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      “Close the door before he gets out!” Mordecai shouted.

      I didn’t know who he was, but I spun to shut the door as quickly as I could.

      I whirled back around to seek out Mordecai, but instead found the satyr, the one I’d been outside avoiding.

      The satyr’s hooves slipped on the wood and the brass handle as he tried to open the door.

      When his attention turned to me, he abandoned his attempt at escape. “Hello there, deary.”

      His voice disturbed me more than the face behind it. I flattened myself against the door, and he pinned me to it. He lifted his arm above his head and leaned in. It was a disturbing act of seduction.

      “Ugh.” The stench pressed me even farther against the door. Carvings and knobs bit into my back. “You smell awful.”

      The satyr threw his head back and laughed, assaulting my nostrils with putrid breath. I caught a flash of yellow, pointed teeth before he snapped his jaw shut.

      “It’s the scent of desire. And you can’t resist it. No woman can.” His words hissed through barely parted lips.

      If this was desire, then I hoped never to desire another thing in my life. I flicked frantic eyes around his furry head, searching for Marcelo or Mordecai, anyone who could help me—even the butler Robert would have been great just then.

      But Mordecai was at the end of the entry hall, consoling the maiden the satyr had tormented for centuries while they were trapped within their tapestry. The maiden, folded in on herself in her trauma and grief, sat in a chair, sobbing. Mordecai hovered over her, apparently looking for a way to comfort the girl and finding none.

      The maiden held her face in her hands. Soft blond hair fell forward, shielding her from the satyr’s red eyes, the ones that had considered her their prey for an eternity in thread. Her shoulders trembled even beneath the cloak Mordecai had given her to conceal her nudity.

      As with much in Irele Castle, the art wasn’t as it seemed. When I’d first arrived, I’d assumed the tapestries and paintings here behaved as normal art did, which is to say, they didn’t behave or misbehave at all.

      But as was the way with the castle, its art turned out to be just as dangerous and volatile as the rest of it. The tapestries and paintings were as much prisons as they were art. Their subjects were alive, and could step out from the art under certain circumstances. The “certain circumstances” were hazy to me. No one had bothered to explain how it was that seemingly all the creatures in the art in this castle—and tapestries and paintings lined its every wall—had escaped it.

      The maiden was wailing with enough lament to convince me that the satyr had been able to torment her all the while she was a captive of the tapestry. And I’d witnessed Sir Lancelot fly from his painting, the one in the dining room, when Marcelo uttered the spell to release him from it.

      Of all the creatures that walked, flew, cried, and otherwise contributed to the bedlam that currently overwhelmed the interior of Irele Castle, Sir Lancelot was the only one I didn’t want returned to the art. I didn’t want the maiden restored to a threaded prison with the satyr, but surely there were other solutions, ones that removed her from his smelly, hideous, red-eyed torment and still restored her to where she belonged.

      If we didn’t find a way to contain the pandemonium soon, the sanity of all the magicians here, a group of which I now considered myself part, was at peril. There was only so much magic I could do before succumbing to the inevitable conclusion that I was a witch. My family was better off believing me dead. Irele Castle was my home now; I had no other place to go.

      I looked around, beyond the head of the demonic satyr. My eyes watered at the foulness of his breath. How long had he been trapped in that tapestry? And who’d trapped him in it? Probably one of Mordecai’s ancestors. I wished someone had bothered to leave the satyr some kind of tooth powder or rinse.

      The satyr leaned farther into me and breathed hotly against my neck. With near desperation, I struggled to look around his giant head.

      Where was Marcelo? He didn’t usually forget about me. He’d almost lost me to the castle’s tricks when I fell captive to the merworld, then he almost lost me to the nephew he’d believed dead. My safety was one of his constant preoccupations. But even he was nowhere among the shadows that danced across the cold stone walls, illuminated only by the low flames of enchanted candles.

      “Mor—” I didn’t manage to call out for Mordecai before the satyr pressed against me hard, pushing against my lungs, making breathing difficult.

      Fur rubbed the insides of my arms. I swung alarmed eyes back toward the beast that seemed ready to swallow me up. No help was forthcoming. My stomach clenched against the satyr’s ugliness.

      A low growl of a laugh rose from deep within that well of depravity. It bounced off the walls of the satyr’s body before oozing out, trying to envelope me, thinking nothing could stand in its way. I was just another maiden that would relent and become his prey.

      A horn scraped my forehead. Fur trailed against my cheek.

      The satyr extended a long, rough tongue and licked my earlobe.

      It was a violation greater than I was willing to stand. I didn’t care that I couldn’t control what happened when I called on the elements to do magic. I didn’t care that I could hurt the beast or cause damage to the castle. I didn’t care that Mordecai was too preoccupied with the death of his brother to pay attention like he usually did.

      I didn’t care about anything at all.

      All I could think about was the wet film that coated my ear, adhering the satyr’s stench to me. Would it even wash off? Ever?

      Footsteps ran toward me, but I didn’t care whose they were. I didn’t look around the demon’s face to search them out. I stared for the first time into unblinking red eyes without shirking.

      “How dare you?” My voice was little more than a whisper, but I saw the satyr startle at the power that thrummed through my words.

      He blinked.

      I didn’t.

      “Back away from me this instant.”

      The satyr’s legs twitched as if his body wanted to obey even if his mind was trained always to threaten, always to push the boundaries more, always to overpower.

      With effort, the satyr leaned toward me further. There was barely any room left between us, but the fraction of an inch that brought him closer to me was too much.

      The satyr didn’t see it coming, bending his head back down to lick my other ear. Even I didn’t know how quickly the fire that flashed alive within me would roar.

      A heartbeat thumped, exploring the vastness of my chest.

      But there was no chance for another.

      A great force exploded out of me, launching the satyr through the entryway and across the hall. The satyr hit the wall to the right of the tapestry that had once held him as securely as the castle walls did now.

      I covered the distance in quick, sure steps, and I was there when he slumped to the floor. He was stunned as much by my power as by the force of impact. He sprawled, hairy, hooved legs wide and useless.

      I closed in on him. He turned his head upward to meet the sound of my voice.

      “You will not terrorize another creature, human or otherwise. Your reign of terror has come to an end.”

      I didn’t give him the opportunity to respond. There was nothing he could say that would stop me from doing what I intended to do.

      The element of air responded to me even before I knew I needed it. The air spiked within me, ready.

      I put my hands out and lifted the air that surrounded the satyr. The matted fur hung limply from his body even though he thrashed around, resisting the invisible hands that held him.

      I floated him until he hovered directly in front of his tapestry home. It was empty and dark now, the abstract outlines of a forest in the background, a setting without purpose.

      I returned its purpose swiftly. I restored the satyr to the tapestry with all the delicacy he deserved. I flung him inside it. He bounced against the lone tree trunk before he landed on hooves and knees in front of it.

      Immediately, he rose and stepped one hoof out of the textile. I hadn’t realized he wouldn’t automatically become the tapestry’s prisoner once he was within it.

      But he had.

      He realized he only had seconds to get out before I sealed him in there forever.

      I raised one hand toward him again, and he froze. It was the hand that wore Marcelo’s promise ring, the ring that glowed now, hinting at all the magic it might contain. The satyr’s red eyes landed on my ring.

      He didn’t move. He didn’t retract his leg, but he didn’t step out of the tapestry any further either.

      “You must at least return the maiden to me.” His voice was inauthentic and supplicant.

      “You won’t ever have her again.”

      “But she’s part of this tapestry too! She’s part of my world. This is how she and I were created. The artist gave me the power, and she’s in my dominion. His enchantment limited us to the tapestry. We were to live within it, but I was to do with the maiden as I wished. It’s my right.”

      “And now I’m changing all that.”

      “But—”

      “There will be no buts. The tapestry’s no longer your home. It’s now your prison.”

      “You can’t do that.”

      “You’re right. Perhaps I shouldn’t. But I won’t allow you to terrorize that poor girl or me or anyone else ever again. Instead of a prison, think of it as an opportunity to redeem your sins. See it as penance. Spend the time reflecting upon your actions.”

      The satyr went to speak again but halted before the determined look on my face. Instead, he pushed his foot further out of the tapestry.

      My hand was already uplifted. I directed the air to push his leg back into his threaded world. The satyr struggled. His eyes flared as he realized the tapestry was moments away from denying his freedom.

      I lifted my other hand too, and the satyr roared, filling the entry hall with hatred and violence. An ugliness I was determined never to feel again floated around the room, sticking like an awful smell that would only dissipate but not disappear.

      I twirled my finger in front of my face. My eyes never lost contact with the satyr. At first, only his upper body twisted.

      My eyes lost their focus for a moment, enough to concentrate more power into my intentions. And then the power became too much for even the strong will of the satyr to resist. As if a stout gust picked up his legs, his lower body turned to match his upper body. He looked at the view that would be his forever.

      I didn’t give him the chance to do anything else. The fifth element, the one that my magician teachers knew nothing about, rose to do my bidding. I wanted to seal the satyr in the tapestry, just as he was, so he couldn’t torment anyone else, not even with his frozen, embroidered stare. He might be able to move about within the tapestry, but at least the fixed image of him the rest of us would see would spare us his heinous, depraved look.

      My desire was all it took. Magic was desire made manifest, and the fifth element was the coalescence of magic.

      The satyr stilled. The threads bonded him where and as he was.
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      I stared at what I’d done for so long that the shock began to wear off and I accepted that, once again, I’d done magic whose power and process I didn’t understand.

      But it was only when the maiden’s sobs grew louder that I pulled out of my trance and turned to face her. The reality of her freedom from the satyr’s torment wracked her with relief.

      Her steady cries accentuated the stillness of everyone who surrounded her. Mordecai looked at me, as frozen as the satyr. Marcelo had reappeared, his footsteps the ones I’d heard coming to my rescue. But he’d stopped halfway across the entry hall to watch me.

      Other creatures freed from their art were immobile too. I couldn’t tell if it was from fear I’d do the same to them, relief that the satyr was gone, or curiosity at magic they might not have seen before. Perhaps it was a little of all three.

      With so many eyes on me, discomfort rose up my neck and colored my cheeks. Lately I’d grown used to the stares as I did something I shouldn’t have or supposedly couldn’t have. But the roomful of eyes trained on me now overwhelmed me. There were hundreds of creatures I didn’t believe existed beyond the world of myths just a few years ago, when I still lived at Norland Manor, before my life turned upside down. And every single one of them looked at me.

      “Oh, come on then. Say something. It’s not that big of a deal,” I said. But no one took me up on my request. “Right?” My words became an entreaty. Please tell me I’m not that strange. I’m already banished from the world I grew up in because of how I am. Don’t alienate me from this world too just because we don’t understand my powers.

      The flapping of small wings interrupted my thoughts and summoned our gazes to follow Sir Lancelot’s hurried flight from Marcelo’s shoulder, across the room, to mine. “Can you do the same with all these other bothersome creatures too, Lady Clara?”

      I laughed a nervous laugh, relieved that Sir Lancelot found humor in our situation, overrun with mythical and ancient creatures never intended to live a life beyond their art.

      Soon, the chattering complaints of the creatures that invaded the common halls drowned out any thoughts that I might have done something wrong.

      “That’s nice of you to say, owl.” A pixie, who looked fearsome despite her diminutive size, flew over to us and stared Sir Lancelot down with a particularly nasty look. “As if you weren’t from a painting too, you hypocrite.”

      Sir Lancelot gasped in affront. I was convinced he forgot he was an owl most of the time. “For your information, pixie, I was summoned from my painting, purposefully, by the Count of Bundry.” Sir Lancelot puffed out his chest importantly.

      “And we were summoned by Lord Albacus of Irele just before he died.”

      “Albacus,” Mordecai said sharply.

      Marcelo and I’d been cautious not to mention his brother’s name until Mordecai was ready to speak of what happened.

      “My brother ordered you out of the art?” Mordecai asked.

      A wave of heads, of all sizes and sorts, nodded up and down enthusiastically. There were the pixies and fairies, phoenixes and dragons—thankfully, only miniature ones—gnomes and imps, and a whole array of creatures I couldn’t readily identify by name, although I suspected some of the others might be leprechauns, brownies, and infant trolls. I made a mental note to consult a book on mythical or fantastical creatures later, because these were the creatures that didn’t exist in the “normal” world I’d grown up in.

      “Why would he do that?” Mordecai asked.

      “How would I know?” said the same pixie.

      The others were content to allow her to speak for them. They had reason to be cautious around these magicians. Mordecai’s ancestors were the ones to capture all of them within the pieces that lined the walls of the castle. Apparently they’d been collectors not just of art, but of creatures.

      “He must have thought we could help,” the pixie added.

      “It doesn’t seem to me you know much about being helpful,” Sir Lancelot muttered under his breath, but it was enough to garner several vengeful glares.

      I had to agree with him. Broken pottery and ceramic shards were scattered everywhere. The paintings and tapestries that had housed the array of creatures lay on the floor in heaps. Tables and chairs were upturned. Half the candles burned on their sides (I’d worry about everything catching fire, except that I knew Robert kept the candles burning through magic).

      “What spell did my brother use to summon you out of the art?”

      “How should we know? You’re the magicians.”

      That struck me as strange because pixies were quite a magical sort. That was part of the annoyance. They’d been flying and fluttering everywhere, moving things around in general mischief, always pleased to trick us.

      Mordecai narrowed his eyes at the pixie. She did her best to ignore his look, pretending to be interested in the petal detailing on her dress. “Every magical creature knows the spell a magician uses to summon her,” he said. “At least for some time afterward. The spell becomes part of the creature’s fabric for several years, often times for much longer.”

      The pixie hid half her face behind shiny black hair that stood still despite the flapping of her diminutive wings. She was at eye level with Mordecai.

      “You should know the spell Albacus used to call on you.”

      The pixie examined her toes now.

      “Unless you aren’t telling the truth.”

      It hadn’t occurred to me in the fairy tales I read at Norland that pixies might lie. For some reason, I imagined they’d be bound by some code of truth.

      “Will you be forthcoming with the truth, or do I need to use a truth spell on you?”

      “Fine. I’ll tell you.” The pixie shook her long black hair from her face and held her head high. Her impudent attitude dispelled my earlier misconception. “This is the spell your brother used: ‘When danger arrives at the Castle of Irele, all creatures capable of life within it must defend. Become avengers and fight for honorable death, or better yet, long life. Step out now from wherever you are. Respond to this calling.’”

      “That’s it? That’s the spell?”

      “Yes.” The pixie jutted out her chin defiantly.

      “That’s a very vague spell.”

      “We thought so too.”

      “That’s most unlike my brother. He was always very specific with his spells. He understood the danger of unclear spells. He would’ve thought about what could happen if he unleashed all potential life within the castle.”

      Marcelo walked over to Mordecai and spoke to him with all the gentleness a son could have for a father. “That’s all true. But Albacus was under enormous stress during the battle, as we all were. I wouldn’t blame him if he were incapable of clear thought.”

      I nodded at the memory of how I froze when Marcelo’s nephew singled me out. I’d stood there, unable to do a single thing to defend myself while he attacked.

      Mordecai nodded too. Fresh tears welled in his eyes. “Yes. You’re right, of course, Marcelo. That’s the only reasonable explanation. And now we must fix my brother’s error.” Mordecai looked toward the assorted creatures that crowded the hall. Many of them bristled. Others appeared overwhelmed by rapidly changing worlds. As magical and bizarre as the castle was, it wasn’t the same as the familiar landscapes of the paintings and tapestries they’d inhabited for centuries.

      The art limited what the creatures could interact with to whatever existed within it. The universe of their existence was unchanging and small in scope, completely contrary to my experience. Since I’d arrived at Irele, every day brought a surprise, many of the unpleasant sort. There was nothing fixed about the castle. Its paths and room were ever changing.

      “You can’t send us back,” said another pixie, a boy. He rose to hover above the others so Mordecai could see him.

      “I have to. You weren’t meant to be part of this world. My ancestors commissioned the artists to create you and then they gave you life through spells, a life confined to their art collection. You were never intended to possess life beyond it. None of you were born outside of your art.”

      “Ahem,” Sir Lancelot said.

      Mordecai looked to Sir Lancelot. The magician was flustered, flushed, and distracted. What was an uncommon occurrence for him before his brother’s death was fast becoming the norm.

      Sir Lancelot widened his already large pygmy owl eyes at him, but Mordecai didn’t catch on as quickly as he usually did. “I was born outside of my painting,” Sir Lancelot said.

      “Yes, well, you’re the exception, Sir Lancelot,” Mordecai said. “You were confined to one of the paintings along with one of my ancestors, and they all lived in this world, for a time at least, before ending up in their paintings.”

      I didn’t know much about Mordecai’s ancestors or how they came to be in their portraits, but I could agree that Sir Lancelot was an exception to most things. I’d never met an owl, or any other kind of animal, like him before.

      “But you don’t have to put us back in the art,” the boy pixie said. “Not really. We could become part of this world.” The boy pixie’s gentle entreaty was far more effective than their spokesperson’s insolence. “We could have life and purpose beyond being part of a magicians’ collection.”

      The old man was softening. “I suppose you’re right. I don’t have to. I don’t have to oblige my ancestors’ intentions. I don’t agree with much of what they did, anyway.”

      Immediately, Marcelo and Sir Lancelot protested. Even Sylvia complained in her own firedrake way. Pixies and animals—some who could speak—erupted in their defense.

      I rubbed my temples against the cacophony. There had been no silence sufficient for mourning or peace since the battle that caused Albacus to release all of them… and lose his life.

      Still, I wondered if maybe the boy pixie had a point. It didn’t seem very nice to have been created solely to become part of a collection, to be trapped within unchanging art, a small world compared to the one we lived in.

      But there was also great danger in the larger world. And I wasn’t ever going to forget that. Neither would the rest of us that had seen the dark magicians descend upon the army of Irele with the intent to kill indiscriminately.

      The noise level rose unbearably. I couldn’t manage thought anymore.

      Something or someone would explode soon like this. The pressure was building, and it would have to let off somewhere. I didn’t want to be around when it did.
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      Mother had done a good job of drilling her sense of decorum into me, despite my resistance. The rules at Irele were much different than the ones at Norland—lax to almost non-existent because of the secrecy that magic required—but still, I never closed the door to Marcelo’s study when he and I were in it alone together.

      I was used to my lady’s maid, Maggie, as a constant presence whenever I would otherwise be alone with a suitor. Maggie was back at Norland now and I presumed she, like everyone else, was under the impression I was dead.

      Today, for the first time, I closed the door behind me as I entered the study, and it wasn’t an easy feat. My conscience and my mother’s aristocratic ways had nothing to do with it.

      I leaned my shoulder into the door until the latch clicked. Then I locked it. I turned to face Marcelo, my back against the door while my heart beat too fast for the few flights of stairs I’d rushed up to reach him.

      “We have to do something about this. They’re out of control.” Something rammed the door with a loud thump. My heart jumped along with the door. “Oh my goodness. Marcelo, my nerves have been on edge since the battle. I don’t know how much more I can take of this.”

