trace its path. If I could do that with the letter...”

	“Do it,” Gaston said, his fists clenching and unclenching at his sides. Who would dare to threaten him? Did they think there would be no consequences? No retribution?

	He looked over to find Aggie arching a dark blonde brow in his direction. “Gaston, I cannot focus with all your anger pulsing around you. If you can’t control yourself, you will have to leave. ”

	Gaston pivoted on his heel and stalked towards the door. And then stopped, took a deep breath and turned back around. He wanted to be there when she found the blasted git who was trying to ruin his life. “Please continue.” He gestured towards her as he dragged a stiff-backed chan- in front of the hearth.

	Aggie nodded, held the sides of the letter in both hands and closed her eyes. In the turn of a second, flares of cobalt and silver burst from the page, Aggie’s face glowing with angelic light.

	Gaston stared, his heart flipping in his chest. This beautiful, powerfill creature was to be his to have and to hold;., and to continue elevating him to new heights. He would allow nothing — and no one — to stop him from binding her life to his forever.

	Her eyes popped open, the irises such a pale silver, they were nearly white. “I see a shadow placing the stamped letters on the page.”

	She paused. In her trancelike state, her eyes moved as if she were watching the image in her mind. Gaston pushed back in his seat, gripping the armrests. The sight was Unnerving, to say the least.

	“It’s a woman,” Aggie said without inflection.

	Gaston started. A woman? His mind ran through all the possibilities. They’d discussed Madame Burgundy, but he couldn’t picture the old battle-axe using such nuanced methods. Perhaps Gwen? Or Mother? He discounted Mère right away. She had been more than thrilled at the news of his engagement once he’d legitimised his bride-to-be. Gweny had not... but he could not imagine her wishing harm to the woman who improved her appearance so drastically. Last he’d heard, Ansel was near to a proposal, and she couldn’t marry until Gaston did.

	Aggie gasped and fell back, the letter fluttering to the floor.

	Gaston jumped up. “Aggie!” He brushed her cheek, and her eyes flew open. “What is it? What did you see?”

	Pain lanced across her features as she whispered, “I saw... I saw Lenore.”

	
	CHAPTER 25  



	AGATHA

	“Do YOU really think this is going to work?” Gaston asked. ‘Shouldn’t we use some magical means to draw her out?”

	Aggie sat on the edge of a velvet divan in the drawing room, her hands clenched in her lap. It had taken several hours for Aggie to accept what she’d seen and decide on a course of action. She still had a hard time believing that Lenore, her only friend in the house, would betray her. She’d seen Lenore’s questioning looks a time or two,

	and had even suspected that her friend had noticed the transformation of her appearance. But if Lenore did know about Aggie’s powers, she’d still covered for her on several occasions. Why would she do so only to expose her now?

	The door opened, and Lenore peeked her head inside.

	Aggie’s invitation had simply said, 14^ can work this out. Meet me in the family drawing room at half past three.

	Aggie?” Lenore asked before slipping into the room and closing the double doors behind her. She turned and walked over to the seating area. “What is amiss? I did not realise we had something to work out.”

	Aggie sighed and gestured to the sofa across from her. “Please have a seat.”

	Lenore walked over and then flinched. “Gaston! I did not see you there.”

	Gaston gave Lenore a terse nod from where he lounged against the fireplace mantel. Aggie had insisted that he not speak unless she asked for his input. Reluctantly, he’d agreed. But even his presence felt intimidatingly dark. Like a raven ready to swoop down upon its prey.

	“May I pour you some tea, Lenore?” Aggie lifted a silver pot and china cup and began to pour. “Cream and no sugar, as I recall.”

	Lenore nodded and accepted die cup before she sat.

	“When did you realise that I have magic?”

	Lenore’s hand trembled, spilling tea on die rug. “I’m not sure...” Lenore said as she set die cup down, “I understand what you mean.”

	Gaston stalked over, arms crossed, and loomed over her. “Oh, I think you do.”

	“Gaston!” Aggie hissed, slanting him a warning glare. “I’ll handle this.”

	He took two steps back but continued to hover. Ignoring him, Agatha turned to Lenore. “Was it when you realised I’d helped Gwen’s appearance using more than natural means? Because I can tell you that is the extent of my powers. A little trick my mother taught me

	“What about him?” Lenore demanded as she threw an arm in Gaston’s direction. “His transformation is no parlour trick*. Do you think I have no eyes? No brain in my head?”

	When she turned around, the utter revulsion on her face hurtled Aggie back in time to the years after her mother left, the wariness mingled with disgust when her father witnessed her use her power. He had seen her magic and judged her as evil. A vile witch. Unworthy. Aggie could sec from Lenore’s expression now that she felt the same.

	Ari ache spread in Aggie’s chest, and she curled her
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	shoulders, collapsing in on herself. “I didn’t mean any harm... I try to do only good.”

	Lenore sneered and shook her head. “How could you possibly imagine it was a good idea to give a cruel boy physical strength and turn him into a malicious, manipulative man? It allowed him to steal what was rightfully his brother’s.”

	“I am the eldest,” Gaston growled. “The heir apparent!”

	“And you have never deserved it,” said a deep voice.

	spun to see George standing in the doorway, brows furrowed. How long had he been there? Had he heard Lenore’s accusations? Aggie’s gaze swung to Gaston, but he only had eyes for his brother.

	“What are you doing here, George? This has nothing to do with you,” Gaston said, a muscle ticking in his jaw.

	George stepped further into the room. “As usual, you are wrong, little brother.”

	Gaston lowered his chin, eyes practically shooting blue flame. He was far from little now. “What are you saying? Gaston’s words were measured.

	'‘That you aren’t the only one to wish for a marriage that our parents would not approve of” George walked over to Lenore and placed a hand on her shoulder. She reached up and clasped his fingers with a beatific smile.

	
Aggie sucked in a sharp breath as she realised their dance at the ball meant far more than a maid playacting to join the party. Much like her own motives at the masquerade, Lenore had attended for a specific person.

	Gaston froze like an impeccably clothed statue, his face all sharp angles and fury.

	Aggie could hardly believe what George implied, and yet she felt that she should have guessed. He had the most to gain by Gaston losing his entitlement. And Lenore was so desperate to regain her position in society. It made complete sense now, that she and George had been working together to bring Gaston down. When that hadnt worked, Lenore had come after her — blackmailing hei so she would call off the engagement. If Aggie refused, she’d be exposed as a witch, bringing both her and Gaston down, anyway.

	“You...” Gaston sputtered. “It was you sabotaging me all along?”

	George gave Lenore’s shoulder a quick squeeze before he faced his older brother. “The snuffbox was easy. I took it, and Lenore spread the rumour through the servants’ quarters that you were seen entering Father’s private domain. One of them was bound to tell on you.”

	George began to pace as he spoke, but he held his shoulders straight, chin up. Calm. Confident. Overly so. Aggie narrowed her eyes at Lenore, who was also relaxed, leaning back into the sofa with her legs crossed, one slippered foot waving.