      “I second that,” Sir Lancelot spoke up from the windowsill.

      “Oh, hello, Sir Lancelot. I hadn’t noticed you there.”

      The pygmy owl bent his head toward me. “Good afternoon, Lady Clara. I couldn’t agree more with you. I can barely sleep, as flustered as I am. I can hardly even get my feathers to lay flat because my nerves won’t settle.” He turned to preen.

      Marcelo seemed not to hear either one of us though. He stood and stared at me for a long while before his own heart settled enough for him to speak. “Clara, why on earth would you attempt to walk the castle on your own? You know how dangerous it is.” Marcelo’s voice thundered, but I couldn’t blame him for it. I knew all too well how dangerous the castle was. It had cost me three years of my life.

      “I got tired of waiting for you to come find me or for Mordecai to free up and escort me. I even looked for Robert, but I couldn’t find him anywhere. What was I to do? Mordecai didn’t even look at me when I tried to speak with him. He was covered with pixies talking in his ear, and that maiden from the satyr tapestry still hasn’t stopped crying. It’s as if she can’t believe she’s free of him.”

      “I’m sorry I didn’t come get you, Clara. But do you really think it was worth the risk you took? What if you’d ended up in the merworld again? Or in another one of the rooms that leads to who-knows-where? How would I have ever found you with the way the castle is right now?”

      “I know. I know. I realize now it was foolish. But Marcelo, I’m not sure how safe the castle is for me when I’m away from you anymore, even if I’m stationary. Some of these creatures lash out at me, and I don’t know why.”

      “They’re ill-behaved, that’s all. They never had to account to anyone for their actions before. Their world was so small. They have all this freedom all of a sudden, and no limitations.” Marcelo’s eyes met mine. “They’ll settle down.”

      Sir Lancelot scoffed from the window.

      “Will they? How long will it be if they ever do?”

      Marcelo sighed. It was the sound he seemed to make most as of late. He ran a hand through black hair that already stood in several directions.

      “I don’t know, Clara.” He came out from behind the table piled with books and took both my hands in his. “Just promise me you’ll never attempt to walk through the castle alone again.”

      I could lose myself in those black eyes. They teased me, making me think they could be an escape from all our problems.

      “Clara. Promise me.”

      “All right. I promise. I don’t want to get stuck in the merworld again any more than you want me to. But what do I do if I need to go somewhere and you’re not around and everyone else is busy?”

      Marcelo let go of my hands and headed for the books. “Well, it sounds like you should learn a way to call to me across the castle.”

      “I should learn? Or will you teach me?”

      Marcelo looked up from the pages he’d already started flipping through. “Honestly, Clara, I’m not sure how much I can teach you. You’re performing magic I haven’t been able to do yet.”

      “But that doesn’t mean I know more than you! I hardly know anything at all. I need you to teach me. I need Mordecai to teach me. I need you to help me figure out what in heavens is going on inside me.”

      I went over to Marcelo and lifted one of his hands from the book. I held it and drew his eyes to mine again. “I can’t do this all alone. I don’t have to be alone anymore. And neither do you. We’re to be married, remember? We’re supposed to help each other. We’re supposed to teach each other what we know.”

      How different our relationship was than what Winston had tried to force on me. To Winston, an engagement gave him power over his fiancée. Had Marcelo not intervened, he would have wielded it, and I would be a battered, cowering wife by now.

      “Yes, Clara, you’re right, of course. I’ll do what I can. Take a seat. Let’s see what we can do so that you can signal me when you need me, for starters, because it doesn’t look like the creatures are going back into the art anytime soon.”

      “But why not?” I asked.

      Sir Lancelot flew over to my shoulder. “Is his Lordship Mordecai not interested in returning the creatures to the art? I do hope he is.”

      “He is, I think. It’s been a lot for him, the death.” By avoiding Albacus’ name, Marcelo accentuated him more. “I think he’s finding the distraction a remedy for his grief.”

      “I understand,” I said. “But the grief won’t go away no matter how long he waits to face it. When the distraction is gone, he’ll feel every bit of it still.”

      “I agree, my dear. He also wants to honor his brother’s memory by bringing something good to the situation. He thinks of setting right some of the darkness that was captured in the art by his ancestors.”

      “Well, I can’t disagree with that. The art in the castle has spooked me from the start. How long could that take?”

      Marcelo met my eyes but didn’t want to answer.

      When it became clear Marcelo would continue to avoid my question, Sir Lancelot said, “Milady, it could take a very long time. It’s always harder to undo a spell that you didn’t cast yourself. It becomes even more difficult to undo once the magician who cast the spell is no longer alive. And, in this case, most of the dark art was enchanted centuries ago, by long dead magicians, not just by his lordship Albacus.”

      I sank into one of the chairs at Sir Lancelot’s explanation. “And Mordecai isn’t free of distractions.”

      “Yes, Clara,” Marcelo admitted. “Sir Lancelot’s right. It could be a long while.”

      “How’ll we make it with all this chaos? There’s so much we need to work on. You know that Count Washur won’t have forgotten about us.”

      “Yes.” Marcelo turned instantly grim. “There’s no doubt that he’ll be thinking of us more often than I’d like.”

      “Is once not too often?” I asked.

      “Yes. Most definitely.”

      “So what are we to do then? Hide ourselves in the study?” I looked around the room. Marcelo had repaired much of the damage the fire had done when I lost control over it, but I could still see the signs of my ignorance when I looked for them. The walls and ceiling were mostly restored. However, the shelves would never go back to how they were before. Magical books and objects that resisted repair were gone forever; that left loud gaps among the items that remained.

      “We could, though I don’t suppose that would be much fun, would it?” Marcelo said.

      Life had been more unusual and adventurous than I ever dreamed it would be since I arrived in Irele. But I wouldn’t have described any of it as fun. It was perilous, bizarre, frightening, yet also uplifting, inspiring, and empowering. But it wasn’t fun.

      “Clara, there’s something I’ve been thinking about. I didn’t want to mention it before, but this might be the right time for it.” Marcelo ran a hand through his dark hair. “Now that my father’s dead, I’m the rightful heir to his title. Since many suspect me dead, I shouldn’t wait long to claim myself as the Count of Bundry.”

      Of course. I knew the laws of inheritance and the traditions of the aristocracy very well. Why hadn’t I thought of how the Count of Bundry’s death changed things for Marcelo? Another loud thump pounded against the door, providing the reason for me. There’d barely been time to think since the battle.

      But Marcelo had clearly been thinking, anyway. “Which also means that I have a responsibility toward the staff at Bundry and the villagers and probably many other things that I haven’t thought of yet.”

      “Yes, I understand.”

      “If Mordecai insists on dealing with the art refugees on his own, then it may be the opportunity for me to travel to Bundry.”

      I waited.

      “I’d like you to come with me. Although Mordecai is a wise and experienced magician, I’m not sure he’d be able to protect you ably as he is now. In a castle with as many threats as this one, I don’t feel comfortable leaving you here unless Mordecai were back to himself.”

      “I’d like to come with you. Anything to get away from the madness for a bit.”

      “Regrettably, I can’t guarantee that the Castle of Bundry will be any less mad. Remember, my father lived in it mostly by himself for quite some time. And I have no doubt that Count Washur continued his regular visits. I don’t know before going there whether the castle is also enchanted, and the spells at Bundry could be much more sinister than those here. Are you ready for that?”

      I found it difficult to imagine anything more sinister than what I’d stumbled into here, but I nodded anyway. I had to be ready. I had no other option.

      It was a familiar story since meeting Marcelo. I was continually hurled into situations I wasn’t ready for. No one seemed to teach me much of anything. They just waited until a threat forced me to use my magic.

      My thoughts flashed across my eyes, and Marcelo read them. “The travel will be long, and it will give us the opportunity to speak of magic. You may be able to learn something useful that way.”

      “Yes, that’ll be wonderful.” Already the thought of leaving the craziness and the memories behind was cheering me up.

      “And I fear the Castle of Bundry will give you opportunity for more magical practice than I’d like. I knew my father. It’s easy to imagine the worst of him and what he might have done with my old home.”

      I smiled. “Of your new home. We can fix it up and set it right.” I hoped I wasn’t lying.

      But it helped. I triggered something in Marcelo that made him smile even broader. “Perhaps, once we clear it and tidy it up, it’ll become our home once we marry.”

      I blushed once my thoughts arrived at the full picture of a married life. I tipped my face.

      Sir Lancelot, usually as punctilious in his manners as Mother, would never have inserted himself into this moment or into our travels. But there was nothing usual about today. In fact, the Castle at Irele had not seen usual in a long time.

      “Milord, may I accompany you on this journey? I’m certain I can find some way of being of service to you.”

      Marcelo smiled and answered, “You may, Sir Lancelot.” But he never took his eyes off me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 4

        

      

    
    
      “How’d it go?”

      Marcelo had been looking down, running his hands through his hair. Now, his head snapped up, surprised to find me still outside the dining room. But where else would I be? My promise to him obliged me to wait for him. Besides, more than honor made me eager to keep my word. The din from the entry hall carried to the dining room with ease. I imagined it echoed throughout the entire castle.

      A particularly loud crash made me, and Sir Lancelot on my shoulder, jump. But not Marcelo. His nerves seemed worn and exhausted. He didn’t flinch.

      He just looked at me with tired eyes. “It went all right, I suppose. We can prepare to leave whenever we’re ready.”

      A buzzing swarm of pixies preceded Mordecai’s exit from the dining room. What piece of art had they even come from? I had noticed only dark art lining the castle’s many halls, the choice of Mordecai’s predecessors. There had been no idyllic scenes that I could find, and now I couldn’t search for them. The paintings and tapestries hung where they always had, but they were vacant and without apparent purpose.

      Mordecai walked over to me, and Sir Lancelot tightened his grip on my shoulder. I winced. “I’m sorry, milady,” he said and loosened his hold, but the relief to my shoulder only lasted a moment. The pixies seemed especially keen to bother the owl. He swiveled to aim his wings at the infringing pixies.

      To them it was a game, but not to the pygmy. I could barely hear what Mordecai said with all of Sir Lancelot’s flustered and indignant huffing.

      “Marcelo has told me that you will be accompanying him to Bundry to settle his affairs there.”

      “Yes, that’s right.”

      “I hope you’ll come back soon. I’ve grown used to having you around.”

      I choked back an egg of emotion. This was the closest any father figure had ever come to expressing affection for me, and it was all the more valuable for its unexpectedness.

      “I’d like that.”

      Marcelo was still running his hands through his hair. The dark strands had seen little peace since the battle. He snapped his arms to his sides, as if suddenly aware of what he’d been doing, and approached Mordecai again. “Are you sure that you’ll be all right without us here?”

      “Yes, my son. I’ll deal with all these recreants and return them to their rightful places.” Then, betraying the real sentiment hidden behind stern words, he reached out a weathered finger to the nearest pixie, who climbed on.

      I feared we might return to the castle to discover the art refugees still here, settled into the many rooms and floors, a permanent fixture of chaos.

      “Are you sure you don’t want me and Clara to help you return them to the art before we leave? We don’t have to go right away.”

      “But you should. The Castle of Bundry’s unclaimed. You must go before Count Washur thinks of laying claim to it through your nephew and your false death.”

      My eyes widened. I hadn’t thought of Count Washur’s involvement.

      “You don’t want to give Count Washur any more reason to kill you than he already has in his misguided and crazy mind.”

      I understood Mordecai’s fear; Count Washur had taken his brother from him. He wouldn’t be able to bear it if he took Marcelo too.

      Mordecai’s face softened, though I wasn’t sure if it was genuine or just hopeful of a time when happy thoughts could be real again. “Clara, I hope you’ll still consider marrying Marcelo here. It’d be nice to have good memories to replace the bad.”

      Even so, I didn’t know if it would be bad luck to start a life together where so many had lost theirs. With her superstitious ways, Maggie would find every reason not to hold a wedding here. But I wasn’t Maggie, and the day when we’d marry was still far off. We hadn’t even spoken of it again since the battle.

      “Of course.”

      “That’s very good, my girl. Now, I’m off to deal with the miscreants some more.” His eyes glazed over and he left in the fog that followed him everywhere lately.

      “I’m worried about him,” Marcelo told me once Mordecai was out of earshot. “He’s not himself at all.”

      “I suppose it’s to be expected. After all, how many years of life had he and Albacus shared?”

      “Somewhere around three hundred seventeen, I think.”

      “What? Really?”

      “Something like that.”

      “Wow. That’s even more than I’d imagined. That’s incredible, really.”

      Marcelo shrugged noncommittally.

      “Some day you’ll have to tell me how they did it.”

      Three hundred seventeen years was an awfully long time. “Have they always lived together?”

      “I think so.”

      “Goodness.” I was beginning to understand how deep the loss to Mordecai was. It was no wonder he couldn’t focus on anything other than the trivial. “I feel so much worse for Mordecai now than before I knew that.”

      Another shrug. “It’s horrible for him and very, very sad. They might’ve shared another few hundred years of life if Count Washur hadn’t shown up here. But you don’t live all those years without learning some strength and perseverance. Mordecai will pull through it, eventually.”

      Eventually could be quite a long time for someone who was over three hundred years old. “I hope so.”

      “So do I.” Marcelo sighed again. Our conversations did little to cheer him up lately. But then, the topics of our conversations hadn’t been happy ones.

      Sir Lancelot started purring on my shoulder. The pygmy owl was asleep. His chest rose up and down in the peace of slumber that allowed him to forget. It had all been overwhelming for the big personality in the little body.

      It had been for all of us.

      Marcelo sidled closer to me in the semblance of privacy amid Sir Lancelot’s muted snores. “Mordecai wants us to marry here because he wants me to be his heir. He still wants us to become the Count and Countess of Irele.”

      “What happens if we possess both titles?” I knew it was possible to do so, but it wasn’t very common. Estates were usually so large that one was sufficient for most men.

      “Nothing, really. They’re too far apart even to consider merging them, and there would probably be no point in it, anyway. When the time comes, we’ll choose which estate to make our home. We can visit the other.”

      I couldn’t imagine the Castle of Irele as my home. It was somewhat larger than Norland Manor, but it was infinitely more secretive and sinister—or maybe it made a bad impression on me since I spent my first three years here as a prisoner of an underwater world.

      I hadn’t seen the Castle of Bundry. Yet from everything Marcelo told me, I imagined it was more terrible than anything I’d seen here.

      I didn’t want to live at either castle.

      But then, I hadn’t wanted to live at Norland Manor either, despite its beautiful gardens and some cheerful memories. After all that I’d experienced, I suppose I could lead a happy life even there.

      Yet that wasn’t an option available to me. I was dead to Norland. I was a woman without a home, with an offer of two of them.

      Marcelo seemed to understand some of what was rifling through me. He didn’t expect more from me.

      We stood in quiet companionship, lulled by the deep breathing of the little owl.
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      We’d meant to leave much earlier. The sun was high in the sky, so that it was reasonable to stay in Irele and begin the journey the next day, with a proper early start. But we left anyway.

      There was little chance we’d be able to avoid the same delays that had cost us our efficiency in travel today. The pixies monopolized Mordecai’s attention, while the remaining creatures that escaped from every surface of the castle brought havoc to the rest of it. Even Sir Lancelot, desperate as he was to get away from the bedlam, was reluctant to leave Mordecai to it by himself.

      “Are you quite certain his lordship will be able to return those most unpleasant little things to whichever ghastly painting housed them?”

      We’d barely left the castle courtyard and already Sir Lancelot was sounding more like himself. Before long, he’d be able to think again. I hoped he wouldn’t talk the entire journey. If he did, we’d  surely regret his company, regardless of how intelligent his conversation was.

      “No. I’m not at all certain that he’ll be able to, not even with Robert’s help. I’m not certain we did the right thing in leaving.”

      “We can go back, Marcelo. We can wait until Mordecai is back to himself and the castle is quiet again.” I wasn’t sure how I felt about staying. I didn’t want to remain in the pandemonium any more than Sir Lancelot did, but I wasn’t particularly looking forward to our destination either. I had a bad sense about Bundry.

      Either way, I wanted Marcelo to make the decision. It was one that conflicted him a great deal.

      “You’re right, Clara, we could go back. But what would that really accomplish? I don’t think Mordecai wants our help. And maybe he’s right. Maybe the distraction and the time alone will be good for him.” But I wondered if Marcelo really believed what he’d just said.

      “I don’t think Mordecai will allow us to help him, even though he saw how effectively you returned the satyr to his tapestry.” A note of humor colored Marcelo’s voice. I hadn’t heard that in weeks.

      “Was it all right? What I did? I didn’t mean to overstep my place. I know the castle is Mordecai’s, and that I barely know what I’m doing, but that satyr is so despicable. The way he treats that poor, wretched maiden. And he actually licked my ear!” I was starting to get angry again. Just the memory of the satyr sparked the fire within me. I had to tamp it down.

      Marcelo actually chuckled. “I’d say you knew exactly what you were doing. The look on that satyr’s face when you forced him into the tapestry was… memorable.”

      “Well, none of you were coming to my aid. I didn’t know what else to do. Should I have let him impose his”—an involuntary tremor swept down my body—“disgusting self upon me?”

      “Of course not, Clara. I’m telling you. You did the right thing. Truly. Mordecai would have interceded had he been his normal self. He’s never been one to put up with abuse of others. However, I still don’t know how you sealed the satyr into the tapestry. How did you do it?”

      “I’m not sure. I didn’t think about that. I just, well, I just did it.”

      “I see. I can’t wait to see what else you can just, well, do.” Marcelo was playing with me. I didn’t care that his teasing was at my expense. The rascally sparkle in his eye more than compensated for it.

      The sun was bright and the smells and sights of spring surrounded us. After the penetrating cold of winter, I couldn’t get enough of them. The pygmy owl was asleep, perched on my horse’s saddle. The rhythmic sway of my horse threatened to put me to sleep as well.

      Warm and serene in the monotony of travel, it was almost possible to forget who and what we were.

      “I wish it were possible for Maggie to be my lady’s maid once we marry and settle into one of the castles.”

      “I wish so too, but I don’t see how it’s possible. The dead don’t usually require lady’s maids.”

      “And we couldn’t just tell her, I don’t suppose? Get a message to her and ask her to travel here to join us?”

      Marcelo gave me a look, but I already knew the prospect was foolish without it. Maggie couldn’t become part of the life I led now any more than Gertrude could. It didn’t matter how much I might wish it, they would not understand who I was in the process of becoming. Even if they did, it would be much too dangerous for them.

      “No one can know what you’re capable of. You know that as well as I do, Clara. Even knowing you’re alive would be sufficient to endanger Gertrude.”

      There was a part of me that always entertained the idea of Gertrude discovering I was alive. “Why would simply knowing I’m alive harm Gertrude?”

      “You forget that Gertrude’s no longer an eleven-year-old girl. How old would she be now? Fifteen? And you’ve told me she’s like you. At fifteen, if you found out the sister you loved weren’t dead but alive after all, would you do nothing to try to find her, especially if your parents didn’t know?”

      “Would it really be that awful if she did find me?” How could I completely give up on the sister that meant so much to me? It seemed an unreasonable sacrifice.

      Marcelo gave me another look that said: Why are you asking questions you already know the answers to?

      “Winston might not be after us anymore, but others worse than him are. Or have you already forgotten about Count Washur and my nephew? Certainly they’re looking for us now, or at the very least, they’re plotting the eventual way to get at us. And I doubt Count Washur’s fond of failure. He’ll be planning a way to hurt us that takes into account both my powers and yours.”

      Suddenly, the sun didn’t feel bright but exposing, the open road unprotected instead of serene. I looked around as if I could spot the invisible threat that—Marcelo was right—formed somewhere with us as its target.

      “Is it a good idea for us to travel out in the open like this? If you’re right, and Count Washur is plotting against us, isn’t this dangerous?”

      “Of course it is. But with Count Washur after us, anywhere is dangerous. He doesn’t need an open road to get to us. Hidden in a fortress wasn’t enough protection. We may as well go about our lives without worrying about when he’ll come to us. I doubt we’ll see him coming. Or maybe you will.” He hadn’t forgotten the visions I had warning of the enemy’s approach. Neither had I.

      “Shouldn’t we work on my magic while we journey then? I still haven’t had the chance to prepare properly. It seems that I should since it’s my life—and yours—that’s threatened.”

      Marcelo sighed. His reaction to teaching me magic hadn’t changed, despite the perils we’d faced together, the time we’d shared, and the love that had grown between us. “We should.” Reluctance colored each word. “Our journey to Bundry will take several days. It’s the best thing we can do with the time.”

      “How should we go about it then? So that, well, it’s safe?”

      “I’m not certain we’ll ever find a way to make your magic completely safe. I suppose we should just hope for the best. Because you’re right, you know. The more you prepare, the better able you’ll be to face whatever comes against us. It won’t be Winston, but it’ll be bad. For now, begin with small things and learn how to control them. That way you’ll minimize the danger, and you’ll learn how to be more precise in your magic.”

      I nodded, but the melancholy nodded with me. I didn’t know what was going on with me.

      “All right. What should I do?”

      “Clara, why are you crying?”

      “I don’t know. But forget about it. Just tell me where to start so I can stop being a burden to all of us and start helping to protect us from Count Washur.” My voice had grown low with sudden anger, and Marcelo, alarmed, looked at me.

      Neither he nor I were used to this display of emotional imbalance.

      “What’s going on?”

      “I told you, I don’t know,” I snapped. But instead of looking wounded or angry himself, he began to look around, leveling his gaze with the ground beneath the surrounding tree lines.

      Marcelo brought his horse to a halt and stilled himself. Master and horse put their ears to the task of alertness; the stallion drew his ears away from his head.

      “What is it? Do you see something?” I whispered without knowing if there was reason to.

      Marcelo didn’t answer. I would have thought he hadn’t even heard me if I couldn’t tell that he was listening to every possible sound.

      Then I heard something. The snap of a fallen branch.

      Marcelo turned his horse to face whatever was coming, and all I could think was that my magical training was doomed never to happen.

      My emotions had picked up on the threat. I wasn’t mature enough yet as a witch to know how to interpret the many things I felt. The disturbance in the elements translated to agitation of my feelings instead of a useful warning of the menace that advanced on us.

      Even once I noticed that Marcelo was turned the wrong way and that the real threat was coming up from behind him, I didn’t do anything for that fateful second that sealed our luck.

      Of all people, it couldn’t be him.
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      The arrogant flamboyance he’d displayed in our last meeting was absent. However, it wasn’t because he was no longer arrogant or had suddenly become pleasant; it was because he knew he had to act fast.

      And I froze. Just as I did when Marcelo’s nephew stood in front of me in the courtyard of Irele’s castle with those dark, menacing eyes that told me exactly what he planned to do with me. It was only a few moments, but it was enough. By the time I reacted, Winston had bound Marcelo and was fastening the rope around me.

      The rope tightened down on my chest after Winston flung it at me with crude yet effective magic. There wasn’t enough slack for full lung expansion, and my breaths came in uncomfortable, shallow rasps. But the rope didn’t scare me. I seemed to be exempt from the rule that constricted all other magicians; I’d untied myself once before.

      I couldn’t stop staring at Winston. What was he doing here? Why didn’t he think me dead like everyone else?

      He looked the same as he did last time I saw him on my way to Irele when he nearly killed Marcelo. He had the same malicious glint in his eye. He looked back at me with the same leering hatred.

      His laugh startled me, although I saw his face, equally wicked and disturbing, prepare to release the sound. The savagery that rumbled through his laughter was impossible to ignore.

      If someone from my old life—when I was Lady Clara—had to find me, why did it have to be Winston of all people?

      Yet here he was. What I wanted didn’t make a difference. With him, it never had. My former fiancé had only seen me as his property, and that hadn’t changed.

      It surprised me that he was doing magic and that he could have learned how to manipulate rope since we last saw him.

      I recoiled from him, from all the taunting aggression that he stood for, but I had nowhere to recoil to. Impossibly, the ropes seemed to tighten even more.

      Winston laughed again. Each fraction of sound elongated to grate against my nerves. “Struggling to breathe, are you?” He threw his head back in uproar, genuinely delighted at what few other humans would find joy in. Sadly, heavily, I could think of two others who would, and Winston might just know them.

      “That’s what witches like you deserve.” Winston dismounted his horse and strode over to me, where he grabbed my horse’s reins. “Do you know that when they burn the witches in the fires—rightfully so, I might add—they usually die from lack of air? The fire consumes the air as it consumes them.”

      He clucked. My nerves flared again. “Such a shame, really. That they should die before they feel the fire as much as they deserve. The despicable deserve to die despicably.”

      I held his gaze as he spat at me.

      “How dare you!” Marcelo roared from behind his shackles. I realized I’d never seen Marcelo truly angry before. Not even when Count Washur’s army attacked us was he this angry.

      I tried to hold my composure, but I didn’t succeed. My nostrils flared and my jaw inched forward.

      “How dare you treat a lady like this!” Marcelo said. “She’s a match to you in society, or have you forgotten that your parents found her worthy to be your wife? You should be ashamed of yourself.”

      “She isn’t my match in society, nor in any other way. She’s revolting. A disgusting aberration. She deserves everything I’ve planned for her. Every bit of it.”

      Winston didn’t seem at all bothered by the obvious hypocrisy of his statements and actions. He was accusing me of performing magic and, therefore, becoming an aberration, yet he’d used magic to tie us.

      “You’ll pay for this, Winston.” Marcelo’s eyes bulged in fury as he struggled against the bindings that constrained more than his body.

      I held my tongue. I didn’t trust myself to say anything. How gentle Samuel could be so different than his older brother was baffling.

      The spit was soaking into my dress. An outline of wetness encircled a splotch of frothy saliva marring my beautiful corn-silk blue dress, with its ample folds of taffeta, in a way that would outlast several washings.

      I didn’t mean to—and I was surprised when it happened—but the water in Winston’s spit responded to me. Actually, it was more than that. The element of water didn’t just respond to me, it nudged me along, as if it were as eager as I was to put Winston in his place. I felt its eagerness. And I didn’t even have to wish for it to happen.

      The saliva rose from my dress, leaving it impeccable. When the spit caught the sunlight, it sparkled as if it were something sophisticated. Even Winston’s hatred couldn’t conceal the beauty of the elements.

      As I watched, entranced, uncertain whether I was making this happen or not, I was amazed at the beauty that existed in everything. The water continued to shine as if it were the primordial example of elemental purity.

      Winston hadn’t moved, though the smirk on his face had lost some of its enthusiasm. The spit flew. It traversed the short distance between my skirts and his face. It touched him at the hairline before it dragged downward in a straight line across his forehead, nose, lips and chin. It pooled in the collar of his shirt against the pulsing concavity between his collarbones.

      He stood frozen, as I’d been when I first saw him approaching behind Marcelo.

      The water element’s power was evident. Humanity coexisted with the elements, but they were the more powerful ones. Always.

      Winston wiped his hand down his face, cupped the spit, and then flung it to the ground. There, it disappeared, unimportant atop the dark dirt and rocks of the road. “That’s right. I was warned about you. You’ve become quite the magical little witch, haven’t you? Even though everyone thinks you’re dead. Is that one of your foolish magic tricks too? It doesn’t matter though, does it? I have you bound, and now you can’t do anything about it.” Winston took a step toward me and leaned his face closer. I could feel the heat of his breath and the foulness of his last meal. “I can do anything I want with you, can’t I? Your lover’s all bound up too.”

      He ran a cold, clammy finger along the side of my face and down my chin; I held my head high in defiance. He ran it across my lips, and I pulled my head back, as far away from him as I could without moving my bound body. To hell with defiance. He was disgusting.

      There was the laugh again, just as revolting as it had been the last few times. “I can do whatever, absolutely whatever, I want to you, Lady Clara, and you can’t do a thing about it. You can’t call on your magician lover or your high and noble papa. Out here, you’re mine, just like you’re supposed to be.”

      What he said wasn’t exactly true though, and I flicked a glance at Marcelo. Winston threw his head back and roared in hideous enjoyment that didn’t sound like the laughter of normal people. He misinterpreted my look to Marcelo as one of desperation.

      Behind Winston, Marcelo shook his head once and only slightly. But I knew what it meant. So did Sir Lancelot, who was trying very hard to seem invisible and doing a good job of it.

      I didn’t do a single thing. I didn’t say a word. I allowed the pretense to continue even as my arms grew tingly and numb.

      In an unnerving replay of our last encounter, we began the long march toward a new destination.

      Now, Marcelo’s horse and mine were tied to Winston’s steed.

      I didn’t know exactly where we were going, but I could guess.

      Not a single one of the alternatives I considered were good ones.
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      I’d feared that Winston would torture us with his foul words while we journeyed, but the unexpected silence was almost worse. It allowed my mind to wonder at the many confusing aspects of his sudden appearance.

      How had he learned magic? The least threatening of the alternatives was that he’d found a random magician to teach him a few spells in exchange for payment. If Winston knew that binding magicians also bound their magic, it would make sense that one of the few spells he’d choose to learn would be one that secured a rope around us.

      However, the effect of binding was a secret magicians guarded. It was unlikely that this was the scenario that had actually taken place.

      I didn’t even want to think of the other possible sources of Winston’s magic out of fear that it might somehow make them true. We’d find out soon enough.

      We were in the middle of a desolate stretch of land. The few buildings that dotted the road were sparse, inns and taverns for the traveler.

      Marcelo was behind me, and any time I turned to look at him, Winston also turned to watch the interaction. There was no chance to discover Marcelo’s thoughts, and I ached to know how different they were from my own.

      I was alone in this, at least for now, alone with thoughts of sadness, despair, and apathy. I didn’t even know what to feel. All I knew was that the day had already been much too long.

      Not even Sir Lancelot would save me from myself. He kept his eyes firmly shut. Only once did I notice him snap them open to see the face of our captor. But he shut them again before Winston noticed, and Sir Lancelot kept them closed ever since in the ruse of deep sleep.

      I wished my petite companion would offer me solace, but I knew I shouldn’t blame him. He was small. Winston could crush him even without magic.

      We passed another green hillock awash with bright wildflowers. Then another tree, majestic in its stoicism, unmoved by the transitory nature of human life; a bird chirped among its branches, tucked away so I couldn’t find it. Another tree, another hill, another idyllic setting that would otherwise bring me great joy.

      I looked over my shoulder again. My arms protested at the unkind movement, sending their complaints straight to my lower back. They were having enough of a problem trying to survive the unbearable pins and needles that ran up and down them without any significant motion on my part.

      I needed to know why Marcelo wanted me to remain bound. Wouldn’t it be better if I broke free so we could be done with this ruse? Why spend another moment with this loathsome ruffian?

      But Winston’s eyes followed mine, and so Marcelo gave away nothing.

      I was forced into a choice: continue pretending that Winston had defeated me and allow him to take us wherever he intended, or stand up to him now and prevent his plans.

      Certainly, Marcelo must have his reasons for deciding we should ride along. Maybe it was important not to reveal to Winston that I was an exceptional witch, who could unbind herself when others couldn’t. Winston was a dangerous man even before his new interest in learning magic. Perhaps it was too risky to expose this particular capability of mine, too great of an advantage to possess it as a secret.

      I didn’t understand enough of magic, especially my unusual way of accessing it, to be able to foresee the ramifications of it. And so even though I didn’t comprehend why, I chose to honor Marcelo’s judgment. He possessed the experience to make a wiser decision than I was capable of.

      I could only hope his decision was the right one.

      I allowed myself to be one with the elements. I felt the five-petal knot humming peacefully at my heart center. Nothing about our present circumstances worried it. When I took the four basic elements and the still mysterious fifth into account, it was easier to forget any reason for concern.

      And so I let it go for now. The clouds up ahead became a five-petal flower before transforming into a face I knew by heart. Gertrude’s face was only clear for a brief instant. Then it became something else—a six-fingered hand, perhaps.

      But even for a second, I saw her. I closed my eyes to hold the sight of her and her trailing hair for a moment longer.
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      By the time the third day of travel dawned, not even the ever-morphing clouds could distract me from the many indignities I’d suffered at Winston’s hands. I knew things could be worse, and knowing something about Winston’s temperament, I understood things could be much worse.

      Winston guided us off the roadside to hide in the forest at nighttime. There, he gagged our mouths with foul rags, tied us to the trunks of trees much sturdier than us, our arms still tied behind us. It was impossible to find a comfortable position to sleep in, even if I could have slept through the cold of the spring nights. But I couldn’t. I alternated between sitting and lying as best I could, shivering, begging for the sun to rise again while exhaustion took further hold.

      Winston appeared to keep watch of us even as he rested. In the dark, I’d suddenly experience the uncomfortable sensation of his eyes upon me, all throughout the night.

      Even the horses appeared unable to relax. They were unusually skittish, just as I was. Every unidentified sound startled my nerves and set my heart to racing, even if the greatest danger to me was within plain sight, just one tree trunk away, between Marcelo and me.

      Again I wondered why Marcelo would want us to continue the ruse that I couldn’t unbind myself. But I was still unfamiliar enough with magic that I didn’t dare attempt something to which I didn’t fully understand the consequences. Marcelo, who possessed far more experience and knowledge than I did, didn’t want me to reveal that I was unique even among witches.

      Once the interminable night ended, astride our horses again, we watched the sun rise and color a glade. Elk walked, unusually exposed, through the clearing, undoubtedly heading home where they could disappear from the human world. The grasses swayed back and forth in a never-ending symphony that was no less beautiful for its poignant silence.

      I ached from the effort of attempting to lose myself in the beauty that surrounded me, to pull myself away from the realities of captivity. I longed for the comfortable rides in the carriages of my youth, where my sisters and I played games to pass the time to our destinations.

      Fatigue pulled at me as effectively as delirium. In fact, I wasn’t certain I could distinguish between the two anymore. I didn’t bother to look back at Marcelo another time. My entire body ached and my emotions were raw. I strained from concealing my anguish from Winston, but I refused to give him the pleasure of seeing what his actions did to me.

      Right then I decided I’d free myself. I didn’t think I cared what Marcelo’s reason for the pretense was any longer. Just thinking how the rope could unwind itself from my arms was more poetic than any poem I could fathom. I salivated, my body’s signals confused and overwhelmed by the thought of physical freedom.

      I closed my eyes, determined to untie the binds.

      Hazily, through a dense mist of exhaustion, I reached for the elements that composed the rope. Every material, every substance, ultimately broke down into parts until only the elements remained.

      I traced the fibers of the rope back to reeds that lined a pond filled with life. I smiled unconsciously, without giving my first smile in days permission to appear. I felt the water in the rope. Even more, I felt the earth within it. I sensed the sunshine that had nourished the reeds to their height and the breezes that had animated them.

      Just through identifying its parts, the rope began to loosen. The ties budged only minimally, but enough to keep them from cutting into my skin where the fibers had already rubbed the flesh raw.

      I knew the rope would give all I wanted it to. Despite my weariness, it’d respond to me. I could do it. All I had to do was think of them unwinding and they would.

      I hadn’t even checked up ahead to see what Winston was doing before I closed my eyes to this magic. Over the last several days, beyond monitoring any attempt I made at communication with Marcelo, he’d scarcely looked to either side while we rode. He trained his sight forward, with an uncommon unwavering. It was unsettling as much as any other part of him was.

      But whether I’d checked on our captor or not was irrelevant. I was disgusted and worn to the point of not caring. I didn’t care about Winston’s reaction. I didn’t care what he’d do or how I’d defend against it. I didn’t even care that I was more powerful than him and that I might lose control over my powers in my fatigue and consequent apathy.

      I just didn’t care at all. All I could think of was getting free from these ropes.

      So when Winston spoke, I was unprepared to hear his voice. I was even less prepared to hear him tell us we were almost there.

      My eyes popped open and stared straight into the sun. Amid dots of color that clouded my vision, I saw a castle. Atop a hill, it was just as grand as Norland Manor or Irele Castle. But this was neither of those, and it wasn’t the Castle of Bundry either. Marcelo had described his childhood home as one that sat on the crest of a mountain overlooking the sea.

      This could only be one place. The one theory I hadn’t wanted to explore. It didn’t matter that I didn’t give it the energy of my thoughts or fears, we were here just the same.

      Had Marcelo known Winston was leading us here? And if so, why on earth hadn’t he allowed me to free us long before we reached the shadow of this darkness?

      “Welcome to Washur, Lady Clara and Count Bundry.” Winston’s voice dripped with a nastiness far worse than sarcasm. “I’m quite certain the Count of Washur will be happy to see you.”

      Sir Lancelot’s diminutive body began to tremble. He pursed his eyes shut even harder. But that wouldn’t keep out the wickedness we approached, and the pygmy owl knew it. He’d lived centuries—even if much of that time he’d existed in a painting—long enough to recognize true evil for what it was.

      I wished I could put a hand on him to offer comfort. But I let thoughts of untying us go. Count Washur was an adversary far greater than what I was prepared for, and his shadow already reached us. I’d have to trust Marcelo and his unexplained wishes for our captivity.

      I just prayed he knew what he was doing. Because Count Washur certainly did.
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      The march toward Washur Castle felt oddly like a prisoner’s final walk down the gangplank of a pirate ship. I’d read vivid scenes of death by pirate in front of the hearth at Norland Manor, and our procession felt just as terminal. My nerves shook despite my exhaustion, and I was grateful that Winston still faced forward so he didn’t see my courageous resolve crumbling.

      I hadn’t faced Count Washur in battle at Irele, but I knew enough about him to terrify me all the same. He was sufficiently skilled to steal Albacus’ life and Count Bundry’s sanity. Both of these now-dead magicians had far greater experience and ability than me.