	They thought they had the advantage. Aggie herself was their leverage to get Gaston to do as they wished. But they had underestimated her power. She could do more than create fancy hairstyles and broad shoulders. The glimmer tickled her palms, but she forced it back, determined to hear what else they would confess to.

	“Father’s horse was a bit more complicated. I had to get to know all of the stable hands until I found one desperate enough to accept my offer. A month’s wages to lame his lordship’s prized stallion and then lie about saddling the beast for you to take out.” George chuckled to himself. Gaston still didn’t move.

	George’s smile turned feral. “Ah, and David. I paid the poor boy to provoke a fight with you at the tavern. His family is broke, you know.” He raised a brow at Gaston, who gave a tight nod. “I instructed David to let you win. He failed me on that front, and I thought all was lost. But I ivnde.re.Rtim ate.d you... your brutality as well as your persuasiveness. How did you convince Father to cover for you with the sheriff?”

	Gaston shrugged. “Why don’t you ask the esteemed sheriff yourself when I send for him.”

	“For what?” George scoffed. “You have proof of nothing.”

	Gaston’s answering grin was devastatingly smug. “Maybe not. But when I tell Father about your ridiculous schemes to discredit me, and Aggie informs him that Lenore blackmailed her out of jealousy, who do you think he’ll believe? An outrageous tale of magic? Or will he believe me when I explain you two were working together so you could inherit my title?”

	George’s eyes widened as they darted to Lenore, then back to Gaston.

	Gaston took a step forwards. “Believe me when I tell you that I will not hesitate to have your girl arrested.”

	Lenore jumped to her feet. “Aggie, I’m sorry. I never meant to hurt you!”

	Aggie stood, her body heavy like stone, and just as Gold. This girl who had befriended her, helped her, cried with her, had threatened to expose her magic; a sure death sentence.

	George rushed to Lenore’s side.

	Aggie met his gaze and let sparkles cascade over her knuckles.

	George started and grasped Lenore’s hand.

	“I suggest you step back, Brother” Gaston grit out between clenched teeth. “Unless you wish to be hexed.”

	Aggie let the glimmer flare, unsure of her intentions. She only knew she could not allow the knowledge of her magic to leave this room. What had Bea said about the natural order? The anger vibrating through her blood made it impossible to remember.

	George turned to Lenore and pulled her shaking form against his chest, shooting a poisonous look at Aggie. “Leave us be, witch!”

	raised her hands, balls of light swirling with the rage pulsing in her veins. “I am no witch. I am an enchantress!”

	Lenore whirled on Aggie, tears streaking down her face as she vowed, “Mark my words, Agatha, Gaston will only hurt you!”

	“Lucky for you, that is no longer your concern.” Even as Aggie envisioned the spell that would wipe their memories clean of her powers, she knew the price would take a great toll. She shot Gaston a pointed look, and he rushed to her side.

	George grabbed Lenore’s hand and tugged her towards the door. “This isn’t over, Gaston.”

	
Aggie’s glimmer flared out and ensnared them so they couldn’t move. She blinked up at Gaston, unsure and a little scared. Suddenly, Bea’s words fluttered across her mind making her feel like she could fly. An enchantress is born with magic inside of them. We are extremely rare. The glimmer is strong in you.

	“Do it, Agatha,” Gaston whispered urgently.

	Magic comes with a price.

	Aggie panted, holding tight to her glimmer, terrified to give it free rein. Surely taking memories against someone s will was against the natural order. “I don’t know if I can... I could harm them.”

	“We cannot allow them to spread rumours. Your life is in the balance.” He placed a large hand firm on her lower back. “I’ll catch you when you fall.”

	She closed her eyes and pulled power from deep inside. When she opened her eyes, beams like moonlight clouded her vision, and she spoke her intentions aloud. “Neither of you will remember or suspect that I have magic. You will only see me as Gaston’s perfect match and no longer try to harm either of us.”

	Bitter cold burst from her core and flew across the room to encircle George and Lenore. They both blinked and then turned to each other with questioning eyes. The darkness closed in, and Aggie knew two things as she collapsed into Gaston’s arms: first, the enchantment had worked, and second, she’d crossed a line that had darkened part of her soul forever.

	***

	Two weeks later, on the morning of Gaston’s twentieth birthday, Agatha and Gwen took the carriage into the village for a shopping excursion. Gwen had been dying to take Aggie to her modiste and have her fitted for a proper wardrobe — not to mention her wedding gown. Gwen had also talked about needing to shop for a gift for Gaston’s birthday.

	But Aggie had already given Gaston her gift. While he was sleeping the night before, she’d sneaked into his room and given him a boost of strength and height. Afterwards, she’d lost consciousness since he had not completed a specific good deed to fuel her magic. But she awoke feeling refreshed. It seemed that when she wasn’t weary to the bone working from morning until night, her magic wasn’t nearly so taxing.

	She could just envision Gaston waking up and noticing bis new stronger form. George could never call him his ‘little’ brother again. And since Gaston had more than

	 

	proved gallant and honourable, his transfigurations would become permanent that very day.

	As Aggie and Gwen alighted from the carriage and strode into the village, Aggie’s step felt light, despite the freezing temperatures. The last few weeks had been magical. Stolen moments alone with Gaston only strengthened their bond. He’d even taken her on the promenade by the river on New Year’s Day, introducing her to everyone they passed as his enchanting bride-to-be. Gaston had completely transformed from the boy she’d first met in the woods. He no longer appeared tortured and even seemed largely content. He and his father had gone hunting on several recent occasions and returned laughing about their exploits; Apparently, Gaston had some talent with a bow.

	She was no longer the desolate girl she’d been, lost and alone in the forest. She’d embraced her powers, and she’d all but convinced herself that the soul-draining feeling of erasing Lenore’s and George’s memories had been in her imagination — a product of her fear and anger.

	Now every day was’ filled with happiness and light - because of Gaston. Despite every betrayal and trial they had endured - and perhaps in part because of them - their bond would last forever. She’d begun to count down the weeks until the wedding. She could hardly wait to become Gaston’s wife.

	With his encouragement, she’d made more improvements to her appearance; fuller Ups, rounder curves and a smaller waist, her hair shone like moonlit waves of gold, her brows arched to perfection. Gaston told her constantly that she was the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen.

	“What is that dreamy look upon your face?” Gwen asked as she steered them under the relative shelter of a line of buildings. “Please do not tell me it’s due to my brother!”

	“Okay, I won’t.” Aggie laughed. She had been pleasantly surprised at how readily Gwen had accepted her in her new role. Aggie suspected it had everything to do with her willingness to assist Gwen with beautifying herself for important occasions. Not to mention Gwen’s entire outlook had improved now that, she’d finally caught Ansel Auclair’s eye, and they were openly courting.

	Meanwhile, to Madame Burgundy’s consternation, Lady Sylviane took Aggie under her wing and began to train her on the running of the household, including the management of the staff. Aggie was proud that she’d made so much progress with the family. Even George treated her with respect, thanks to the enchantment that had wiped his memory of not only her powers, but her time as a servant. At times, it seemed he and Gaston had traded places. He moped about, now the less favoured son, his romance with Lenore seeming to have fizzled as Gaston had had her demoted to housemaid. But when Aggie felt tempted to pity them, she remembered the horrible things he and Lenore had conspired to achieve.