      I couldn’t help but wonder again why Marcelo had allowed Winston to bring me here. He knew I could break free, didn’t he? Or, I thought with mounting panic, had I not remembered to tell him? Had I misinterpreted his subtle motions? My heart began racing. Did he mean to reassure me with a faint wag of the head, thinking there was nothing either one of us could do, instead of telling me not to break free as I’d interpreted? My stomach squeezed. Oh god, could I have been this stupid?

      I tried, but I couldn’t remember now. Had I told him I’d managed to unbind myself when his nephew kidnapped me, or hadn’t I? Desperation and regret tasted sour in my mouth.

      Why did these thoughts only come to me now, when it was too late to do much about it? Even if I unbound myself at this point, Count Washur might already be watching our approach. It might be worse if I revealed a secret advantage I still retained, assuming Marcelo’s nephew hadn’t told Count Washur I was the only witch alive that could untie myself once bound. But why wouldn’t Marcelo’s nephew tell the Count? Of course he would.

      I was such a fool. I was the only one who wouldn’t consider telling the magicians around me that I could do this. I was the only one too overwhelmed with a new life I was insufficiently trained and prepared for to lose sight of what might be important and what wasn’t. I was the only truly different one, even among the underworld of magic.

      I no longer fit into the “normal” world. And I set myself apart from the world of magic, even if I did so unwillingly. I was a witch, but I remained an uncommon witch.

      The unsettled thoughts, a muddle of not-knowing and assumption, did nothing to soothe my already frazzled nerves. I trembled, an embarrassing sign of fear that I had no way to hide. My body wouldn’t do what I commanded. I couldn’t settle my mind enough to do it.

      My breathing became ragged and irregular. My shoulders, arms, and hands throbbed with the yearning memory of normal blood flow. Once I was loose of my bindings, I didn’t know if my arms would know how to behave any more. Would they regain their proper range of motion, or was it too late for them? Three days of numbness was a long time.

      Winston’s horse reached the first of the cobblestones. The click clack of hooves changed. The sound became sharper and echoed.

      I wondered, was it too late for me too? Would it be too late for the man I loved and our owl companion?

      The cobblestones paved a long approach to the castle. Our horses’ footsteps rang out loudly, announcing our arrival. Each one made me tense, wishing there were a way we could come and go from this large fortress of a castle without its residents’ knowledge.

      However, there was no hiding from our fate.

      Our approach rang louder in my ears the closer we got. The castle loomed larger and more terribly above us until Winston led us to its side and dismounted. He tied his horse to a post and walked to me.

      “Get down,” he said, already reaching hands to my hips to assist me.

      I flared my nostrils and glared at him, wanting desperately to slap his hands away.

      A wicked smile played across his lips at my resistance. He sprawled his fingers across my hips and gripped harder, pulling me out of my saddle.

      My instinct was to kick at him, but Sir Lancelot still perched on the horn of my saddle, feigning sleep even while his talons clutched the leather beneath him in a death grip. It was all I could do to make it off the saddle without hurting the pygmy owl.

      Winston yanked on me and dragged me down. When he released me, I stumbled.

      Winston led my horse next to his, and the instant his back was turned to us, Sir Lancelot flew to my shoulder. His flight was as quiet as any owl’s when it approaches its prey below. Regardless, certainly Winston must have noticed, and since he didn’t react, I was left to assume Winston didn’t feel threatened by an animal he could crush in the palm of his bare hand.

      Our small friend immediately pretended to return to sleep upon my shoulder—a ludicrous pretense that further endeared him to me.

      Winston tied my horse next to his and moved toward Marcelo’s horse. But before Winston could pull Marcelo from his saddle, Marcelo swung a leg across it and slid down the side of his horse awkwardly. With his hands tied behind his back, he was lucky not to fall or otherwise hurt himself, but I understood why he did it, and I half-wished I’d had the nerve to do it myself.

      Marcelo glared at our captor. Winston chuckled wickedly and left Marcelo standing there, regaining his balance, while he led his horse next to the others.

      Winston walked over to us, smiling nastily the entire way. He mock bowed at me and said, “After you, milady. We mustn’t keep our gracious host, the Count, waiting.” He extended his arm signaling the way, as any proper gentleman would.

      When I didn’t budge and Marcelo only moved next to me in a protective posture, Winston growled, all his play—which had been for his enjoyment only—gone. “Get in there. Now.” He shoved Marcelo and me from behind.

      We stumbled forward, Sir Lancelot’s talons gripping my shoulder uncomfortably. But then I stopped again. Marcelo waited at my side. He looked at me with concern, but with much more calm than I was managing. I wondered if it was an act or if he could truly feel confident of our survival.

      Winston brought a hand to his sword, strapped to his hips, and fingered its pommel playfully. He said, “Either you walk on your own, or I’ll motivate you properly and then drag you in there. It’s your choice.”

      As if we had a choice. His meaning was clear.

      When Winston pushed me again, this time more forcefully, Sir Lancelot flapped his wings to maintain balance, his wing feathers tickling the left side of my face uncomfortably. I pulled my face away from the pygmy while stumbling. But this time I continued walking, realizing that each step I took delivered me into the hands of someone worse than Winston.

      My footsteps were heavy with dread as I closed the distance from the side of the castle and across the paving stones of the approach. I had to force my feet to follow my commands when it was time to climb the shallow staircase that rose to the castle’s entrance. And when I reached the landing, I thought I’d be sick with each small step that brought me closer to the castle’s large front door.

      Once I stopped at the door, Winston barreled between Marcelo and me and pushed open the door without knocking—as if he lived there. That realization hit me hard. The one possibility—that Winston was associating with Count Washur—that I hadn’t wanted to consider because of how awful it was confirmed its truth on the sound of well-oiled hinges.

      The entryway was silent. Far too silent for a castle this large that must have a significant staff to maintain it.

      But it appeared empty. At least, it was as of yet empty of Count Washur and Marcelo’s nephew. The indoors bore a peculiar resemblance to the Castle of Irele, and I caught Sir Lancelot peaking his wide, yellow eyes open to inspect our dire surroundings. It was odd that the homes of two enemies should be so similar, although the art that adorned the castle here was much more gruesome and purposeful in its darkness even than the odious ancestral dark art collection of the brothers.

      No magical candles burned. Instead, the castle and its inhabitants were left to an overpowering darkness that dragged them out of the springtime of outdoors and into a relapse of winter.

      Winston closed the door behind us, sealing our fate.

      “Count Washur?” Winston called out. His voice echoed down the entry hall.

      I gulped uncomfortably, discovering how dry my throat was.

      There was no answer.

      For the first time since Winston ambushed us, doubt and concern replaced his usual arrogance.

      “Count Washur?”

      Still, silence. A thin line of sweat cropped up on Winston’s forehead.

      My thighs trembled with fear and the relief of not being in a saddle anymore.

      If Count Washur weren’t here, what would Winston do with us now? If Winston were the only threat, I’d break free, even if I didn’t get the chance to suggest the possibility to Marcelo first.

      But where was all the staff? In a house such as this, as large as this, there would almost certainly be a staff of servants. A butler would be here to open the door to us. Even if their master were absent, many of them would remain behind to tend to the duties of the house.

      Winston’s entreaty was more tentative this time, laced with disappointment. “Count Washur? Anyone?”

      When the silence was final, Winston pinned his attention on us. It was as unnerving as having insects crawl across my bare skin. He put his hands to his hips and considered. I did my best to appear innocent and unthreatening.

      Until Winston’s eyes gleamed wickedly, whatever plans he had for us reaffirmed despite the hiccup of Count Washur’s absence. “I guess I’ll have to do something with you until Count Washur returns,” Winston said. Then he smiled.

      I hated that smile.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 10

        

      

    
    
      Winston went back over to the front door and opened it. But he didn’t take his eyes from Marcelo or me. Forty or so feet away from us, I couldn’t hear the spell he was casting, but I could see his lips moving.

      Whatever magic he was summoning, I was quite certain I wouldn’t like it.

      It only took a minute before several bundles of rope landed heavily in Winston’s arms. Evidently, he’d come prepared to restrain us properly. I imagined he’d cast some kind of spell to transfer the bundles of rope from his saddlebags to his arms.

      So he’d learned at least two spells. How to bind with rope and how to move items. I couldn’t predict if a tally of his magic would help or not, but I was keeping track.

      Winston cast a measured look toward Marcelo and me, and then moved over to Marcelo first. Apparently, he considered me the lesser risk, despite whatever he’d heard of me.

      He dropped two bundles of rope next to my feet and threaded his arm through the other one. With his free hand, he grabbed Marcelo’s shoulder, spun him, and then yanked—hard—on his arms, still tied behind his back.

      I grimaced. I imagined a yank like that would be painful on arms that were undoubtedly as devastatingly numb as mine were.

      Winston led Marcelo to a wide pillar that framed a grand staircase. “Sit,” Marcelo barked.

      I watched, worrying, wondering if Marcelo would put up a fight. My memories of seeing Winston beat Marcelo nearly to death were far too fresh. My eyes widened in panic. Marcelo couldn’t think he’d achieve much with his magic bound and his hands tied behind his back.

      Marcelo hesitated, but when Winston pushed him down, he allowed it.

      It’s not like it was a good turn of events, but I sighed in relief regardless.

      Winston mumbled another spell while he extended the arm with the rope. Like a snake, the rope uncoiled itself from his arm and fastened Marcelo to the pillar he leaned against. Even from the distance that separated us, I could tell the rope held Marcelo tightly. He sat rigidly against the pillar.

      Once Winston was satisfied, he walked over to me, retrieved the rope from the floor at my feet, and pointed the way with his hand. “To the pillar across the hall from him.”

      He didn’t have to say more. His eyes said it all. If I didn’t comply, I’d regret it. I walked over to the pillar and slumped awkwardly to the floor against it. A jolt of pain rose up my tied arms.

      When Winston mumbled the spell again to bind my back against the pillar, I couldn’t focus on his words at the intensifying pain from my arms being pressed between my back and the stone pillar. Stars flashed across my vision from the pain, and I directed all of that into a seething look at our tormentor.

      Winston ignored my murderous look and turned his attention to Sir Lancelot. Up until then, I’d barely said a word. I knew words wouldn’t get me anywhere good with this man, and I had no desire to fuel his pleasure by responding to his cruelty and taunts. Bullies fed on the pain and anger of others.

      But I had to say something now. “He’s a harmless owl. Just a pet. He poses no harm.” My words were a bit too desperate. I’d read books on birds in the library at Norland Manor that described how fragile the hollow bones of owls were. Sir Lancelot was far from a pet, and I feared for him even more than I did for Marcelo and me. Winston could crush him without even trying, and I imagined Winston would definitely try, especially since my voice revealed how much the little owl meant to me.

      I wished I’d been able to control myself better, but Winston had pushed me too hard and too far. I was dangerously close to snapping any self-control I had, one thing I realized I couldn’t afford. I swallowed my regret and waited for Winston’s judgment.

      His eyes studied me and the owl. He appeared to weigh the final coil of rope over his arm. Then he yanked at Sir Lancelot violently. It didn’t take much to pull him from my cloak. Sir Lancelot was intelligent to the point of genius. He’d realize his best chance to survive this was in not resisting. If he tensed his body and fought Winston, he’d almost certainly get hurt.

      Winston gripped Sir Lancelot—too firmly, I was sure from the terrified look on the owl’s face—and walked up the staircase behind us. When he was halfway up the stairs, he crouched next to the balustrade and muttered the same spell quickly while he outstretched the arm that held the rope. With his other hand, he held Sir Lancelot against the balustrade.

      Sir Lancelot didn’t move a feather while the rope wound itself against his diminutive body.

      I wasn’t the praying type, but I prayed then—to what I don’t know, perhaps to Maggie’s God—that Sir Lancelot would survive this. Because if the ropes crushed his body the way they were crushing mine, I suspected it’d be more than enough to shatter his delicate bones.

      With a disgusted look toward Marcelo and me—as if we’d done something to him!—but without another word, Winston walked down the hall and out of sight.

      The darkness swallowed him up, so that not even the echo of his footsteps reached us for long. Presumably, he was going to look for Count Washur.

      I waited until the stale, dense silence of the castle settled around us again. And then I rushed to interrupt it. “Marcelo,” I whispered as loudly as I dared. “Why haven’t you wanted me to untie myself?”

      “What?”

      “Why haven’t you wanted me to untie myself?” I said again with urgency. I needed to know.

      “What do you mean untie yourself? You can untie yourself?”

      I couldn’t believe it. I hadn’t told him. My spirits sank somewhere around my numb wrists. We could have avoided all of this! Or at least the worst of it. If I’d untied myself on our trek here with Winston, there was no guarantee I would’ve been able to overpower him before I was able to untie Marcelo. But it would have been worth the risk of exposing this one secret about me Winston obviously didn’t know.

      And Marcelo hadn’t known either. I groaned in a very unladylike manner. In the aftermath of the battle, I hadn’t shared that one remarkable detail with him. There’d been so much risked and so much lost that the paths that got us there hadn’t seemed as important.

      I could have untied us and saved us three days of agony. It was unbelievable. I slumped against the column, my arms surrendered to the pain that minor movement brought.

      “Clara! Are you serious? Can you really unbind yourself?” Feverish eyes wiped the shock from Marcelo’s face.

      My ears strained for the sound of returning footsteps. “Yes. I thought you knew. I thought when you shook your head at me, you were telling me not to untie myself.”

      Marcelo groaned as loudly as he dared. “I’d never willfully allow that brute to do what he did to you, and I’d never allow him to bring you to Count Washur.” Another pregnant sigh. “Oh no. Oh my god. I can’t believe I didn’t see it. And thank all our blessings that Winston didn’t notice.”

      “What?” I said. I had no idea what he was talking about.

      “When Winston… spit on you.” Marcelo seemed to have trouble accepting that he’d done such an offensive thing. “You sent his foulness back onto him. That was you. Doing magic. Even after you were bound. And I didn’t even put that together. I don’t know what I was thinking? That the water element would just do that on its own? Dammit. Clearly I wasn’t thinking at all.”

      And clearly Winston wasn’t either. Thank goodness. Or my secret would’ve been revealed for no reason that was useful to us.

      “Ugh,” Marcelo growled. He sounded terribly disappointed in himself.

      I didn’t know what to say, but I didn’t want him blaming himself for something he shouldn’t. So I said, “I’m sorry,” and I was truly sorry for so many things. Winston was after me, not him or Sir Lancelot. Winston’s fixation was with me and his twisted desire to possess me, something the law might actually back him up on. The law had been set by men to protect men, not women.

      “There’s nothing for you to be sorry for,” Marcelo said, his voice sad. “‘Tis I who’s sorry.” He sighed again, and it sounded very much like the sound of defeat. “Well, if you can untie us, hurry up and do it now then. Get us out of here before he returns. Move as fast as you can, and if he should return while you’re in the middle of the magic, just pretend you’re still tied.”

      I nodded.

      “Now, Clara.”

      I closed my eyes amid a silent prayer that I would have the time I needed. If I didn’t succeed, it would be bad. I would have revealed my secret advantage for no purpose.

      I found the elements right away, and I knew I’d be able to untie us quickly. The five-petal knot was waiting, as it always was. It waited for me to learn of my power, for me to call on it, for me to be a co-conspirator of incredible creation.

      I’d already discovered the elements within the rope while we were outside, and they stood out for me now. With a calm that had been unfamiliar since Winston ambushed us, my intentions reached out to the elements. They didn’t need me to spend time with them before acting, they seemed to understand the urgency. They were eager to comply as if they shared my disgust in Winston, that I should be subservient to a man as vile as him.

      Easily, with a refreshing grace, the rope untied from my hands. It unraveled as delicately as if it were made of silk, though the raw gouges in my wrists wouldn’t allow me to believe it for long. I left the other end of the rope tied to the post and moved my thoughts to Marcelo.

      Just as simply, I reached for the elements that made up the rope that bound him. I could tell the rope had been cut from the same longer piece. The origins of the rope were identical.

      I smiled. Even though the rope that was untying now didn’t touch me, I followed the path of the elements and experienced it happening.

      Without intending it, another groan escaped Marcelo, this one of pain. He looked at me, alarmed; it had been too loud.

      Urgently, he stood. “Untie Sir Lancelot. Quickly.”

      I repeated the process with the pygmy, and it was faster this time. Once I untied him, I watched him, concerned, wondering if he could still fly. By some miracle, he could, and he flapped rapidly over to my shoulder again. We didn’t need to tell him how important it was that we move quickly.

      When Sir Lancelot settled on my shoulder, my hands were still too numb and pained from the returning blood flow to touch him reassuringly. So I leaned my face into him instead. I didn’t realize how attached I’d grown to my small friend until I almost lost him.

      Marcelo didn’t spare time for relief. “Come. Let’s go.” He reached a hand out to help me, his face contorted in a grimace. I wanted to take his hand—I didn’t know if I’d make it up without it—but I couldn’t get my arms to work properly. So I struggled to my knees instead, tangling in the skirt of my dress until I could get my feet beneath me.

      Even the feather-light owl seemed too much. The burdens of the last several days weighed heavily, especially now that I realized how needless they’d been.

      We stumbled and lurched into the front entryway. Neither one of us could get our hands to work well. Our fingers slipped as they tried to grasp the handle of the door.

      Finally, Marcelo resorted to magic to heave open the door. He did it silently, and we slipped outside, blinking and squinting against the brightness of the day.

      Without magic, neither one of us could untie our horses from their posts or grip their reins. Thankfully, we were magicians and Winston and the castle’s staff remained elusive. Marcelo helped me onto my horse, jumped onto his, and we were away.

      My heartbeat pounded in my head. My shoulders, arms, and hands were coming alive, the torturous metamorphosis of the dead becoming undead. My horse’s steps rattled every part of me, unstable as I was on the saddle.

      My horse followed Marcelo’s down the hill in a gallop without my guidance.

      “It’s all right now, Sir Lancelot,” I cooed. “The worst of it is over.” I voice the words for him as much as I did for me. I wanted to believe it was true and that Winston wouldn’t discover us gone immediately and pursue us.

      Perched at the front of my saddle again, I ran thick, clumsy fingers along Sir Lancelot’s back in the direction of his feathers, until I pulled them back, too concerned I’d hurt him with my clumsiness. His petite body shook. The dying gasps of fear and helplessness left his body in shudders.

      Then quietness settled in, seeming all the more still for the violent movement that preceded it.

      Finally, Sir Lancelot relaxed into a deep sleep, the first real one since Winston located us along the road.

      “Poor Sir Lancelot,” I whispered to Marcelo, but he couldn’t hear me over the footfalls of our horses. We’d slowed them to a trot. Now that we knew Winston was out there, perhaps looking for us already, Marcelo laid out a series of alert systems behind and around us in case Winston didn’t approach us from the road. Marcelo’s magic would warn us before Winston could ambush us for a third time. I added, unnecessarily, “He was so scared.”

      Marcelo nodded with piercing, bright blue eyes. “How are you, Clara?”

      I understood that his question covered more than just the matter of our physical restraint. Winston had purposefully humiliated me and shown me a level of disrespect I’d only experienced from him. The life of a lady of the aristocracy was devoid of opportunities for discourtesy; Winston had done what he could to make up for it.

      I shrugged Marcelo’s question off. I didn’t want him to see how exposed Winston had made me feel.

      Still, Marcelo’s eyes showed me that he already knew it, that there was nowhere I could hide from him. But I tried anyway. I looked away, urging the green landscape to take the memories away to get lost amid their beauty.

      It was strange to think that our surroundings didn’t change even if we did. Nature was constant, as were the elements. Their state of being wasn’t as ephemeral as our emotions, wounds, or even lives.

      “We should be in Bundry soon. The castles are only a couple of hours away from each other.”

      “Is that Bundry there?” I pointed to a steep mountain.

      “Yes.”

      “Is the castle at the top of it, like at Irele?”

      “Yes.”

      “Will we stay the night there?”

      “Yes.”

      And then I asked no more questions. Like Marcelo, I watched first the mountain and then the castle as they came into greater focus with a certain amount of dread. For Marcelo, it was different. He knew exactly what to expect. For me, I knew that the man I loved disliked everything the castle had once stood for.

      Could it be different for us if we were to make it our home? I wasn’t sure, but I found that thought was difficult. I allowed myself not to think at all, to savor the relief of the unexpected turn of events that brought about our sudden freedom instead.

      By the time our horses began to climb, even Sir Lancelot woke to watch our approach. He fell into silence with us, and I didn’t know whether he didn’t speak because he was still exhausted from his ordeal or because he sensed the thick swirl of anticipation that overcame Marcelo and me. Either way, I enjoyed the respite from Sir Lancelot’s usual intelligent chatter.

      We rode until the horses labored too much on the incline. Then we dismounted and walked alongside them, progressing uphill with trepidation.
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      If my sense of humor had been lively that day, I might have laughed out loud. As it was, I didn’t feel like laughing at all. I didn’t know whether I wanted to cry or scream at the irony, but I did neither. I stood in front of Count Washur with an unreadable expression on my face. I’d cowered enough in front of bullies for one day. I wasn’t eager to do it any more.

      It began with Marcelo’s surprise that no one was there to receive our horses. He hadn’t sent notice of our arrival, but the servants should still be there. Count Bundry had died only weeks ago. The servants would have continued their service until the new lord of the castle arrived. That was how it was done.

      No one opened the door for us either, not the butler or any of the lesser staff. Marcelo let himself into his own house as if he were a stranger off the street. He did so just as silently as any burglar would, though he left the door open behind him, waiting, assessing.

      Like the castles at Irele and Washur, it was dark within. None of Norland’s light and airy atmosphere was present. But if we were to live here once we married, I would change that. I could strip the walls of its dark art, open shutters, and replace muted fabrics with colored ones to reveal the castle’s potential.

      Marcelo saw none of what I saw. He overlooked the luxury of the home he knew so well that it haunted his nightmares to notice the few things that were out of place. He took my hand and led me through the entryway to a parlor off the staircase. It was a room similar to the one at Norland, used mostly for entertaining.

      I startled. Marcelo didn’t. He seemed to know what awaited us. The staff at Bundry was dutiful. The deceased Count had made sure of it. He wouldn’t tolerate disobedience or lack of decorum in the servants. There were few explanations that could account for the absence of attendants, and this was the most likely of them.

      We’d escaped from our imprisonment at the Castle of Washur only to find Count Washur in our parlor, as presumptuous as if he were our first invited guest.

      He wasn’t at his home because he was here, waiting for us.

      “Count Bundry, I understand you’ve already met your nephew.” He didn’t rise to greet us as tradition and good manners required of him. All of us there knew his appearance as a member of polite society was a tactical maneuver.

      Marcelo and I looked toward his nephew. He greeted us with a sullen look that made me wonder if he was thinking of murdering us in our new home before we could even make it that.

      “I wouldn’t say that I’ve met him,” Marcelo said. “I don’t even know his name.”

      “You didn’t tell him your name?” Count Washur asked Marcelo’s nephew with a hint of amusement. I couldn’t understand the flash of alarm that crossed the nephew’s eyes. What could there be to concern him in a name? I had heard some awful ones in my time at Norland, and their owners didn’t seem too perturbed to be burdened with them.

      “Why don’t you tell them now then? I’m certain your uncle would like to hear it.” There it was again, the out-of-place wry enjoyment.

      “My name is Salazar.” Salazar’s voice sounded dead, and I would have felt sorry for the young man if it hadn’t been so easy to remember that he’d tried very hard to kill me the last time we met.

      “Salazar,” Marcelo repeated while he took in the man who was his dead sister’s son. While he did so, something whipped across his nephew’s eyes, but it was too quick for me to catch. Marcelo turned to the man who was a much bigger problem than Salazar. “I presume you have told him that you, and not I, are the one who killed his mother.”

      “I did no such thing. Why would I tell the boy such despicable lies?” Count Washur’s tone didn’t match his words. He was mocking Marcelo, the boy, and the truth. But one look at Salazar confirmed that he hadn’t noticed. Why hadn’t he?

      “You killed the poor boy’s mother, and you tried to kill him. I came to his rescue and hid him from you all this time, until he was strong enough to exact his revenge upon you. But you weren’t quite powerful enough to kill your murderous uncle, were you, Salazar?” Though Count Washur addressed the boy, he didn’t take his eyes from Marcelo. The more experienced magicians were having a separate dialogue with each other, one that didn’t hinge on the lies of which words were capable.

      “No, milord. I wasn’t. I failed.”

      “Yes, you did. But you won’t fail again, will you?”

      “No, milord. I won’t.”

      Count Washur stood to join the rest of us. “At least it wasn’t a totally wasted effort.” He examined his nails then flicked his gaze to meet Marcelo’s.

      I saw Marcelo work to control the anger that surged within him as this sandy-haired man poked his finger in the open sores of Albacus and Marcelo’s father’s deaths. Although Marcelo hadn’t mourned his father, and probably never would, Count Washur had brought about the circumstances that caused Marcelo to kill his father.

      Marcelo’s nostrils flared; his breathing became deep and controlled, but he didn’t speak. I was grateful Mordecai hadn’t joined us on this journey. He would have challenged Count Washur to the death right here in the parlor. Tragedy would have tarnished any happiness we could hope to cultivate here.

      “Come, Salazar. We’re leaving.”

      What? “You don’t mean to hurt us?” Regret filled my mouth just as swiftly as the words had blurted out. I squirmed under Count Washur’s appraising gaze until he turned it back toward Marcelo.

      “The little witch dares to speak to me, I see.”

      And what I could see clearly then was the man who’d killed several of his wives. Despite his lack of respect for women, he answered my question, even though, again, his eyes bored into Marcelo’s. “I won’t hurt you. Now. I have more to benefit from this”—his face puckered in distaste—“witch once she develops more of her powers. Salazar tells me she has some interesting talents.”

      So Salazar had told Count Washur that I could unbind myself! He just hadn’t told Winston.

      “I’ll be back for her once I deem her ready. Once it better serves me.”

      I would have bristled at the offense of his comments, but there was no need. Marcelo was bristling enough for both of us. His jaw was set in silent defiance.

      “I’ll let myself out.” Count Washur approached the doorway, and Salazar scurried forward to open the door for him. “Come, Mina. We’re leaving now.”

      Marcelo and I swiveled, looking for Mina. There wasn’t anybody else in the parlor. But then a cat materialized from behind one of the armchairs. It rubbed itself on the furniture’s side before obeying the Count’s order. It looked at me so intently that I followed every graceful step that brought it toward the exit.

      “Now, Mina.” Mina complied. I would have too; there was an underlying current of threat in the Count’s voice that I had no doubt he would follow through on.

      I watched the cat’s reddish brown fur until the massive door swallowed it. Then the Count stepped out, and then Salazar, neither with a backwards look to us.

      Marcelo and I followed them out. He wrapped an arm around me, careful not to disturb Sir Lancelot, who was playing dead again on my shoulder. I leaned my head into him.

      We watched Salazar retrieve their horses from around the side, the Count and Salazar mount their horses, and the Count command Salazar to carry the cat on his horse. We watched until the steep incline and distance took the two horses and their riders. And we stayed outside long after that, waiting until the heat of the sunshine could take the chill of darkness or the taste of unpleasantness away.

      Neither happened by the time the sun began to dip in the sky. Marcelo ushered me inside. Instinctively, I turned in the opposite direction of the parlor.

      We found the serving staff downstairs. They were sitting around the dining room table, yet they stood immediately when we entered. I was surprised to discover that the kitchen and their dining room and common areas were bright and lively. Count Bundry’s grim touch didn’t extend to the servants quarters.

      My burdened shoulders lifted some in the breeze that flowed in through one of the open windows. It was infinitely more pleasant down here than in the stiff, dark rooms reserved for the family. We would definitely have to make some drastic changes in the house if we were to live here.

      The staff reflected my relief at our being down there. “Welcome back, your lordship. Does this mean that Count Washur has left, milord?” the butler asked. I was born and raised in a house similar to this one. I knew how to read between the lines of tradition and familiarity when servants spoke.

      “It was that bad, was it, Carlton? How long was he here?” Marcelo asked.

      “Count Washur arrived on Monday, milord.”

      “And today is Thursday. Oh, how awful. We tried to get here sooner, but we were detained. Did he mistreat any of you?”

      “Only Anna, milord. The rest of us did our best to hide down here.”

      “Are you all right, Anna?”

      One of the housemaids bowed her head. “Yes, milord.”

      “Well, thank heavens. I’m very sorry you had to be exposed to that man.”

      “We’re used to it, milord. He visited your father quite often, especially at the end,” Carlton said.

      “That’s right.” Marcelo seemed hesitant to remember all the things he’d intended to forget.

      “Shall we be seeing more of him into the future, milord?” Carlton asked what the rest of the staff was thinking.

      “I should certainly hope not,” I said, and the staff turned to look at me as one unit.

      “Carlton, this is Lady Clara. She and I are engaged to be married.” The staff swallowed me right up with their outwardly curiosity. “When Lady Clara and I marry, we’ll live here, and all of you are welcome to stay on with us.”

      A wave of relief rippled through the staff so palpably that I felt as if it made me wobble on my feet (I don’t know if it did or not). One of the housemaids suppressed a cry. Carlton glared at her from under a stern brow, before explaining to Marcelo, “Excuse Rose, milord. The last few years with your father were particularly difficult.”

      Marcelo’s expression grew troubled, and his brow furrowed. But he didn’t answer.

      “All that will change once Lord Bundry is master of the castle. I hope that you’ll be able to create new memories in our home, happy ones, to replace the old.” It was the first time I’d spoken as the lady of the house—of any house—and I’d thought that, when I did, I’d feel like Mother. But I didn’t feel like her at all. What a relief.

      Anna and Rose looked too young to have been here when Marcelo was a boy, but I suspected Carlton was one of the servants whose company Marcelo had found refuge in when he lived here.

      “Carlton, I’m going to take Lady Clara to rest. She has lived through an ordeal of her own. We can settle the details later. In the meantime, will you please proceed as you think I would want and move toward getting the house flowing properly?”

      “Of course, milord.”

      “I’m glad to see you all safe and well.”

      “Thank you, milord,” several voices said at once.

      Marcelo and I held our composure while we climbed the stairs. We bypassed the parlor and made it to the drawing room before we crumbled.

      “What is it? What is it?” Sir Lancelot startled awake as I sunk further into the chaise longue in very unladylike fashion.

      “Nothing, Sir Lancelot. We’re just finally safe and somewhere we can rest,” I said.

      “Oh, very well then, very well indeed.”

      “You may want to find another place to perch than my shoulder. I’m going to lie down, and I may not be able to get up for quite some time.”

      “Of course, Lady Clara. It’s been quite the experience, hasn’t it?” He flew from my shoulder, but only to the table next to the chaise longue. His usual place at the windowsill wasn’t enticing with the shutters clamped shut.

      I didn’t answer. If I had the energy to speak, I didn’t want to spend it. I used all that was left in me to get comfortable across the chaise longue. I didn’t plan on moving for a long time.

      Knowing Mother couldn’t see me napping in the drawing room, I closed my eyes. Marcelo looked as if he might already be asleep in the chair opposite me.
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      When I woke, neither Sir Lancelot nor Marcelo was there, and a fire was burning in the hearth. I had no idea how long I’d slept. It could have been only a few hours or a whole day.

      I didn’t move right away. I hadn’t had a moment to myself in longer than I could remember, and my arms weren’t too eager to get moving either. Not just my arms, but every part of my body seemed to ache, either from the extended journey by horseback, the binding, or the nerves that tensed me all over.

      Eventually, I’d require a bath. Now, I didn’t need anything at all. I let my eyes close again, and I didn’t open them until Marcelo was at my side, passing his hand across my cheek in the gentle ways of a hopeful lover.

      “Clara.” I nudged one eye open, then the other, then closed them both again. Marcelo looked sharp in a black dinner jacket, and he’d done something to tame his hair.

      “Clara, it’ll be dinnertime soon. Why don’t you get cleaned up and dressed for dinner? Then you can rest tonight and wake up refreshed tomorrow morning.”

      It seemed like a good idea. However, I couldn’t get my body to move.

      “There hasn’t been the need for a lady’s maid in the house for quite some time. Anna here will assist you and dress you for now, if that will be all right with you.”

      I opened my eyes again and nodded my assent.

      Marcelo’s eyes shifted to the housemaid. “Anna, settle Lady Clara into the yellow room on the east end of the house. She’ll want a bath first, and then you can go through Clarissa’s clothing to find something suitable for her until Lady Clara can have her own wardrobe here.”

      Marcelo grew timid at the mention of his sister. Some wounds took only a passing thought to reopen. “Will that be all right, Clara?” 

      “Yes, that’ll be fine. Thank you.” Marcelo helped me sit up, and Anna rushed over to help me stand. Then she led me out of the parlor and up the grand staircase, further into the strange house that might become mine.

      I didn’t look back at Marcelo.

      The bath and clean clothing revived me more than I thought they would, and, despite my continued exhaustion, I began to notice something else that was missing. At first, I couldn’t quite figure out what it was. But then it grew, and it took shape.

      Had Anna been Maggie, I would have talked to her about what was going on. But Anna wasn’t Maggie, and that one lacking fact made me miss Maggie all the more. The patterns were so familiar that I expected to see Maggie behind me in the mirror, fixing my hair in one of her intricate braided hairstyles.

      I smiled at Anna timidly. She was a stranger allowed into my intimate world.

      But I didn’t let her into my thoughts, and soon I forgot even to share encouraging smiles and conversation with her. Something was brewing within me, something big, and by the time Anna showed me to the parlor again to meet Marcelo, I knew precisely what it was.

      “Will that be all for now, Lady Clara?” Anna asked.

      “Yes, Anna, thank you,” I said and turned to Marcelo while the door shut behind us. At Norland Manor, Father and Mother would never have allowed us to be unsupervised together behind closed doors. But nothing had been according to custom since I left Norland. Even now, with a full serving staff again, things wouldn’t completely go back to normal. Marcelo and I weren’t normal. There was little chance of us indulging the pretense.

      “You look radiant, my darling.”

      “Thank you.”

      “We’ll need to get married soon.” He walked over and wrapped an arm around my waist, pulled me to him, and breathed in the scent of me.

      “Yes, perhaps.” I wouldn’t let him distract me now. I’d come downstairs prepared.

      “If Count Norland knew we were under the same roof without a chaperon, he’d take down this roof trying to get to us, to separate us.”

      “I’m certain he would. But my father thinks me dead, and so, for that reason alone, we’re spared from scandal.” I persisted. “Marcelo, I know you may not like what I have to say, but I’ve made up my mind. I won’t just sit here, developing my powers to suit a madman, until he’s in the mood to come fetch me.” I stepped away from Marcelo to pace around the assorted chairs and tables that adorned the parlor. Already the room was more inviting. The servants had opened the windows while I bathed and dressed. Sunshine made everything look brighter.

      “I don’t know what powers Count Washur has,” I continued, “although I do know he was powerful enough to overcome Albacus and your father. He’s obviously a master of manipulation. He has Salazar convinced that you are a terrible man. But I don’t care. I don’t care how powerful he is, or that he can somehow draw in someone as egotistical and unhinged as Winston. I can’t just wait for him to come take me. No matter how dangerous it might be for me to seek him out to confront him, it is a better fate to stand in my own power and come to him, I think. Waiting for my eventual death, or worse, submission to him, is no life at all. If I must die at his hand, then I’d rather get it over with sooner than later.”

      Marcelo started to speak, but I stopped him with a raised hand. I wanted to get it all out before he tried to convince me otherwise. “I know I still have much to learn about magic. But I’m a willing student. I’ll work hard to learn anything that might help me. I’ll practice and study spells. I’ll work to become more comfortable with the elements. You have plenty to teach me, and perhaps after that we might return to Irele so that Mordecai can teach me some more. By then, after you’ve trained me, I hope he’ll have dealt with Albacus’ death enough to be able to focus on instructing me. Then, once I’m ready, I can go to Washur again. You don’t even need to come with me if you don’t want to. But I must.”

      I stopped my pacing to find Marcelo’s eyes from across the room. “I can’t give my life to waiting for death, that would be paramount to a life not lived at all. And if there’s anything I know, it’s that we’re born into these lives to live them, to become who we’re capable of becoming. I won’t let a dark lunatic rob me of that. That’s far worse than robbing me of life through death. Living a life that means nothing is something I won’t concede to such a despicable man.

      “You may not understand why I have to do this, and I know you won’t agree. But, Marcelo, I see no other choice that allows me to be myself. Especially now, when there’s so much for me to discover about myself, when I have finally learned that I am not Lady Clara of Norland, eldest daughter of the Count and Countess of Norland, bred only for inheritance and prestige. I’m so much more than that. And I have no idea yet how much more than that I am. But I want the chance to find out. A life of waiting in fear of Count Washur’s shadow steals that chance. And I can’t become your wife until I know who I am.”

      I stopped to compose more thoughts.

      “Are you finished?” he asked.

      I wasn’t. The righteous anger and passion were only just now rising to the top and beginning to boil over. Still, I nodded to him, but then said, “I know you won’t agree. I know you’ll say it’s too dangerous. But I have to, certainly you’ll come to see that I have to. My life’s already dangerous.” I breathed in to continue.

      “Clara.” Marcelo approached me. I started to speak again, but he interrupted me. “Just wait a moment, please Clara, before you work yourself up any more.”

      I stopped and looked at him with big, soft eyes.

      “I agree with you,” he said.

      “What?”

      “I said, I agree with you.”