	“Here we are,” Gwen said as she opened the door of the dress shop, the bell tinkling overhead. “I’ll show you where the best fabrics are kept.”

	Four hours later, Aggie left the shop outfitted in a sleek fafew day dress of sapphire velvet with matching booties, and a forest green cloak lined in rich ermine fur. Gwen had also insisted that she order a dozen more day dresses of various fabrics and colours, along with three new ball gowns and her wedding dress, made of heavy white silk overlaid with a sheath of silver stars.

	Aggie tucked her gloved hands into the fur-lined muff and inhaled the scent of baking bread as she walked out into the square. Gwen had stayed behind to order a few ensembles of her own, including a petal-pink gown she would wear to die wedding, while Aggie had agreed to find Gwen a suitable gift for Gaston.

	A few merchant booths were set up on the other side of the square where they were shielded from the worst of the wind. Aggie strode over, searching for Bea. She’d been so busy the past few weeks that she hadn’t had time to visit the woman again. But she couldn’t wait to tell her how wonderfully things had turned out for her.

	Approaching the glassmaker, she asked after Bea.

	“Ah, she does not come out on such bitter days,” the man responded. “But I believe she’s in her home.”

	“Thank you!” Aggie smiled brightly at the man and rushed across the blustery plaza and past the bookshop.

	Sunlight didn’t quite reach the crooked little street, and she pulled her cloak tighter as she searched the chilled gloom for the woman’s home. She stopped at the top of the crumbling stone stairs. A shiver of trepidation gave her pause as she stared down at the dark door. Perhaps Bea had cast an enchantment that repelled visitors. She made her way down the half set of stairs and knocked. When no sound came from within, she called, “Bea, are you in there? It’s Agatha.”

	No response came.

	Aggie sighed, her breath crystallising in front of her eyes. She did wish to purchase a gift for Gaston’s birthday, but more than that, she felt driven to speak to this woman. Find out more about her and the déjà vu she elicited in Aggie’s heart. She lifted a hand to the knob, glimmer sparking to her fingertips. It would be so easy to enchant the lock to open it. Perhaps she would find the answers she sought inside. Her stomach tightened, and she dropped her hand. She could hardly believe she’d contemplated breaking into an old woman’s house. Her curiosity could wait.

	Turning to go, her eye settled on an envelope peeking out from beneath the door. A flash glittered across the letter and faded into shadow. Carefully, Aggie bent down and picked up the missive, unsure if her eyes had deceived her or if she’d truly seen the flicker of magic across the parchment. The envelope felt heavy in Aggie’s hands as she rushed up the stairs into a beam of watery sunshine.

	It was then that she saw the name scrawled across the envelope: AGATHA.

	A threat of danger raised the hairs on the back of her neck even as she ripped open the letter and read.

	Dearest Aggie,

	You are reading this because of a cowardice that
prevents me from speaking to you face-to-face. Fve read the
loneliness and pain in your eyes, and I know you wish for

	answers from your past. It was unfair of me to expect you

	to see beyond what I placed before you.

	One day, I will be strong enough to tell you the truth.

	For now, know that if your mother left you, she did so to save you... from herself and others.

	You cannot imagine what it cost her.

	E. Beatrice Barbot

	The paper crumpled in Aggie’s fist. Why hadn’t she seen it before? The spark of the familiar. The enigmatic advice: in life, we must be willing to release the past in order to find the things we wish to remember.

	Barbot was her mother’s maiden name. Beatrice her middle name. The E. stood for Esther, her first name.

	Aggie’s heart leapt into her throat, strangling all thoughts but one: Bea was her mother in disguise. She wavered and gripped the wall for support, cold brick seeping through her thin glove. Why hadn’t her mother revealed herself when she’d come to her for help with her magic? Did she not trust her own daughter?

	Cowardice was right. But Aggie no longer suffered from such an affliction.

	She stuffed the letter in her pocket and whirled back towards the door, intending to burst in, but someone grasped her wrist. She gasped and jerked away, only to have her other wrist captured in a meaty fist. Her captor spun her around, and she found herself far too close to the face of Lord Herbert Durand.

	“Thought you could escape me by betrothing yourself to another, did you?” Lord Durand sneered, his eyes bright and sharp — knowing. “I’ve been watching you for weeks. Using your magic to turn that sickly lord into a vital young buck.”

	Aggie gritted her teeth as a jolt coursed through her. She had suspected her father had told the ancient aristocrat about her gift, but the confirmation still stung.

	Durand shook his head. “What a disgusting waste of your power.” His rotted teeth were exposed in a leering grin. Bushy eyebrows and an overgrown salt-and-pepper beard couldn’t disguise the sunken, wrinkled face of the lech her father had promised her to. Tendrils of fear coiled around Aggie’s heart, and she tugged her magic to the surface, reassuring herself that she could take the man down at any moment.

	She shook her head. "I never agreed to marry you. That was my father,” Aggie said, struggling against his hold. His grip was surprisingly strong for an old man.

	“And yet die commitment was made, and you will honour it.” His breath stank of tobacco and stale spirits.

	“I’ll do no such thing!” Aggie reared back and gathered- the glimmer, ready to wipe his memory just as she’d done to George and Lenore;

	But at that moment, a metallic snap echoed in the alleyway, and her power stuttered in her veins. She pulled on the glimmer, but her magic did not respond to her call.

	Durand released her, and she stumbled back to find a manacle clamped onto her arm above the fur-lined glove on her right hand.

	“I would’ve come for you sooner, little love,” Durand was saying. “But it took me some time to find a suitable prison for all that power in you.” He eyed her up and down, as if assessing both her body and the power it held. “I have to say, I approve of the transformations you’ve made on yourself.”

	Aggie hooked a finger under the silver cuff to find it warm and pulsing. Alive. Disgust and fear crawled up her throat as she turned the bracelet and searched for a clasp. The circlet continued around her wrist smoothly, without interruption. She yanked hard, and when that didn’t work,

	
she stripped off her glove and wrapped her bare fingers around the manacle. She focused her magic on dissolving the hideous barnacle, but it didn’t budge. Her power frozen somewhere deep that she couldn’t reach.

	The elderly man cackled a laugh. “Do not waste your energy, love. I paid a mighty sum to a batty old witch to ensure that this shackle will contain you. Along with this...” He raised his left arm to reveal a matching bracelet. “Which allows me to control your power myself.”

	Unbidden, Aggie’s eyes darted to the door where her mother resided in the disguise of an old woman. Had Maman created the monstrosity on her wrist? Was she hiding in her flat even now, as this hideous beast ensnared her?

	“Not that crazy lady” Durand said as he followed her gave “She refused to speak to me when I told her what I needed.”

	Relief mingled with doubts. How had this dangerous man known the old wool merchant had magic? Hurt crawled over her skin. Maman had been right here and chose not to reveal herself to her only daughter.

	“Help me!” Aggie cried out. “Bea, please! Help!” There was no reply. Why wouldn’t her mother come?

	“Now, now. We have places to be, my dear.” Durand

	

	CHAPTER 25  



	hobbled forwards, eyes blazing with anticipation and triumph. “I have a priest waiting for us in the next town over. You will be mine this very day.”

	Aggie backed away and prepared to run. Lord Durand was half lame and would never catch her.

	But the old man advanced faster than she’d thought possible and gripped her arm again.

	Aggie opened her mouth to scream with all her might.

	It was too late. As she drew in a lungful of air, Durand raised his arm, and his bracelet shimmered. Agatha felt her glimmer turn within her, rising like murky water up her throat and over her mouth. Her breath gurgled; her vision darkened. Magic closed over her head. Stars spun as blackness fell, and she knew no more.
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	[image: Image]GASTON

	ASTON WOKE with a start, drenched in his own sweat, heart pounding. He’d sprinted through his dreams, racing to prevent his father’s cursed horse from falling off a cliff. With a groan, he threw up an arm

	to block the sun streaming through a crack in the drapes. By the angle of the light, he could tell he’d slept well into the afternoon. Odd for him.

	He sat up and threw back the covers, only to find that his legs extended further than they had before.

	Disorientation spun the room around him. He closed his eyes, a wisp of a dream whispering across his mind: an angel in robes of blue, blonde hair spiralling down her back, hovered over him and kissed his head. Happy birthday, Gallant. Our agreement is Julfilled.

	‘Aggie.” He grinned as he opened his eyes and stared down at his larger frame and increased height. She’d not only gifted him another transfiguration but made his changes permanent. He couldn’t wait to make her his wife.

	Gaston leapt_ out of bed and stretched before the mirror, revelling in the increased strength that coursed through his musculature. He placed his hands on his hips and lifted his chin. Surely, he was bigger than George now. He turned to the side and flexed his large bicep, shooting himself a brilliant smile. Even the Plantier twins would be envious of his physique. And they were nowhere near as handsome.

	A pounding on the door pulled Gaston out of his trance of admiration. “One moment,” he called as he shrugged on a dressing robe and answered the door.

	“Gaston!” Gwen gasped, her face splotchy as a sow. “It’s Aggie...”

	She bent over to catch her breath, and Gaston s pulse echoed in his ears.

	What about Aggie, Gwen?” he ground out.

	His sister straightened, urgency lighting her eyes. “She’s gone.”

	***

	Gaston lowered his head, driving his horse to a gallop as he sped towards the village. He’d made one stop at Father’s weapons room before rushing to the barn and saddling Maximus, a beautiful Arabian — the fastest horse in then- stable. A hunting bow clanked against the loaded gun strapped to his waist. A quiver of arrows, extra bullets and enough gunpowder to blow up a building hung from his saddle.

	It had taken some time to get the story from Gwen, but when he finally did, the details told him little. Aggie had last been seen by the glassmaker in the company of an older gentleman. She’d seemed barely conscious when the merchant had inquired about her welfare. The man she had been with claimed she was feeling ill and that he was her father.

	Gaston clenched his teeth. She’d told him all about her abusive father, who treated her like a demon and her magic like a curse. She d run from him with little more than the clothes on her back. What did her father intend?

	Would he turn her in to the authorities as a witch? Force her to use her magic for his own gain?

	Why hadn’t he asked Aggie more details about where she was from? If he knew the location of her village, it would be a place to start. As it stood, he had no idea what direction they’d travelled when they’d left Tolmar. Aggie’s father could’ve taken her anywhere.

	And it had been hours since they’d been spotted.

	Fear burning in his soul, he cracked the whip against Max’s hide, and the beast took off, nearly catapulting Gaston out of his seat. He clutched the reins and angled lower, giving the animal his head. No one had the right to take his enchantress from him. He’d told Aggie there was nothing he wouldn’t do to be with her, and he’d meant it.

	He would find the monster and make him pay.

	Gaston rode into the village square and swung down from Max’s back before the horse had fully stopped. Boots stamping against cobbles, he dashed towards the glassmaker’s booth. The man was his only lead.

	The merchant ran to meet him. “Lord Gaston!”

	Without preamble, Gaston demanded, “Tell me every detail you can remember about seeing Agatha today, no matter how small.”

	“I’m afraid I don’t know much, yer lordship. I saw her

	leaning heavily on an older man. I’d spoken to her not long before and she seemed healthy enough, so I found it odd. I inquired whether she needed assistance, and the man answered over his shoulder that he was her father and she’d fallen ill. He planned to take her to see the doctor. But when Lady Gwen went to the infirmary, the doctor claimed he hadn’t seen them.”

	“What did her father look like?” Gaston asked, trembling with impatience.

	“I... I didn’t get a very good look at him.”

	Gaston stepped forwards with a growl.

	The glassmaker’s eyes widened. “He... he had grey-brown hair and a beard... mostly grey. He was average height and weight. I think his coat was... er... brown.

	That could’ve described half the men in Tohnar. Gaston shook his head in disgust. ‘And they went that direction? Gaston pointed towards the physician’s office.

	The man nodded a bit too exuberantly.

	Gaston turned and took Max’s reins. He led the horse across the windswept square and down a side street towards the infirmary. Perhaps the doctor had seen something he didn’t tell Gweny. Would Aggie’s father hurt her? Spirit her away somewhere that Gaston would never find them?

	That thought fuelling him, Gaston picked up his pace

	and began to run. But at the doctor’s office, he found only a sign indicating that the man was out. Gaston jerked the square of wood off the door and smashed it against the cobblestones in frustration.

	“Is Agatha really missing?” Bea, the old wool merchant, appeared at his side, making him jump.

	“Yes,” Gaston breathed. “Taken by her father, it would seem. But I have no clue where they might have gone.”

	“I might be able to help,” Bea said, standing straighter.

	“Did you see them? Which way did they go?” Gaston asked, hope spiralling in his chest.

	“No.”

	Gaston grunted and turned back to his horse. He would have to take care of this on his own. He would start by searching for the doctor at Le Pub, where the man was known to drink most of bis meals. Gaston lifted a foot into Max’s stirrup, but the old woman’s next words stopped him cold.

	“I have magic.”

	He met Bea’s turquoise eyes burgeoning bright, and Gaston wondered briefly if all sorceresses had oceanic eyes. He set aside his shock as he put his feet back on the cobbles and strode over to the woman. “Gan you perform a ‘lost things’ spell?”

	Bea’s silver brows rose in surprise. “Yes, that could work. Give me your hands and picture my... Agatha in your mind.”

	Knobby fingers wrapped around Gaston’s as she instructed, “Close your eyes and visualise her. Let the emotion of your wishes wash over you.”

	His eyes snapped open. Giving free rein to his emotions was precisely what he did not need in that moment. He had to think rationally.

	Bea gave his hands a squeeze. “I don’t have much power, but emotion gives magic strength.”

	A smile lifted a corner of his mouth at the memory of Aggie transforming his face during a heated kiss in the broom closet. The old witch was right. He closed his eyes, and as he focused his thoughts, his hands turned warm, as if he’d dipped them into a summer pool.