      “You do? But why? What I suggest is very dangerous. I’ll be seeking out a very powerful, crazy dark man who intends to kill me.”

      “Yes, you will. But as you so eloquently said, no one wants to live life waiting for something awful to happen. Awful things happen at times, whether we look for them or not, whether we think they’ll come or not.”

      Marcelo’s voice softened. “I don’t wish for you to live a life where you must always look over your shoulder, wondering when Count Washur will decide you’re powerful enough for him.”

      After all that I’d said, and all that I thought I still had to say, Marcelo left me speechless. It had not occurred to me that he might agree.

      “We can stay here while you complete your training. We can continue where we left off in Irele. There’s so much that you didn’t get the opportunity to explore before the attack. You weren’t able to attempt the creation of water or earth. I can teach you everything I know, and together we can explore things I can’t teach you, like what this fifth element that you discovered is. While you practice, I’ll research Count Washur to see what I can unearth about his powers. It would be helpful to have a greater understanding of what we are up against.”

      Marcelo turned his gaze upward, through thick floors, to where he knew his father’s study was, haunted with dark memories. “It’s possible that my father might have left information behind that’ll help us defeat Count Washur. An enemy’s always most dangerous when he’s misunderstood. Once I’ve taught you everything I know, I think it would be wise to return to Mordecai and Irele as you suggested. Besides, he may want to join us in attacking Count Washur. He has as much a reason for it as we do.”

      Us. I wasn’t alone in this, and though I didn’t want to put the men I cared for at risk, my heart beat a little lighter knowing they’d be with me as I confronted the most terrible trial of my life.

      “But can we think of all that tomorrow, Clara? The day’s been long enough as it is.”

      I smiled faintly and nodded.

      “Allow me to take you into the dining room. It’ll be nice to enjoy a proper dinner together in what’ll become our home.” Marcelo guided me by the arm. “And I understand that you want to postpone our marriage until all this business with Count Washur is resolved, but our being here while you prepare will give us the opportunity to fix the house to better suit our needs”—he looked around the dining room as we entered it—“and temperament.”

      I nodded again and smiled, as if a weight had been lifted from my heart. Us. I wasn’t alone. I was part of an us, and it was a powerful us that I was happy to be a part of.

      “Good evening, Lady Clara.” Sir Lancelot waited for us in the dining room, perched on the edge of a side table. He wore a gentleman’s jacket, its tails imitating and merging with his own.

      I smiled. It felt good to smile again. “Good evening, Sir Lancelot. You look quite dashing.”

      If an Irish pygmy owl that could talk could also blush, Sir Lancelot would have. He stretched an extra half inch taller. “Thank you, Lady Clara. You look quite striking yourself, if you don’t mind my saying.”

      “I don’t mind at all, Sir Lancelot.”

      “But I do,” Marcelo said, while he pulled out my chair.

      Sir Lancelot grew flustered before he realized Marcelo was teasing, and I thought I might actually end up enjoying this end to a day that dawned with the horrible reality of me as a captive.

      Nothing was predictable anymore. It hadn’t been for a long time.
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      I rose with the sun. Now that the fire element was a constant part of me, the rhythms of the great fireball that governed so much life on this planet called to me as well. When the sun stirred, so did I.

      I opened my eyes, but I couldn’t make out many of the room’s still-unfamiliar details. Last night’s candle was on the bedside table. Yet I didn’t reach for it. I hadn’t told anyone, not even Marcelo, but I had noticed my eyesight improving in remarkable ways as my magic grew in strength. I could see better in the dark now, and I crossed the floor toward the window with ease.

      I turned the handle and pulled. The window resisted. I pulled harder until it finally budged, knocking me back a step. Cool air seeped through the closed shutters, and I prepared myself for the inevitable shock of the brisk, high mountain spring air.

      With the sunshine came the cold, but it didn’t bother me. It would take much more than a gust of cool, crisp air to move me from the course I’d chosen for myself that day.

      My window faced the steep climb up the mountain, though I would have preferred to see the sea that bordered the other side of the castle. Two lone men with bags strapped to their horses were slow climbing toward the castle. Provisions. I hoped that meant the staff was already awake.

      I had no way of knowing how Castle Bundry operated, so I did as I would have done at Norland. I rang the bell and waited. Too anxious to get the day going, I paced until the door finally clicked open.

      “Hello, Anna.”

      “Good morning, milady.”

      “I hope I didn’t wake you. I don’t know how you’re used to doing things around here.”

      “We wake at sunrise, milady. Mrs. Rosemore’s already cooking breakfast.”

      “Oh, that’s good news. I’m in a hurry to be dressed. I have much to do today.” My voice betrayed my excitement. Most twenty-year-olds were probably looking forward to a day of outings, luncheons, tea, and courting. I had something far more sinister planned, and I couldn’t wait to get to it.

      I was nearly finished with breakfast by the time Marcelo joined me in the dining room. “I’m so glad you’re up,” I said. “I’ve been waiting for you.”

      Marcelo kissed the top of my head, at the apex of braids that twisted in defiance of normal finger dexterity. Anna was as skilled as Maggie.

      “Good morning, my darling. I take it that you rested well?”

      “I did,” I said, hurrying past pleasantries to what was foremost on my thoughts. “Can we begin as soon as you break your fast?”

      Marcelo settled into his seat. “Begin what, darling?”

      “My magic lessons.” How wasn’t that obvious?

      “Oh well, yes, but I can’t attend to them immediately after our meal. I have to tend to the needs of the household first. I’m to meet with Carlton to begin organizing ourselves and setting the ways of the house as we like.” He reached for my hand. It was a nice sentiment, and I did want to make the castle more comfortable for us. But the day-to-day activities of the aristocracy had always bored me. I had no interest in subjecting myself to them now when there were so many better things to do.

      “Might I begin on my own? Until you’re ready to join me? I can barely think clearly because of all that I don’t know how to do in magic yet.”

      Marcelo looked at me. I could almost see the thoughts converging in his mind as he considered the risks of sending me off on my own to explore magic. We both had vivid memories of my past unpredictable (and dangerous) attempts at Irele and Lake Creston.

      And there was more, so much more: the mysterious fifth element that joined the other four elements within me; my ability to unbind myself when no other magician could; the discrepancy that I had no magical blood in my line, yet the seeds for great power germinated inside me.

      “I don’t think so, Clara.” He was shaking his head. “It’s not a good idea. We don’t know what might happen when you explore the elements.”

      “I’ll be cautious.”

      Marcelo barked in abrupt laughter, but I forgave him for it since he seemed to find genuine humor in my predicament.

      He smiled. “Clara, I don’t think you’re capable of caution.”

      A crestfallen look threatened to descend upon me, and Marcelo scurried to prevent it. “That’s not necessarily a bad thing, darling. You can’t be cautious in everything and exceed previous boundaries. You can’t explore the unknown with timidity. It doesn’t work that way.”

      I didn’t think Marcelo had meant to prove my point for me, but I appreciated it just the same.

      He sighed in defeat. “Your powers are so great. We have no idea what you’re capable of.”

      “And we won’t know if I don’t find out.”

      “Clara, exploring your powers on your own’s very dangerous.”

      “Yes, Marcelo, it is. But my life has been dangerous since you—and magic—came into my life. Wouldn’t you say so?”

      Marcelo was reluctant to admit it.

      “All right,” I said. “Since the fever came over me and you came to my rescue, I’ve burned every part of my body, been ambushed by a demented former fiancé twice, been stolen by a whole race of underwater people, been kidnapped and almost killed by your nephew, assaulted by a nasty satyr, and threatened with death or something worse by your father’s evil mentor. Am I not seeing something?”

      “I don’t know whether to laugh or cry.” And Marcelo meant it. “You’re right. Danger’s already everywhere around you.” He smiled a sad smile. “I’ll have to get used to that.”

      “Either that, or we can find a way to defeat Count Washur so he can’t bother us or anyone else ever again.”

      “Yes, that would be good.”

      “So we’re agreed? I begin my explorations of my magic now, on my own?”

      “Yes. As you pointed out so ably”—another smile—“you’re already in grave danger just by being who you are. The additional danger of discovering the elements’ capabilities is outweighed by how you might benefit from it. We need to discover your true powers and anticipate what Count Washur might do to counteract them.”

      “All right then.” I rose.

      “You won’t stay with me until I finish breakfast?”

      “I’d love to, but I have things I must attend to.” I used Mother’s rules of politeness, but nullified them with the mischievous smile I flashed Marcelo. I was at the door already before he could say more.

      “Take Sir Lancelot with you, at least until I’m free.”

      “All right. Where is he?”

      “I’m sure he’s around here somewhere.”

      “I’ll look for him.”

      “Good. I don’t know what he can do to assist you since he can’t do magic, but at least he can come get me if you need help.”

      I dipped out of the doorway before he could change his mind.
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      “Sir Lancelot?” I called as I swept through the entry hall toward the stairs.

      The staircase, like the rest of the house, was grand. Its dark wood was polished and elegant. I attempted to take the stairs two at a time, but I couldn’t. The skirts of my dress got in the way, and silly heeled shoes made me awkward on my feet. I’d left the elven shoes Marcelo made me at Irele. I’d have to convince him to make me new ones.

      “Sir Lancelot?” I called out half-heartedly. I wouldn’t mind having the owl with me while I explored my powers, but I wasn’t going to delay looking for him.

      I swirled past the second floor and up toward the third. I was looking for the way to the roof. When I observed it from the ground, the roof looked like it might be flat, enclosed by a parapet. If it wasn’t, then at least it had an overlook with a view of the sea.

      I longed to go up and out, toward the openness of the elements.

      Left or right? I swiveled my head at the landing of the third floor. Which way would lead me to the freedom I craved? There had to be a secondary staircase somewhere, at least for the servant quarters. Where was the one that led me where I wanted to go?

      Right felt better, so I turned right and scooted down the hallway. The doors to the rooms were closer together on this floor; the rooms were smaller, mostly for guests.

      The end of the halfway brought hope. It didn’t have a door. It led me to a smaller, yet still elegant staircase.

      I cursed the absurd women’s fashion of the day and hiked up my skirts. I took the stairs in bounds, my bloomers flopping with each of my steps, careful to balance on the heels of equally absurd shoes. I didn’t bother calling out for Sir Lancelot anymore. I’d tell Marcelo I hadn’t found him, and it would be mostly true.

      I knew I was almost at the landing that would lead me to the roof. Part of me—an important part of me—yearned for the openness that was almost there, teasing me with its proximity. I anticipated the clearing where the elements could pick up speed and dart freely here and there without limitation.

      The staircase met its end in a closed door, but it opened readily. I stepped through and already the cooler air sunk to meet me. The stairs in front of me were open to the elements. Their stone was worn, as much by the weather as by centuries of men that climbed them, their steps often weighed by the dread of an attack on the castle.

      These steps had a higher tread and no railing to grip. My body was forced to slow down. When I finally reached the top of the stairs, my lungs greedily sucked in the air of the high mountaintops. There, the element of air was as pure as it got.

      I didn’t stop to think. I could be certain of that now because I wouldn’t have done what I did if I had. Not with how limited my powers were.

      I was still for a moment, only until my eyes adjusted to the light. And then I wasn’t. I was tired of waiting. I felt like I’d waited all my life to discover who I really was.

      I didn’t care for caution. I never had, really. Caution and obedience had cost me my passion for life. In Norland, my life had been entirely devoid of meaning. The freedom I could find on the roof of the Castle of Bundry, atop a mountain that towered over the sea, could fix everything that needed fixing. It could right the past. How, I didn’t know, but I could feel it.

      And in those moments, all there was for me was feeling. The air whipped into a wind, lashing my wild red hair around me. Like every part of me, my hair was alive. My magic coursed through it. The sun heated up. I could have sworn it grew brighter and stronger once I arrived on that roof.

      The sea crashed against the rocks well below the cliff wall that edged the castle. Many stories separated me and the waves, yet their music reached my ears. That part of me that was used to the merworld tingled with memory. I thought then that I could live in this wild sea that frothed and broke to rebuild and crest again, so much like I did.

      The mountain I stood on, crowned by a castle made from the stones of the surrounding land, stretched further. It pushed ever upward, reaching toward the sun and the endless sky that could take you to the moon. I floated into the infinity of the sky above, fully supported by the earth below.

      My heart beat along with the heartbeats of the earth, and of the water, and of the fire, and of the air. Bu-bum. Bu-bum. Bu-bum. The fifth element came radiantly alive, announcing itself only to me. I could sense the heat that glowed within my heart center.

      My power was there, waiting only for me to claim it. And I wouldn’t deny myself the power that whipped, shone, frothed, and grew.

      I extended a foot and was surprised to see it there, extended as I’d asked. My body felt apart from me, yet fully within my control. It was as if I were watching myself move, doing what I knew I could.

      The castle was large. The roof still spread out vast before me as I headed toward the sea.

      When I reached the parapet, a stone wall as high as my waist that bordered the entire roof, I didn’t slow. I didn’t stop. How could I?

      How could I allow a wall to bind me? Or even the eventual drop to a crushing death below? Neither of those seemed real, at least no more real than the sense of impossibility that ran alongside me, urging me along. I could vanquish anything.

      The only limitations that were real were those I believed to be so. Everything else was only a wall I could fly over, or a sea I could plunge into and live as a mermaid with a turquoise tail that sparkled in sunlight even in the depths of this wild sea.

      I sensed myself leave the ground, led by the five-petal flower that pounded with my heart. It whispered to me, Yes. Yes. Yes. This is who you are. But I’m not certain that I listened to it then. Why listen to words when everywhere was the proof of their meaning?

      Impractical shoes and skirts seemed like nothing. They faded into the meaninglessness of the rest of the rules and artifice of the world. Truth, meaning, power, and knowing replaced them until I wouldn’t have known if I was dressed or naked, alive or dead. I didn’t think any of the differences would matter.

      I flew. I flew because I always knew I could. I flew because I forgot to notice that I couldn’t. I flew because I was a witch, and I had power, and this was what witches with power could do.

      The air carried me as easily as if I were a feather, or even something lighter. It lifted me along an eddy of its breezes. I was no different from it. I was not separate. I was who I was because the air was a part of me, and I a part of it.

      I rose neither flat nor upright, but at a diagonal. I broke the rules of up or down, straight angles, and who was who and who could do what. Like an angel, I came up with my heart forward, my chest uplifted, facing the world and the people that couldn’t see me without fear.

      When there was no fear, there was an eternal stretch of open possibility ahead. And I rode it. I rode that stretch. I rode that wave of a breeze until it crested, until it occurred to me that it might crash.

      Of course, the element of air wouldn’t crash; it wouldn’t do anything it didn’t want to. But my mind reared its desperate head, afraid more of the control I’d stolen from it than the crested wave of air that was magic in invisible form.

      I paused just to notice it, however, just to see what it was about. Curious, I watched my mind wave its message frantically at me, Be afraid! You could crash. You could die. Fear what you don’t know.

      I couldn’t really hear the words my mind tried to get me to hear. The air whipped with additional noise in an attempt to drown the foolish words out. The sea crashed louder than ever before, contributing to its efforts at saving me from myself—from that part of myself that could have crashed to the sea and drowned. The sun pulsed; the earth groaned.

      Yet, my brain tried again, and this time a little of its garbled message got through—not all of it, but enough to reawaken the seed within me that had retreated into dormancy. Now the seed grew at a ridiculous speed. It sprouted and shot upward, until it reached me and sucked me into its vicious whisper. You’re falling. You’ll crash. You’ll die. Be afraid.

      Just like that, I could no longer feel the way the air flew on its own melody, or how the waves swelled and broke over and over again along with their own intended rhythm. The sun’s constant pulsing was lost to me. The earth’s vibration sank far away from me, as if I wouldn’t be able to touch it ever again, unless I was to die a violent death against it.

      Fear consumed me and overpowered who I already knew I was, that part of me that had begun to reach for who I could become.

      A fear that surfaced from far within, where I thought it had gone to die and be recycled into something that could serve me well, sought its revenge on me. Its vengeance was precise and swift. It upstaged my power with its own.

      I let my magic go. It seeped out of me like a boat with a fatal leak.

      The air could no longer hold me because I did not hold it.

      And I fell from flight as gracefully as any legend of disgraced, fallen angels. I fell in a rough tumble of despair and abandoned fate.

      And I crashed just as predictably. Fear triumphed.
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      I opened one eye unenthusiastically, but the great effort it took seemed worth it, judging by the look of relief etched on Marcelo’s face.

      “Oh my goodness, Clara. You scared me to pieces.”

      I wasn’t sure why I wasn’t broken into a thousand little pieces, I didn’t think I was, though I hadn’t checked to make sure. I assumed being smashed to pieces would hurt terribly if it didn’t kill you, and I wasn’t dead or in much pain.

      I blinked at Marcelo with little comprehension, trying to wipe the confusion away with my eyelids. “What happened?”

      “That’s what I’ve been waiting for you to wake up and tell me. How could you have fallen from the roof? Was there some kind of foul intention involved?” Marcelo stood for the first time since hovering over me to examine his greater surroundings. “Is Count Washur here? Or Clarissa’s son?”

      “I don’t believe they’re here. Where am I?”

      The fall had shaken me, and I didn’t feel ready to move my head to figure out where I was.

      “You, my darling, are one amazingly lucky girl. You fell from the roof, which would have been a horribly long fall that would have, without a doubt, killed you. However, you landed in the very middle of the terrace of my father’s study, only a floor beneath the roof. The terrace saved your life, making me also a very lucky man.” His breathing and heartbeat were only just now beginning to steady again.

      “Well, that’s quite fortunate then.” I felt gratitude for that terrace. I straightened my legs out from their awkward angles. “Ah. That’s much better. I think I’m all right, although my head hurts.”

      “Well, yes, it would. You knocked yourself right out when you hit the stone. Turn your head to the side. Let me make sure it hasn’t broken open.”

      I tried to comply but winced. “It hurts too much to move it. Maybe after I rest for a minute.” I began to close my eyes.

      “Oh no. You can’t sleep. You have to stay awake until I’m certain you’re all right and that you did no major damage to yourself.”

      “All right.” I opened my eyes wide to please him, although I had no idea how I’d stay awake for long. My eyes began to droop right away.

      “Clara.” Marcelo put his hand against my face, and I widened my eyes again. “Stay with me.”

      “Will she be all right, Count Bundry?” I couldn’t see Sir Lancelot, but I’d recognize his small, strong voice anywhere. It lacked its usual composure.

      “I think so, thanks to you and this blasted terrace. Although she won’t be right away. She’ll need several days of bed rest. I’m so thankful I had the foresight to ask her to seek your company before she practiced her magic. If you hadn’t been on the roof with her, I don’t know how I’d have found out where she was.”

      “Couldn’t you have located me as you did Winston’s horses when we left Lake Creston?” I was quite impressed with my question for two reasons: I’d managed to distract Marcelo from discovering I hadn’t done as he’d asked, and I was pretty excited that I could formulate any kind of lucid, intelligent thought.

      Marcelo seemed surprised by my question too. “No, I couldn’t have. In order for that locator spell to work, I need to have the animal, or person, present at the time I cast the spell. Now that I think of it, maybe I should go ahead and place a beacon on you now. Just in case. You seem to have quite the penchant for getting into trouble.”

      I thought that a bit unfair, though I couldn’t argue against the veracity of the statement. I didn’t have the energy either. The last thing I heard was Sir Lancelot’s worried voice. “Count Bundry, I wasn’t on the roof with Clara. I didn’t know she was practicing her magic. I was enjoying the view out on the terrace when she came crashing down and almost fell on me.”

      The well-meaning owl lowered his voice to give his next words the importance they deserved. “I think she was flying.”

      Marcelo didn’t speak for a moment, and when he did, his words were too slow. “She was doing what?”

      The last thing I thought was, Oh no. Then I went to the place where thoughts of how much trouble I was in couldn’t follow, at least not until I woke.

      When I did wake, I was grateful to find that the sun still streamed in through the window of my bedroom. At least I hadn’t lost the whole day. Since Marcelo came into my life, I lost more time to the unconscious part of my brain than I wanted to ever again.

      The yellow of the walls was lively, and I felt optimistic despite the thrumming in my head. The fear that had overtaken me during my flight had plummeted to the ground below. There, it died. I was free of it, and excited at the prospect of exploring the true potential of my magic.

      I inched upward in the bed. Each inch caused a surge of pain, and I sat against the headboard to recover. It wasn’t long before I heard leather-soled shoes echoing on the hardwood floors. They climbed the stairs and started down the hall toward me.

      It was Marcelo. I’d learned his stride and pace from our time together at Lake Creston when I had little to do other than lay in bed and recover.

      Here I was, in bed again, recovering. I prepared for whatever Marcelo might have to say to me. Would he be angry and try to forbid me from doing magic that wasn’t contained by spell books? Perhaps he was ready to teach me now that he saw what I might be able to do with some guidance.

      The footsteps reached my open door and muted as they walked across a rug. “You’re finally awake.” His voice was difficult to decipher. What did it hold? I wasn’t sure.

      I waited.

      “How are you feeling?”

      “Better. Although my head still hurts terribly. I know it’ll pass soon, maybe after a good night’s sleep.”

      “Well, you’ve already had several of those. Though I see you may still need a few more before we can leave.”

      “Leave?” But we’d only just arrived. “To go where?”

      “Back to Irele.”

      “But why?” I didn’t know if it was my foggy head, or if it really didn’t make sense.

      “We need Mordecai’s help. Your magic’s too powerful for me alone. You’re right that you need to learn what you’re capable of. But I’m afraid that if we explore your magic without his help, you might get hurt. And I couldn’t bear that.”

      “But we left Irele because of all the creatures loose from their tapestries that made it impossible to focus. How can we go back there already? You know Mordecai won’t have dealt with them all yet.”

      “No, he probably hasn’t. So we’ll just have to help him do it quickly. Besides, he’ll want to know that Count Washur has threatened you again. Of all people, he should know.”

      I agreed about that. He was the most experienced magician either of us knew and he also had the most incentive to defeat the Count. “Couldn’t you tell him without us going there? Like with the silver brush you used in your study at the castle?” I purposefully omitted, the time when I set your study on fire.

      “No. The magic that creates the pathways between magical objects is very ancient and very volatile. It’s a tricky thing to create a spell that works well and predictably. There are no magical objects here that allow me to communicate with Irele Castle.”

      “What about if we just appear in Irele? Like how the brothers did in your study?” Again, I left out, the time when I set your study on fire. “Or when Robert just appeared in the brothers’ study?”

      Marcelo was shaking his head before I finished. “Traveling from place to place essentially creates pathways between those places. They can be difficult to close and almost impossible to erase completely. We’d carve a link between the two locations—a link that someone else with less powerful magic than ours could use too. It’d also create a hole in Irele Castle’s protection that would allow someone else to enter. We can’t take that risk.”

      No, we couldn’t.

      “Just focus on getting better now. As soon as you’re able to travel, we’ll leave.”

      My lips puffed out in a subtle pout that I didn’t even try to hide. I didn’t care if Marcelo noticed my disappointment. I felt as if he were punishing me. “What was so wrong with me flying, anyway?”

      “Clara, other magicians, wizards, witches, whatever their name, don’t fly.”

      “That’s not true. I saw you fly when Albacus carried you inside the castle when I first brought you there, when you were dying.”

      “I didn’t fly. As you said, I was dying. Albacus must have carried me in the air through his own connection to that element, by asking it to lift me.”

      “And how’s that different than me flying by doing the same exact thing? It isn’t different. Like Albacus, I connected to the air and it lifted me. He and I did the same thing.”

      “No, you didn’t. There’s a big difference between making someone else float and making yourself fly. The magician knows he can’t fly, so his mind interferes with the spell that says he can. There are just some things that run too deep in the mind for magic to be able to supersede. When we float someone else, we know we can do it, so we do.”

      “Well, that makes very little sense if you ask me. After all, obviously we can fly.”

      “Yes, and obviously we fall too.”

      I didn’t say anything, but I continued to pout unabashedly.

      He leaned over and kissed me on the forehead. Even his kiss hurt. “We need Mordecai’s help. Trust me on that. Rest, my darling.” Then he walked to the door. The smile he flashed me before he left didn’t do what it usually did to brighten my day.

      Back to Irele already? I thought Bundry might become my home, but there hadn’t been time to erase the darkness that clung to the walls and the furnishings.

      My gaze wandered toward the open window, toward the springtime air. From there, I could only see clouds and blue sky. Amid a cloud that looked like a venomous serpent, another vision, rare even for witches, found me.

      By the time Marcelo came back to check on me, I was eager to leave for Irele, as soon as possible.
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      Marcelo sat down on my bed without regard for propriety. We were engaged to be married, however that didn’t change the fact that we weren’t married yet. But I didn’t care about the transgression that would have enraged my mother.

      I slumped against the headboard, still weak from my fall against the terrace, and now tired also from the intensity of the vision and the effort at recounting it to Marcelo.

      Marcelo’s shoulders hunched as he bent over his legs and put his face in his hands. I watched him surrender to what seemed like an endless stream of situations we would never have wished.

      He rubbed his hands across his face and then through his hair. “If what you saw is true—and it likely is, since your previous visions of the battle proved incredibly accurate—then Mordecai is in  danger and in need of our help.”

      “I just hope we can find the room with the yellow-tiled floor quickly. It took you three years to find it to rescue me.”

      “Yes, I hope so too. Losing you to the merpeople was bad enough. I won’t lose Mordecai to them too. You’re sure it was Mirvela you saw with Mordecai?”

      “Oh yes. I don’t think I’ll ever be able to forget a thing about her. After all this time, when I close my eyes and think of her, I can still see her face clearly. I see her with that terrible expression she had when she realized you were pulling me away from her, her turquoise eyes big and menacing, her teeth bared, her face contorted with rage. It was definitely Mirvela. It couldn’t have been anyone else.”

      Marcelo stared into space, and I wondered what he saw there. Did he see a conglomeration of worries, responsibilities, and lost loved ones? Or was he able to see past that to where there was always more?

      “I can’t understand how Mordecai could’ve ended up there. He’s more familiar with the dangers and trickery of the castle than anyone else alive. How could he have fallen for the merpeople’s trap so easily?”

      “We don’t know how easily he fell into the illusion. Besides, isn’t it possible that the merpeople might’ve changed the way they lure victims into their world? Perhaps it looks different now, and they moved the entrance to their underwater world closer to the places Mordecai most frequents? Right?”

      “Yes, I suppose it’s possible. They could’ve changed many things. I asked Mordecai and Albacus about the merworld when I first escaped from it, but they didn’t know much about it. They didn’t even know which of their ancestors might have allowed the merpeople into the castle in the first place. I went through all the books that preceded the brothers that might have addressed the merpeople in the castle, but I found nothing. If the brothers’ predecessors were aware of the merpeople, they didn’t write about them.”

      Marcelo stood. “I’ll tell the staff to prepare us to depart today. Mirvela’s very powerful, and Mordecai is weakened by grief. It’ll be easier for her to fool him now than ever before. We can’t allow that to happen if we can help it.”

      He looked at me. I knew I didn’t look well enough to travel. I tried to compose myself for Mordecai’s sake, but I didn’t convince even myself of my well-being.

      “You can ride in a carriage for the journey. Do you think you’ll be able to travel without increasing your discomfort?”

      “Yes, of course.” Although I didn’t mean it. Already, my head throbbed with a dull ache that worsened any time I moved. Traveling by carriage would be far better than traveling on horseback. Still, the journey back to Irele would be a very long and bumpy one.

      “I’ll send Anna to stay with you in case you need anything.” I nodded, and my head hurt. Marcelo walked toward the door.

      “Marcelo, I know we’re in a hurry to leave now, but might I visit the sea before we go? I’ve never been to a sea before, and I feel particularly drawn to this one.” I felt selfish for asking, but there it was.

      Marcelo studied me for so long that I began to fidget with self-consciousness. “We’ll leave tomorrow morning instead of today. It’ll give you more time to recover for travel. I’ll speak with the staff and get them preparing everything we’ll need. Then, I’ll take you to the sea.”

      “Can’t I just go with Anna if you’re busy?”

      “No, you’ll go with me. I’m not going to leave you alone to explore your magic ever again. I should’ve learned that lesson before, but at least I’ve learned it now.”

      “I’m not planning on doing magic. I’ll be all right without you there.”

      “Oh, so you aren’t planning on doing magic? Everything will be perfectly all right then? And you never accidentally do magic or make a large lake bubble without meaning to, do you? I won’t worry then, just as I didn’t worry when you went to do a bit of safe exploration of your powers. Only to find you almost broken on my father’s terrace and have Sir Lancelot tell me you were flying. You’re right. Everything should be fine if you aren’t planning on doing magic with the sea.” And Marcelo walked out of the room amid a cloud of uncommon yet thick sarcasm.

      I didn’t resent Marcelo for his reaction. He was worried about his loved ones, especially me, and I wasn’t safe from my own powers. Count Washur’s threat lay heavy on him, mysterious in its scope. His nephew was in the clutches of a mad, evil man and seemingly didn’t want to be saved.

      It was a lot for one man.

      I slid down in the bed to rest until he came to get me to take me to the sea, grateful that the difficulty of travel was at least a night away.

      But anything could happen in one night. Everything could change.
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      I woke from a restless dream. The pain in my head had intensified with rest. It didn’t make sense, but I couldn’t deny it. I blinked rapidly, trying to wipe away the pain and the remnants of the dream.

      The image of Count Washur’s cat lingered long after the Count receded to the place where dreams went to be forgotten. I couldn’t understand what it was about Mina that disturbed me. Yet I had a disturbing feeling about Mina that I couldn’t shrug off.

      Could Count Washur be using Mina to haunt me? Could he be sending her to me so that I wouldn’t know peace until he came for me? Neither Marcelo nor Mordecai knew the extent of Count Washur’s magic, and I knew much less than them.

      Mina made me nervous, like something was wrong. The dream world couldn’t coexist with the waking world, could it?

      The walk down to the sea was far more treacherous than I imagined. Even without the pounding in my head, I would have found it difficult, and I considered abandoning our trek multiple times. But before I could voice my thoughts, the five-petal flower at my chest thrummed loudly, sounding out its encouragement with each pulsing of my heart. It continued until my enthusiasm for reaching the water renewed, and then it faded, and I began considering quitting again.

      A rock slid to the right as I stepped on it, and I leaned my weight into Marcelo to recover my balance. “Thank goodness you suggested I wear my riding boots.” It was the third time I’d expressed my relief since we left the castle on a narrow and treacherous path that descended steeply down the side of the mountain.

      I crouched to step down and over several boulders clumped together as if by an angry, petulant god. “I don’t understand. Why isn’t there a better route to get down to the sea? Don’t the people of Bundry work the sea? Don’t they fish or something?”

      “No.” Marcelo stepped confidently down the same boulders, at ease with his long stride, pants, and boots. “The people of Bundry are scared of the sea.”

      “What? I’ve never heard of such a thing before. Towns that abut water usually make their living from the fruits of the sea. Why would they be frightened by it?”

      “I told you. Bundry isn’t like other places. Everything’s a bit different here, including the sea.”

      “Still, that doesn’t account for people being afraid of it.”

      “No, that doesn’t, but the legends about this sea do.”

      “What legends?”

      “They say this sea is possessed of magic, but that it’s neither light nor dark magic, but something in between. They say the sea can help you or turn on you, but you won’t know which until it’s too late.”

      “Well, I’m not sure that’s different from what can be said of most large bodies of water. After all, the water element is magic.”

      “Yes, that’s true. But of course, the villagers don’t know about magic, they just know that those people who went out on this sea died and never returned. Not even their bodies were found. Eventually, people stopped coming down here altogether.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me this before we came down?”

      “Would it have made a difference?”

      “No, I suppose not.” I would have wanted to come, anyway. “But I’m surprised you didn’t try to keep me away.”

      “Who says I didn’t?”

      I focused on my footing. The path that left the castle wound instead of taking us toward the sea in the most direct route. A cliff bordered the castle, and the sea was at the bottom of the cliff. The trail curled down the cliff to abate the severity of the incline. Even so, I didn’t want to think about how my leg muscles would burn on the way back up.

      We’d reached the bottom of the cliff and were now crossing a shore that was more rock than sand and seemed to serve as a warning to all who approached that this sea wasn’t gentle.

      A wave rolled in, too far away to reach us, but the first spray of mist caressed my face. The wave crashed and diffused its essence until it touched me.

      I didn’t recoil. I didn’t pull away from it. I didn’t think of keeping my dress dry or of the chill that came with the mist.

      I longed for more—more of this sea, more of the water element, more magic, and more knowledge of my powers. I reached for Marcelo’s hand so he could help me across the rocks to reach the sea quickly.

      “Why did you agree to bring me down here?”

      “Because I feel the sea calling to you. Who am I to interfere with that?”

      We’d reached the sea. It greeted us with an arcing spray of water that soaked us. But I didn’t feel the wetness or the cold of the water, and I didn’t have to worry about getting my clothes wet anymore.

      My hair and clothes stuck to me. While the sea inhaled, preparing for more, I looked at Marcelo. He was as wet as I was, though I didn’t think he’d noticed.

      The sea was calling to him too.
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      Although the sea spoke to us both that day, its message was private, different for each of us. The sea, as rough and powerful as it was, spoke to me gently, in whispers that glimmered and faded as if they, too, were made of mist. They left a film on me of salt and mystery and of knowing that was somewhere in between the two.

      Even now, when only a night passed since the sea talked to me, I wasn’t able to remember exactly what it said. Did I ever know? I wasn’t sure I did.

      I just knew that when I stood at the mouth of the sea, I was one with it, unconcerned by its ability to sweep me away to join it. A part of me wanted it to.

      I stood as tall as I could next to a sea that dwarfed me, that showed me how small I was compared to a vastness that swelled toward the infinite. And that immensity humbled me even now, filled by a silence that was equal parts awe and curiosity.

      I had so many questions to ask Marcelo. What was it that limited my powers when they felt as if they might be as grand as the sea? Why were some magicians more powerful than others? Couldn’t we all access the same elements that were the foundation of magic and life?

      But questions would have to wait, even productive thought did, absorbed by my reverie. So much had happened in so short a time that my mind and emotions struggled to process it all.

      We’d walked our horses down the steepest part of the mountain and then ridden them into the village, where Marcelo’s family kept a pair of carriages that couldn’t make it up the mountainside to the crest of Bundry—unless the family wanted to announce its use of magic. The label of magician was still dangerous. People, fearing what they didn’t understand, continued to clamor for the execution of witches all across the countryside. Even people as powerful as the Count of Bundry had to be careful.

      So we put on the necessary show of walking down the mountainside as if we had no other alternative. As if we were ordinary—something I realized I’d likely never been.

      Once Marcelo settled Sir Lancelot and me in the carriage and set off, pointing us in the direction of Irele, the owl grew tired of my pensive silence quickly and flew from the carriage to ride up front with Marcelo, who’d decided not to bring servants with us to avoid stranding them unnecessarily in Irele.

      Sir Lancelot couldn’t get much conversation out of Marcelo, his attention fixed on the road in front of us and on any threat that might approach, but it was more than he’d get from me.

      I allowed the rocking of the carriage and the muted sounds of horse hooves to lull the pain in my head and take me to sleep where my last wish was to be free of Count Washur and his cat. I’d only get half my wish and some rest.

      I lost whole hours of the journey to nothing I could identify, yet the hours and then the days passed, and I was placid, staring out the window at the forests that came and went. After two nights of rest at unassuming inns available for travelers, the forests soon gave way to mountains again. And then the horses began the arduous climb toward Irele.

      The inefficiency of the last many days of travel from here to there and back again confused me. Why had we left Irele for Bundry only to end up in Washur instead, then remained in Bundry only long enough to show us we had to return to Irele? It seemed like a lot of wasted effort.

      However, when I leaned out the window to look up at the castle that crowned a lonely mountaintop, I knew everything was just as it was supposed to be.

      Would I ever understand the true reasons why we did things? Did magic ever fully reveal its secrets?
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      Mordecai didn’t come to the front gate. Even when Marcelo opened it with his magic and it creaked noisily to admit our horses and carriage, Mordecai didn’t appear to welcome us. He wasn’t there when Marcelo drove the carriage over to the carriage house either.

      “Certainly Mordecai must know we’re here,” I said, tentatively.

      “He must,” Marcelo agreed, his voice even, perfectly concealing his emotions.

      Sir Lancelot was back on my shoulder, where his talons tightened around my cloak in anticipation of what we’d find behind the door to the Castle of Irele. Marcelo and I were relieved the long journey from Bundry was finally over, but we were wary of what awaited us here.

      We drew out the walk across the courtyard toward the large front door. My arm threaded through Marcelo’s. We were somber, drawing in strength for whatever we’d encounter.

      Still, we weren’t ready for what happened when Robert opened the door.

      We stepped in and waited. Our eyes adjusted to the darkness of the interior and darted all about, looking for something—a pixie, a weeping maiden, or a ghost. But only silence rose to meet us, and it worried me more than when the depraved satyr greeted me.

      Marcelo didn’t bother with hellos. “Robert, where’s Mordecai?” His voice was tight.

      “His lordship’s in the dining room, milord.”

      Marcelo and I exchanged a look that had nothing to do with Mordecai taking his dinner. It was so quiet that Mordecai must have dealt with all the art escapees. Yet when we left him just a week and a half ago, he hadn’t seemed focused or strong enough to deal with much.

      “We’ll join his lordship for dinner, Robert.”

      “Very well, milord.” Robert turned to lead us into the dining room. He crossed the archway and stood to the side to allow Marcelo and me passage, but I didn’t continue in. My feet had stopped working.