	Their journey flashed before his eyes: how Aggie had saved his life, and his pride during the dart game later at the hunting lodge. How she’d cleared his skin after witnessing his family’s poor treatment of him. Her aquamarine eyes smiling into his. Their pact and the hope she’d brought into his life.

	He relaxed into the memories.

	Her magic had seemed to grow with each of his

	
transfigurations, until he’d seen the unlimited nature of her abilities, the endless possibilities. There was little she wouldn’t do for him. Including vengeance. He wasn’t yet finished making his brother pay, and Aggie would help him bring his brother low.

	Gaston visualised Aggie as his wife and all they would accomplish. With her powers, they would not stop at the tiny town of Tolmar. She would bring them unprecedénted fame, endless wealth and admiration, nay, adoration wherever they went.

	Abruptly, his hands went cold. He opened his eyes, only to find the old woman’s gaze drilling into his as if she could read his very soul. “Well, did you find her?” Gaston asked impatiently.

	“Yes.” Bea pulled her hands from his with surprising strength. “They are in a provincial town not far from here called Eat... Atz...”

	“Eze!” Gaston finished for her. “That is a short ride away. Did you see any other details?”

	“They were riding up to a small white building with a stained glass dove on the door.”

	“A chapel.” Gaston’s heart thrashed like a rabbit in his rib cage. “Why would her father take her to a church?”

	
Bea’s mouth twisted into a cross between a snarl and a sneer. “The man who took her is not her father.”

	“Then who?” Pressure built in Gaston’s chest, screaming for release.

	“I am unsure, but from what I saw, the man clearly intends to marry her.” Bea raised her brows, sea breeze eyes Swirling.

	Darkness saturated Gaston’s mind as he remembered that Aggie had run from an unwanted engagement to an elderly lord who her father had betrothed her to against her will. A vow tore from his throat. “I will never allow that to happen. She is mine.”

	“You will do her no good if you go racing off half-cocked. We need a plan,” Bea said in a stern tone.

	“I don’t need an old witch’s help to rescue myfiancée.” Gaston swung up onto his horse’s back and patted the quiver of arrows hanging on Max’s saddle, grateful that his recent hunting excursions with Father had taught him to aim true.

	The old woman straightened, a stiff wind blowing off her hat, white hair streaming behind her. “Don’t you wonder why she hasn’t already freed herself with her magic?”

	That gave Gaston pause. Aggie could easily have freed herself from an ordinary man if she so chose. Then he remembered the glassmaker had said she’d appeared ill. “He must have poisoned her.”

	“Then you may need my help to revive her,” Bea asserted.

	Time scraped through Gaston’s veins like sand draining down an hourglass. The frail old woman would only slow him down. “I can handle this on my own.”

	With a kick to Max’s sides, the Arabian leapt forward like a shot, propelling them out of Tolmar and away from Bea’s penetrating gaze.
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	[image: Image]GASTON

	HE SETTING sun painted the sky purple with streaks of gold as Gaston galloped into the churchyard. His thoughts swirled in repetition. She had to

	be here. He had to get his sorceress back. He didn’t want to imagine his future without Agatha by his side - her power and strength. Her magic.

	Gaston reined in the mighty horse, and it rose into the air with a bellowing neigh.

	“Whoa, there!” He muscled the animal back down and turned him around in a circle as he commanded, “Quiet, boy. We need the element of surprise.”

	At the hitching post, Gaston hopped to the ground and looped the reins before securing the bow and quiver over his shoulder. He checked the loaded pistol at his side and strode towards the chapel. Candles flickered in the stained glass windows. A cosy setting-for a wedding. Heat flushed through his body. How could she? Why wasn’t she using her magic to escape? To fight back?

	He reached the door and flung it open. Even through the dimly lit church, he recognised Aggie standing beside an older man as the clergyman read from the Good Book. Gaston opened his mouth and then hesitated.

	Aggie stood on her own, stiff as a board, but nothing held her in place that Gaston could see; nothing forced her to remain at the altar beside this man she had professed to despise. Gaston’s fists clenched.

	“Lord Herbert Durand,” the vicar’s voice rang through the empty church, “do you take this woman to be your wife?”

	“I do,” the man responded in a rough baritone.

	“And do you, Agatha de Villeneuve—”

	“Stop!” The word exploded out of Gaston’s chest. The minister started, and Lord Durand whirled around.

	Agatha didn’t move.

	“The young lord rides to the rescue!” Durand smiled jocundly. “Good of you to join us, Gaston. We were in heed of a witness.”

	“She’s mine, Durand.” Gaston stalked down the aisle, hand on the gun strapped to his side.

	“I think not. I paid her father a hefty sum for the privilege of her hand before you two even met.” Lord Durand leant his hip against a nearby pew. “I believe he bought a new plot of land, along with a milk cow. Or was' it a bull?” He tapped his chin.

	Aggie still did not turn around.

	‘Aggie, what is happening?” Gaston demanded.

	A flash radiated from Durand’s arm as he said, Turn around, love.”

	Something was wrong. Very wrong. Gaston raised his gun and pointed it at the wizened lord.

	With a yelp, the vicar ducked down and skittered out a side door.

	Aggie turned to face Gaston, her arms dangled at her sides, back straight, her wide eyes showing the only spark of life.

	He stepped forwards, “Aggie, answer me.”

	The flare of her eyes was his only warning before

	Gaston flew through the air and smacked against the wall with a spray of plaster. His gun skidded across the floor, the impact breaking the bow on his back with a snap. Head reeling, pain radiating through his body, Gaston’s vision blurred.

	“I suggest you leave before my fiancée turns you into a smouldering pile of ash!” Durand’s threat echoed in Gaston’s ringing ears.

	Heat washed over Gaston as he catapulted to his feet. “She. Is. Mine!”

	“Sit down, young buck.” Durand’s arm rose a fraction of a second before Aggie’s followed in the identical motion.

	Terror slithered through Gaston as he spied the matching bands glowing on their wrists. Was Durand controlling Aggie’s magic?

	Gaston’s legs moved against his will, walking him over to a second-row pew and forcing him to sit. Light flew from Aggie’s hand, freezing him in place.

	“Now you will watch in silence like a good witness.” Durand cackled and then whirled around, his head snapping from side to side. “Where is that useless rector? I paid him more than his parishioners could tithe in a year to perform this ceremony!”

	The old lord stalked to the side door and out

	
of Gaston’s range of vision. From the corner of his eye, he could see Agatha, still stiff as a statue. Gaston reached out with his senses. An unnatural silence permeated the chapel. Incense burned sharp and sweet. The air chilled as darkness fell.

	Gaston’s chest stilled as his breath slowed. How on earth had he and Aggie got here? And more important, how would they escape when Durand had found a way to control Aggie’s power?

	It seemed that the matching bracelets they wore allowed him to wield Aggie’s magic as his own. The implications disgusted and enticed Gaston in equal measures. AU that power at one’s fingertips. Jealousy churned in his gut.

	He would never do that to Aggie, of course. But that didn’t stop the images from flashing in his mind: his family cowering before him as he sat at the head of die table dictating their lives. Making diem pay for all their years of neglect that turned to cruelty. Gaston s bieath quickened at the thought, desire welling within him.

	Mentally, he shook his head and focused on the pressing issue of escape. He pushed against die magic holding him with all his might, focusing on his individual muscles, but to no avail. Would he truly have to witness this farce of a wedding? He redoubled his effort. Time was running out.

	With a soul-deep groan, he thrust against the magic’s will and burst free.

	Elated, Gaston shot to his feet to find Bea hobbling up the aisle towards Aggie. The old witch had freed him — it hadn’t been his strength, after all.

	“We have to get out of here'. He’s controlling her power,” Gaston said as he rushed up the aisle.

	Bea freed Aggie from the magic’s hold on her, and she collapsed into the older woman’s arms. Bea straightened her back and squared her shoulders, appearing taller as she lifted her chin with an air of vitality she hadn’t had moments before. “I will work to remove this shackle. Go and stop that old weasel.”

	Gaston had to trust her. He forced his gaze away and bolted in the direction Lord Durand had gone, ready to hunt down the old sleaze and teach him a lesson. The door burst open as Gaston reached it, and Durand’s eyes widened as Gaston rushed him and slammed his fist into the man’s face. Durand stumbled against the wall, a painting of an archangel teetering above him as he fell in a heap on the floor.

	Durand blinked and raised his arm, the band on his

	
wrist sparking as he punched the air. A groan issued from A-ggie, and Gaston fell back with a thud, sliding across the floor before crashing into the altar table. A candelabra tipped, and Gaston caught it before it could ignite his clothes. “Bea, do something!” he shouted.

	Durand struggled to his feet, blood colouring his teeth red.

	Aggie lay flat on her back. Bea knelt beside her, fingers encircling the magic fetter. A flash like sunlight blinded Gaston, and he flung his arm over his burning eyes as he got back on his feet.

	When the blast faded, Durand stood in front of him with a gruesome grin, blood dripping down his chin. “You re witnessing services are no longer required, Lord Gaston. In fact, you are no longer needed on this earth!” A deadly glint in his eye, Durand thrust both palms towards Gaston.

	Gaston reared back, thinking wistfully in these last moments of his life of all the beauty and physical strength he’d never get to enjoy.

	But the blow never came.

	Durand whirled on Bea and Aggie with a snarl. “What have you done, witch?”

	Bea slumped beside Aggie, her power clearly depleted, but the cursed bracelet lay broken in her hand.
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Gaston grinned and grasped Durand’s outstretched arm, swinging him around and tossing him against the wall. Durand fell like a broken puppet. Gaston sprang upon him. Nothing could save the old man now. The cretin would pay with his life for daring to threaten Gaston and his right to the glorious life that lay ahead for him.

	Gaston paused with a massive foot on Durand’s neck.

	The lord’s eyes narrowed into slits and he spat, “She’s mine by rights.”

	Gaston pressed down. “Unfortunately for you, the dead cannot marry.”

	“Gaston,” a familiar voice implored weakly.

	Without removing his foot from the lout’s throat, he turned to see Aggie on her knees, pallid and trembling. “Stop! You’re killing him.”

	“He deserves to be punished.” Gaston turned back to Durand and drove his weight against his windpipe. The old man flailed and choked, though his struggles were ineffective. Bloodlust sent Gaston’s heart pounding.

	He pressed harder.

	The man’s choking gasps and Aggie’s pleading faded as the blood pumped louder in Gaston’s ears. He pushed with all his weight, and he felt, rather than heard, the
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answering snap. He lifted his foot, satisfied that Lord Durand would never bother them again.

	Aggie ran over and knelt down, lowering her head to the broken man’s chest. When she sat up, her skin paled like parchment. “He’s still alive but just barely. I think you’ve broken his neck.”

	Gaston crossed his arms in front of his chest. “That was the idea.”

	“Gaston! He is greedy and dishonourable, but he does not deserve this. The man could die. Please tell me that means something to you.”

	“Yes,” Gaston spat. “It means he can’t take you away from me.”

	She turned from him in disgust and called over her shoulder, “Another! I need your help to heal Lord Durand.”

	“Mother?” Gaston’s brow furrowed as a tall, slender woman in her mid-thirties approached. Curls of blonde hair floated around her shoulders, her eyes the same luminous greenish-blue as her daughter’s. But the shape of her mouth and nose still held a resemblance to the old wool merchant; her clothes were the wool merchant’s knitted garb. He opened his mouth, shut it, then opened it again as he turned back to Agatha. “Bea is your mother?”

	The two women ignored him as they sat on either side of Lord Durand and placed their hands on his neck.

	“He isn’t worthy of your healing, Aggie,” Gaston roared.

	“He’s still wearing the bracelet he used to control you!”

	“All human life is precious, Gaston. He will have to deal with the consequences of his crime, but you are not his judge and jury,” Aggie said sadly before she closed her eyes. Gold and green sparks swirled around Durand’s neck.

	After a few moments, the man stirred with a groan and turned his head towards Aggie. “I... Where am I?”

	Aggie’s mother ran her palm over his eyes and said, Sleep.” Durand immediately fell unconscious, his head slumping to one side. She stood and straightened her knitted dress. “I’ll go find the rector and send him for the constable.”

	As the older enchantress rushed out the side door, Aggie stood and faced Gaston.

	Gaston shook his head in disgust. “Your mercy is wasted on one such as him, Aggie.”

	Slowly, like the clouds darkening before a storm, Aggie s face changed, deadened, her delicate jaw setting as her eyes turned as hard as aquamarines. “Why did you do it, Gaston?”

	A cold whisper of dread told Gaston he’d gone too far.
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	He ran a hand down the back of his neck, fighting off his rage. He’d just saved her life! But he could not allow this to come between them.

	He softened his gaze and stepped towards her. “He hurt you, Aggie. My anger got the best of me.”

	Her brow furrowed.

	He moved closer, his eyes pleading. “You know I would do anything to protect you.”

	A breath shuddered through her, and her posture loosened. But when she bit her bp and looked up at him beneath her lashes, he knew he had her.

	Gaston offered his most attractive crooked smile. “It’s over. "You’re safe.”

	As predicted, Aggie swayed towards him and placed ter hand on his arm. Gaston widened his smile and stared into her eyes. “Let’s go horrie,/z7/i? magique. ” He wrapped his arm around her shoulders.

	He knew she would follow him to the ends of the earth. It was almost too easy.

	

	CHAPTER 28  



	AGATHA

	A


	 TREMOR RIPPLED through Aggie at

	Gaston’s embrace. She stared into his sapphire blue eyes, sooty lashes lowering. His gaze locked onto hers, and she forgot to breathe. This was the man she loved. He’d only tried to protect her. He’d lost his temper and didn’t know his own strength. That was all.

	Gaston cupped her face and murmured, “My sweetfiUe magique. I thought I’d lost you.”
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“She is not your magic girl. Agatha is a powerful enchantress! Her power is her own.”

	Aggie whirled around to find that her mother had returned.

	‘Agatha.” Maman’s voice cracked like a whip. “Do not be deceived. His soul is corrupted beyond your reach.”

	Aggie turned in Gaston’s arms to face her mother. “No, Maman — he’s not the person he used to be. I’ve watched him change these past months. He is good and kind.” She looked back at him, drinking in the face she had created. “I love him.”

	Gaston smiled into her eyes and stroked her hair. “Let’s go home, Aggie.”

	It had been so long since she’d felt safe and secure enough to call a place her home. Not since her mother had left all those years ago. The last few weeks with Gaston, she had felt content and protected. Happy. She could see their future together — cosy evenings curled up by the fire, picnics in the garden, trips into town to purchase books and sample pastries, dinner parties with friends, charity balls, and holidays celebrated as a family. And perhaps, one day children of their own.

	“Yes,” she agreed. “Let’s go home.” She glanced at her
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	mother, tears of happiness stinging her eyes. “Maman, you can come with us. There’s plenty of room!”

	She took Gaston’s hand. “Your family would welcome her, wouldn’t they,. Gallant?”

	His lips pressed tight, but he nodded. “Of course. Although we would need to explain the matter of your noble lineage.”

	“I’m sure we could work something out.” Aggie squeezed his fingers, her heart near to bursting with joy as she added her mother to the vision of her ideal life.

	Maman stepped to her side, eyes soft yet determined, her whispered words falling hard on Aggie’s dreams. “He is not gallant, Agatha.”

	Do not listen to her, Aggie.” Gaston took her shoulders and turned her towards him. “She abandoned you. Left you when you were a small girl, lost and alone, at the mercy of a cruel man. I would never do that.”

	Aggie stepped closer to Gaston and met her mother’s stare. “You don’t know him like I do.”

	“I’ve seen into his mind,” Maman said softly, “this very day, when I held his hands under the guise of trying to find you.” Her gaze flitted to Gaston. “I didn’t need to read your mind to find my daughter. I merely tracked the letter

	
I’d written her, which she had in her pocket. I needed to see inside you, this man who has ensnared my daughter - and what I saw shook me to my bones.”

	She focused back on Aggie. “If you don’t believe me, dear one, use your magic to look into his soul.”

	“I can do that?”

	Her mother nodded.

	Aggie considered for a moment before making a quick decision. If this was what it took to make peace, Aggie would appease her mother. One quick dip into Gaston’s thoughts, and then they could all leave together. “Fine.”

	Gaston stepped away from her touch, his eyes wide. “She’s crazy, Aggie. Didn’t you tell me you were terrified of becoming like her?”

	Aggie swallowed hard, her stomach clenching. She caught her mother’s gaze. “That isn’t what I said.”

	“I understand, sweet one. But right now, you need to find the truth. When you touch him, focus on his intentions and feelings towards you.”

	Aggie faced Gaston, a question in her eyes.

	“This is absurd.” He crossed his arms.

	Aggie turned back to her mother. “I don’t need to do this. He loves me.”

	Her eyes shining, Maman asked, words barely audible, “Has he ever said so?”

	Aggie thought through all of their conversations in recent weeks. Gaston had told her how much he wanted her and only her, but had he mentioned love? Gaston had his guard up, she knew, but she assumed that had more to do with his family than her. She’d thought they could work through it over time.

	As Aggie walked towards Gaston, a terrible suspicion grew.

	Before she reached Gaston, she glanced back over her shoulder at her mother. The thought of losing her — again — shattered Aggie’s heart. She had to find a way to reconcile both her worlds.

	Quickly, before he could mask his thoughts or she could change her mind, Aggie reached out and grasped Gaston’s arm.

	Impatience and anger assaulted her as his thoughts flooded her mind: I need to get rid of this meddling witch - Aggie is mine. His eyes darted to the magic cuff on Lord Durand’s wrist. Perhaps the old man wasn’t so crazy, after all. If I had that power over Aggie, I could take her from here now. I would cut her addled mother from her life - our life - once and for all, for her own good. Aggie doesn’t even know what I have planned for her magic. We can be great and powerful together. She saw his face change, confidence spreading over it. On second thought, the bracelet is entirely unnecessary. I can easily manipulate her. One look and she melts at my feet.

	With a gasp, Aggie jerked away from Gaston and stumbled back. She couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t think. This could not be how he truly thought about her. Tears clouded her vision and closed her throat.

	She’d thought she loved him. Believed it when she’d accepted his marriage proposal. But looking at him now, so tall.and proud. She wondered if she’d merely loved the idea of who she’d made him to be. Had she fallen for the idealised man she’d created? Not the human beneath?

	No, she’d started to develop feelings for him even before their pact.

	Her heart pulsed like thunder.

	His thoughts had nothing to do with love, or even caring — only manipulation and control. He wished to possess her. Just like Lord Durand.

	The realisation brought the cleansing fire of anger. How dare he?

	She advanced on him, glimmer sparking on her

	fingertips. “You don’t own me, Gaston. I told you long ago that I make my own decisions.”

	“I know that,” Gaston insisted. “Aggie, I ”

	“And you don’t love me.” She moved towards him, and he retreated a step. “Tell me why you asked me to marry you, Gaston. I want to hear you say the words.”

	Gaston’s throat bobbed, and he swallowed hard, seeming to choose his words carefully. “I care for you, Aggie. I want you beyond reason. I will protect you, always.”

	“Lies!” Aggie advanced, her magic building as she shouted, “You’ll keep me safe, will you? Who will protect me from you?”

	Gaston backed down the aisle, his gaze locked on the magic glinting from her hands as she whispered, “And who will protect you from me?”

	A small hand gripped Aggie’s shoulder, her mother’s voice a warning. “Agatha, control yourself.”

	He was still that same small-minded, unpleasant boy she’d encountered in the forest. She thought she’d changed him, inside and out. But it had all been an illusion. Gaston had ensnared her with pretty words and heated kisses. He’d made certain that he was her entire world.

	And it had worked.

	Without him, her future was an empty page. An abyss

	of nothingness. She was a speck floating on an endless

	stormy sea.

	Because she’d lost all sense of herself - of her own desires. What happened to her dream of having a healing practice? She’d been so wrapped up in pleasing Gaston that she’d forgotten her calling to help others with her magic. She’d completely lost herself.

	He had done this to her — made her fall for him when he’d only wished to use her for his own gain, moulding her into the person he wanted her to be.

	Just as she’d done to him.

	Aggie clenched her hands into fists and locked her eyes on Gaston’s. “External beauty will not bring you happiness, Gaston.” Then she-lifted her hands to her head and pushed the glimmer off, reversing every transformation she’d made on herself. Shedding the proper, perfect lady with the perfect figure, face and hair like a second skin. It was a lie.

	“Stop.” Gaston reached for her, his eyes pained.

	Aggie lifted her chin. “This is me, Gaston. The real me. The girl who puts others above herself Do you want me now?”

	Gaston’s gaze narrowed, brow furrowed. “Change back!” Seeing the petulant, miserable boy she’d met in the

	forest, Aggie stepped forwards. “Gaston, you don’t need physical beauty. I started to fall for you before all your transformations.”

	“That’s not possible!” he spat.

	"Why do you think I healed your skin?”

	He crossed his arms in front of his chest, his lip jutting out like a massive baby. “Because you felt sorry for me.”

	“I did hate how your family treated you, but I cleared your skin because I cared for you. Even then.”

	As if he hadn’t heard her, he stepped close and whispered, Change back, Aggie, please. Come home with me and be my wife.”

	“Let me reverse your transformations, Gaston. Then 1’11—”

	“No!” He backed away, eyes wide with panic. “You said the changes were permanent.”

	Aggie shook her head, grief and pain thickening her voice as she said, “Our connection had tittie to do with external beauty, Gaston. You will never find true love if all you think about is yourself.”

	Gaston’s jaw set, his eyes darkening. “I don’t need your advice. Thanks to your magic, I’m the strongest, most handsome man for miles! I’ll have women lining up to do my bidding before the sun sets tomorrow.”

	It was as if he’d become someone she didn’t recognise or want to know.

	“Then go!” Aggie said vehemently, and she advanced again, glimmer filling her palms. “Before I change my mind.”

	And, like the selfish coward he’d always been, Gaston pivoted on his heel and ran from the church and out of her life.

	Aggie’s bravado abandoned her, and she spun, collapsing into her mother’s arms with a sob.

	“I’m so sorry, my darling.” Maman stroked Aggie’s hair as she cried. “I never should have left you. There were those in our town who suspected my magic — who would have accused me publicly, and possibly you as well. I had to leave, not only for my sake but for yours. However, I didn’t consider the consequences of your glimmer growing with no one to guide you. We must never mix matters of the heart with our power. It will only hurt us in the end.”

	“So, you didn’t go mad?”

	Maman pulled away and searched her face. “No, my darling, whatever gave you that idea?”

	“It doesn’t matter. Maman, where have you been?” Aggie sobbed.

	“I’ve been watching you since the day I disappeared.”

	Aggie reared back. “Even at the farm?”

	Maman gave her a watery smile. “I was never far. I would return to check on you periodically. I’ve been a young schoolmistress, a baker, a travelling peddler.”

	Maman nodded. “And I always will be.”

	“What would I have done if we hadn’t found each other again?” -Aggie hugged her again and then let go as a fresh wave of tears tore at her.

	Gaston.

	None of this was your fault,” Maman said as she reached out and tucked Aggie’s hair behind her ear. “I will teach you how to use all that magnificent power.”

	Aggie squeezed her mother tight, her heart full of gratitude that she’d found her again.

	“I have a carriage waiting. But I need to attend to Durand first.”

	Aggie swiped at her tears and nodded as Maman rushed over to meet the harried-looking minister, who said the authorities were on their way.

	She turned in a circle and stared at the stained glass windows depicting a story of miracles and faith. Despite the ache in her chest, she suddenly felt light and hopeful and younger than she had in some time.

	Mother strode up, took Aggie’s arm, and patted her

	
hand. “Let us journey far from here, my love. Where no one knows us, and we can start anew.”

	Aggie leant into her mother’s familiar scent and offered a watery smile. “I’ve always dreamed of opening an apothecary shop with a cosy home above it. We could use our powers to heal diseases and take away people’s pain. What do you think?”

	“Whatever your heart desires, chérie.We are enchantresses; the world is ours.”

	Arm in arm, mother and daughter strolled out of die church, and into the infinite night.
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	[image: Image]A FEW MONTHS LATER

	ASTON RODE

	into the village, a plump goose,

	three large rabbits, and the pièce de résistance, an eight-point buck, all draped over Max’s flank behind him. The townspeople bustled about in the spring sunshine. Gaston grinned wide, knowing the power of his smile would draw a crowd.

	“Good afternoon, Gaston!” the violinist called from his perch near the fountain. “Is that another haul for the orphanage?”

	
“It is indeed, Pierre,” Gaston replied, his answer reverberating through the square. Lately, he’d begun bringing the orphans at the abbey his hunting spoils - he didn’t quite know why Perhaps doing good was addictive. Certainly, the adoration he’d received from everyone in the town when he performed this act kept him coming back week after week.

	“What a good man you are!” Pierre exclaimed. “This anthem is just for you.” His bow summoned a rousing fiddle tune that spoke of courageous deeds and daring adventure.

	Gaston sat a little straighter in his saddle.

	As he rode on, three lovely sisters, all blonde and voluptuous, approached, skirts swaying in hypnotic time. “Lord Gaston,” the middle one breathed.

	“Whoa,” Gaston said to his horse, pulling Max to a stop and arching a dark brow. “How may I help you, ladies?

	The shortest one feigned a swoon against her sister’s shoulder while the one on the far right, the prettiest one, giggled behind her palm. The tallest sister answered, “We’d like to invite you to a barn dance this Saturday eve. It isn’t fancy, but we would be honoured by your presence.”

	“Oh, so honoured,” purred the smallest one.

	Before Gaston could form a reply, a matronly looking

	
EPILOGUE

	woman burst from the bakery door, arms loaded. “Mable, Marla, Maddie! Come here, this instant!”

	"Yes, madame,” the girls replied in unison, cheeks flushed, heads hanging down as they rushed away. But the small, cheeky one glanced back and gave Gaston a wink.

	Gaston chuckled as he moved on. Perhaps he would attend their rural soiree. He was a free man, after all. He’d graciously invited most of the townspeople to drop his tide and address him by his given name. He knew he was an intimidating specimen. Gutting the tide made him more approachable.

	As he meandered through the village, he heard the call of his name and found the Plantier twins approaching. ‘Impressive hunt today, Gaston!” Dany called.

	David scowled, his jaw still jutting to the side where Gaston had hit him.

	Gaston lifted his chin. “It’s easy enough if you think like your prey does.”

	He had been prey for so very long — but never again..

	With a clench of his teeth, Gaston lifted his chin and glanced down his nose at the boys who had tormented him for much of his life “Where is that litde cousin of yours?”

	“I’m right here, Gaston!” a nasally voice called as

	
GASTON

	LeFou emerged from the crowd with a mug, sloshing liquid over his hands. "I brought you refreshment!”

	Panting, LeFou handed the frosty mug up to Gaston, who took a hearty swig and then wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.

	“I’ve been looking for you, Gaston,” LeFou said, jumping up and down to secure Gaston’s attention. “There’s a darts tournament at the tavern tonight. I need you on my team.”

	Gaston sighed deeply. “I don’t know. I’ve had so many other invitations for this evening.”

	‘Aww, come on!” LeFou whined. “No one throws darts like you, Gaston!”

	He chuckled low. “Oh, all right, I’ll—”

	A tug in Gaston’s gut drew his eye to a wagon rumbling by on the river road. The bed was piled high with so much junk, it swayed precariously with every clomp of the swaybacked horse’s hooves. But what drew Gaston’s attention was the woman seated in front. Gaston’s heart gave a thump. Long, flowing chestnut hair,, ruby-red lips, skin the colour of moonstone. She was slender yet shapely in all the right places. But it was her face — the cheekbones, curve of her mouth, delicately winged brows over eyes that glistened — that struck an arrow to his heart.
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	He had never seen such unparalleled beauty... except perhaps in himself.

	The woman turned and met his stare, as if she felt their connection too.

	And then she smiled.
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