      There was no room for any thought other than the one that pulsed through my mind so alarmingly that it sounded like a rushing wave of fright. The thought cascaded through my brain, swelling, building to terrible heights until it reached its crescendo, and then it crashed with a great violence that sucked the breath out of me and brought my hand to my heart.

      Marcelo walked a couple of steps into the dining room before my arm pulled on his, and he turned. “Clara, what is it? Is something wrong? Do you feel all right?”

      I didn’t look at him. I wasn’t even sure I’d heard a word he said.

      There was only that one thought. And turquoise eyes and black silken hair.

      What was Mirvela doing sitting to dinner with Mordecai?

      “Clara! Marcelo! Sir Lancelot! How lovely to see you all, and what a surprise. I didn’t expect you back so soon.” Mordecai was cheery and acting normal, more normal than I’d ever seen him act before. “How was your journey to Bundry? Was it a success?”

      Neither Mordecai nor Sir Lancelot were aware of who Mirvela was, and they had no way of knowing. Only Marcelo and I were forever branded with her image.

      Mirvela looked stunningly beautiful, but otherwise unremarkable, sitting at the large wooden table. I didn’t understand how it was that she’d emerged from the merworld or how she was free of her usually-glittering turquoise tail—two things I’d wrongfully assumed she couldn’t be free of—or how she’d come by clothing from the latest fashion for the upper class. But she fit the part of a lady of the aristocracy exquisitely.

      Sir Lancelot looked to Marcelo and to me, back and forth, waiting for us to answer Mordecai. When it became apparent we weren’t going to, Sir Lancelot, who couldn’t abide by discourtesy, stepped in. “Our journey was quite remarkable, but I’m not yet certain whether we can call it a success. It was… eventful. How’ve you been in our absence, milord? The castle is surprisingly quiet.”

      “Yes, yes. It is, isn’t it? Thanks to my new friend here. Lady Mirvela, may I introduce you to my son, Marcelo, Count of Bundry, and to his fiancée, Lady Clara.”

      Mirvela stood and bowed her head graciously to Marcelo and me. “It’s a pleasure to meet you both.”

      Marcelo didn’t even bother addressing Mirvela, and I could feel Sir Lancelot bristling at his rudeness. Marcelo spoke sharply. “Mordecai, this woman is deceiving you. She’s a merwoman, and a dangerous one. She’s the leader of their tribe.”

      “Lady Mirvela, the petite owl on Lady Clara’s shoulder is Sir Lancelot,” Mordecai said.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you as well, Sir Lancelot,” Mirvela said.

      Sir Lancelot bowed deeply from my rigid shoulder. “The pleasure is all mine, Lady Mirvela.”

      “Did you not hear me, Mordecai?” Marcelo hissed. “This woman isn’t who she says she is.”

      Mordecai continued as if Marcelo hadn’t spoken. “I wish you’d been here to see Lady Mirvela deal with those stubborn pixies. Her magic is so powerful that they just ran into the tapestries and paintings, even before she cast any spell. And she took care of all the other lingering creatures too, even the weeping maiden.”

      My body tightened further. Had Mirvela put the poor maiden back in the tapestry with the satyr, to continue being victim to his aggressions and torments?

      “You ingratiate me with your comments, Mordecai,” said Mirvela, “but it was nothing, really.”

      Mordecai let out a light-hearted laugh that sounded as if it had come from a man at least two hundred years younger. “Oh no, Lady Mirvela, your magic is truly remarkable. You are truly remarkable.”

      Mirvela laughed back, with convincing flirtation.

      I flashed my eyes at Marcelo—what was going on here?—but Marcelo was looking toward Robert, still stationed at the archway inside the dining room. Robert was inexpressive as always.

      “My son, won’t you sit now and join us for dinner? I’m sure the kitchen can put together something suitable for you, on short notice.”

      “I won’t sit at any table this woman also sits at.”

      “All right then, if you’d like to change before dinner, go do so, but hurry. I’d like to hear tales of your travels.”

      I looked at Sir Lancelot. Even the usually sharp owl didn’t behave as if anything was wrong.

      Marcelo backed away awkwardly, and he took me with him, my arm still interlaced with his. Only when Mirvela was out of sight did we turn.

      “What’s going on?” Marcelo whispered aggressively under his breath.

      “I have no idea, but whatever it is, it’s not good, that’s for sure.”

      We raced down the entry hall. I said, “Marcelo, stop,” and he halted right in front of the tapestry that contained the satyr and his ugliness. My heart sank. It was as I’d feared. The maiden hid behind a tree in the background of the tapestry, tears streaming down her face. The satyr, with bright red eyes, was in pursuit. The threads of their tapestry fixed them, unmoving only to the eye of the external viewer, to this cycle of torment.

      I pulled Marcelo along slowly. The pixies looked like they’d been flung into their respective paintings and tapestries. The playful mischief that had annoyed me when we shared the castle with them was frighteningly absent. The pixies’ faces were haunted now, as if they knew who Mirvela was and that she had control of the castle.

      Marcelo shifted to take my hand. “Come on, Clara. Let’s go.”

      He picked up the pace again and led me down the long, echoing corridor to the other end of the castle, as far away from Mirvela as we could go.
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      We fled to the third floor, navigating stairways and hallways all the more treacherous for their infrequent use. This part of the castle was deserted.

      We were moving so fast that the worst of the castle’s traps sprung after we passed. Once I turned to see a wall rise where we’d just been, but Marcelo pulled me, and I couldn’t look back again. There was enough danger ahead in this enchanted castle to overlook the treachery we avoided.

      Finally, Marcelo stopped. He and I were out of breath, and Sir Lancelot was perfectly flustered and ruffled. Marcelo paused with his hand on a door handle. “Ready?”

      I nodded, though I had no idea what I was saying I was ready for.

      Marcelo swung the door open into a room I’d never been to, but wished I had. It was enclosed in a tower very similar to the ones that housed the brothers’ and Marcelo’s studies. The walls were thick, old stone interrupted by sparse windows. Ceiling-high bookcases lined the walls in places.

      And the similarities ended there. This was very obviously a woman’s room, or it had been at one time. It was fit for a princess, and being in it made me want to be one. What was this room, and how could it possibly be here, in this castle of all places?

      Marcelo began mumbling a spell under his breath. I couldn’t understand what he was saying, but I could sense the protection he was erecting around us. I thought I might be able to see it as well. There was now a subtle blur around the hard edges of the room’s walls, as if we were encased in a great big bubble.

      Marcelo took his time with the spells. There was more than one, and he worked them in layers. I was mindful not to interrupt him. As far as Mirvela was concerned, there couldn’t be too much protection. Between the two of us, Marcelo and I lost more than eight years of our lives to Mirvela’s magic. Even a day more was unacceptable.

      After the third spell, Sir Lancelot flew from my shoulder to his usual hangout on the windowsill. He took up less space than usual; the elegance of the room appearing to make him self-conscious of any part of the décor he might disturb, any feather he might shed.

      When Marcelo finally finished placing five protection spells, he put his hands on his hips and looked at me, as if I might have an answer. “We need to figure out what to do about this situation. Right now.”

      “Marcelo, I have no idea what’s going on. What can we do?”

      “I don’t know yet. But whatever we do, we have to do it fast. I can’t bear the thought of that woman—or thing or whatever she is—using Mordecai for even a second longer. It’s repulsive.”

      A shudder of agreement ran through me. “How did she even get out of the underwater world? I thought the merpeople were trapped there, or at the very least that something bad would happen to them if they left the water.”

      “I thought so too,” Marcelo said. “I never once considered that Mirvela might walk out onto the yellow-tiled floor and into the castle. Not once. Had I done so, I probably would’ve never slept at night. I didn’t realize her tail could transform into legs either.”

      “Me neither!”

      “I assume she must’ve used her own magic to replace her tail with legs. And either there never was any spell in place preventing her from leaving the merworld, or she learned how to break it, or some other circumstance dissolved the spell.”

      Marcelo ran his hand through his hair. “I don’t know. There’s so little information about the merpeople available. I think I told you, when I first got out of the merworld, I looked for pertinent information everywhere. I read every book with any reference to them I could find. But no book mentioned them coming out of the merworld. Or maybe they do it all the time and we didn’t realize it because they don’t have tails and they act like normal people.”

      He paused. His next words were haunted. “The only likely way for magicians to get information about them is to have fallen into their merworld trap. And then… well, I don’t know if the two of us might be the only two magicians to have ever escaped it.”

      I allowed Marcelo’s words to sink in for a moment, until their implications were too great for me to deal with right now, on top of the immediate threat that currently sat at the dining room table engaging in polite conversation. “Well, whether she walked out or somehow used magic to get herself out, she’s here. And she’s obviously doing some kind of trickery over Mordecai. And Robert. And Sir Lancelot. Everyone but us. Did you notice? Mordecai didn’t seem to hear a word you said.”

      “It was as if he knew I was speaking, but Mirvela was changing what he thought I said.”

      “Yes. It has to be something like that. If not, how he acted would make even less sense. He responded to you, just not to what you actually said. Kind of like what the merpeople did to us when we were in the merworld.”

      “When we interpreted a language we didn’t understand into the words they wanted us to hear.”

      “Exactly. Are there spells that allow you to control how another person interprets the meaning of what’s being said?”

      “I’ve heard of them, and certainly Mirvela and the others must have used some kind of magic like it. But it’s incredibly advanced, ancient magic. I wonder if even Mordecai can do it. And I don’t know how to block Mirvela’s interference. Still, there must be a way.”

      “That’s why you brought us as far away from Mirvela as you could in the castle, isn’t it? So we could figure it out at a safe distance from her meddling?”

      “I hope this is a safe distance from her, although I’m not certain that any distance is as safe as we’d like it to be. I just didn’t know where else to take us and still remain inside the castle. No one comes here, not even Mordecai. None of the staff comes either. I doubt the servants even know this room exists. There are spells in place that keep it clean.”

      “Why does no one come here? I’d come here all the time if I were allowed. It’s beautiful. I love it.”

      “I don’t see any reason why you couldn’t come here.”

      I brightened, even if our circumstance was dire, it didn’t feel as serious in this room. This was a room for fairy tales, with their obligatory princesses and princes.

      I looked at my prince. “Can I stay here? I mean, can this be my room?”

      Marcelo smiled, and it was the first smile I’d seen on him in several days. The ride to Irele had been full of tension. Marcelo was on the constant lookout for threats, only to find the most dangerous of them here, infiltrating the castle that had been more a home to him than Bundry.

      “I think you can. But we’ll have to ask Mordecai—once his mind isn’t controlled by Mirvela, obviously—since this was his sister’s room.” The smile was gone before I had a chance to ask about this sister I’d never heard mentioned. Marcelo was pacing. “Do you have any ideas of what we can do?”

      “Me?”

      He spun on me. “Yes, you. You, who do things I’ve never even imagined possible in all my study of magic. You, who do things that magicians aren’t supposed to be able to do. You, who’s seen a fifth element that no one in the magical world knows anything about. You, whose chest glows sometimes. Should I go on? Yes, you.”

      Marcelo prowled the circular room like a wild cat on the hunt for prey.

      Only, he was on the hunt for an answer. Just weeks ago, he’d killed his father and lost a mentor who was like a father. Now, the only man left alive that was like a father to him, more than any others, was in the grasp of an expert in deceit and enslavement. Marcelo couldn’t lose another father—not his last chance at having one—he couldn’t.

      He spun again, eyes wild and glassy. His hands ran through his hair. “Clara, what are we going to do? I have no idea how to save him. Not one.”

      I walked to him calmly, as if I were a true princess and nothing affected me like it bothered others, safe in my enchanted tower bedroom. I took his hand. “We’ll breathe deeply and calm ourselves, and then we’ll work on the problem until we’ve fully resolved it. With your experience and with my”—what was it that I had?—“powers, we’re certain to figure it out in time.”

      I didn’t say in time for what, nor did I want to think about how much damage Mirvela could do in the time she’d already taken from Mordecai. “Besides, we have an advantage.”

      “We do? What might that be? Because I’d very much like to have one.”

      “We have Sir Lancelot with us, and Sir Lancelot, quite obviously, is also under Mirvela’s spell.” I trained my eyes on the unusually fidgety owl. “We can try our spells directly on him to see if they work before we have to try with Mordecai. Because I have the suspicion that Mirvela won’t let him out of her sight now that we’re here.”

      “Yes, I suspect you’re right.” Marcelo ran his hands through his black hair again, his eyes on Sir Lancelot. “Thank you. I think that is a true advantage. And we have another one too. Neither you nor I are affected by Mirvela’s charms. There has to be a reason for it, probably linked with our underwater years.”

      I thought it lucky that Sir Lancelot didn’t seem to be absorbing a thing we were saying. The owl might jump out of his skin if he fidgeted any more. Mirvela still possessed his thoughts, and her presence within him wasn’t a gentle one.
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      Marcelo and I sat next to each other on an ornate love seat that suited the princess room perfectly. It was overly stuffed, with elaborately patterned silk upholstery. But it was comfortable and overlooked the valley below the cliff that dropped straight down just beyond the wall of the tower.

      “It’s a magnificent view, isn’t it?” I said.

      “Yes, it is. Although I’d enjoy it more if a slave master weren’t in the castle, controlling everyone.” He took in the oblivious owl with sullen eyes. Sir Lancelot remained unaware of what was going on, blissful in his ignorance, atop the windowsill.

      “Then let’s figure it out. Let’s stop Mirvela.” I sounded more buoyant than I felt to compensate for Marcelo’s moroseness.

      “Let’s.” Marcelo discordantly followed his statement by scooting forward on the seat and staring farther out the window.

      “All right.” It was obviously up to me to get us going. “Do you think Mirvela would’ve gotten whatever spell she’s using from a book?” Assuming merpeople used spells.

      “That’s what I would’ve automatically thought before meeting you. Now, I can’t be sure. Maybe there are more people out there able to do magic the way you do.”

      He looked at me pointedly, and I secretly hoped Mirvela would be nothing like me. The thought of her with unbridled, intuitive magic was terrifying. “Why don’t we go on the assumption that she isn’t like me and that she uses constructed spells just like other witches?”

      “Even though she comes from an underwater world that might very well operate in different ways than ours?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why? Isn’t it a risk not to take into account the possibility that she might have unpredictable, uncontrollable powers?”

      “Of course it’s a risk. But if we think of Mirvela as being able to do whatever she wants with magic, then we’re doomed to begin with. You and I both know she’ll use her power unkindly. So let’s go on the premise that her power operates within the same limits that constrict all magicians…”

      “… so we can find a definite way to stop her,” he completed.

      “Yes.”

      “All right, Clara. I’m not really comfortable with the idea of ignoring what might be part of the problem. But I do agree with you that, if Mirvela can do magic like you, then there’s little hope of us stopping her, anyway. So let’s do what you say. Let’s assume she’d act like an ordinary magician, like me.”

      “Marcelo, you are not ordinary.”

      He surprised me and laughed. “I’m sorry to disappoint you, but I believe I am.”

      I said nothing, but only smiled back, a smile that indicated Marcelo was anything but ordinary.

      “And if I wanted to control someone’s mind, I’d search the ancient spell books,” Marcelo said.

      “Why do you think no one uses mind control magic nowadays? I mean, I agree that it’s much better this way, but why wouldn’t the magic be kept alive? It’s useful magic after all.”

      “It was probably hidden away purposefully, like many other types of magic considered too dangerous for the ordinary magician,” he said. “There’ve been many spells difficult to control. When that’s the case, almost anything can happen, most of it not good.”

      Marcelo studied the landscape. The light outside was fading quickly. Soon, it would be night. “With this spell, or what I can understand of it without actually seeing the words, there would be the potential for a lot of problems. I imagine eager magicians interfered with other people’s thoughts all the time. And they may have lost control of their spells, or perhaps the spells proved too powerful for them. If so, people would never have returned to the way they were before. Who knows what the effects would’ve been, anything from permanently believing the thoughts the magician imposed on them to full madness? When things like that happen, when a spell’s proven to be difficult to control and to have long-lasting ill effects, the magical council bans it. It labels it dark magic and forbids it.”

      “I didn’t know there was a magical council.” I wondered how many things I still didn’t know about magic. A hundred thousand? A million?

      “Well, there definitely is one, although no one but the council members knows who’s on it. I’ve suspected for a long time that Albacus and Mordecai are—were, are, whatever—on it, but they always change—changed—the subject when I ask. I can’t get used to speaking of Albacus in the past tense.” Marcelo’s shoulders slumped even further. “Although I must.”

      I sat with him in silence for a moment, giving Albacus’ memory the respect it deserved. But then I moved on. Albacus’ brother was still alive, and he needed our help. “So if the spell were a dark one, how would Mirvela have learned it?”

      “There are three ways I can think of: she could’ve gotten hold of a book of dark magic; or she could’ve discovered a book that included the spell before the magical council decreed it dark magic, so it would have to be a very old book; or she could’ve found another magician who held the knowledge and was willing to tell her about it.”

      “Like Mordecai?”

      “Yes, possibly like Mordecai, assuming he knows the spell, and I think chances are good that he does. Mordecai and Albacus are some of the more powerful and knowledgeable magicians still alive.” He grimaced at the use of present tense with Albacus, but didn’t correct himself. “However, Mordecai wouldn’t tell Mirvela how to do a spell which would give her control over him. Of that I’m certain.”

      “That leaves the books. Do they have books in the merworld?”

      “Not that I ever saw.”

      “Nor did I. Not even a paperless version of them.”

      “It’s more likely that she would have found the books once she came out of the water. The brothers’ collection of magical books is vast and close to complete. Their ancestors collected them long before the brothers did.”

      I gasped.

      “Clara, what is it?”

      “I just thought of something. You don’t suppose more merpeople came out of the water with Mirvela, do you?”

      Marcelo frowned. “I’d considered that, and all I can say is, I very much hope not. Their opportunity to do so likely happened when Albacus called on all the castle creatures capable of defending us, during the battle, and let loose the pixies, the satyr, and, it looks like, the merpeople—or at least one merperson.”

      “Oh, Marcelo, it’d be awful if all the merpeople were loose in the castle. Or worse, outside of it where we might not be able to track them.”

      “Yes, Clara, it’d be terrible. I agree with you on that. But it’s possible that Mirvela, being the most daring, might have been the only one to come out of the merworld. Let’s hope that’s the case, at least.

      Marcelo was well aware of my distress. I’d done much to forget about the years of life the merpeople stole from me. But in moments like these, when the threat of a reoccurrence was real, it was all I could think about.

      He pulled me toward him and drew my head to his shoulder. “Clara, we have enough very real and very big problems right now without imagining how many more we might have. Let’s deal with one problem at a time, so they don’t become any more unmanageable than they already are.” He ran his hand down my hair. “It’ll be all right, Clara. Somehow, it will be.”

      I nodded against his chest and closed my eyes.

      “Mirvela might have been able to overpower us in her underwater home, but she’s on land now. And the earth element is one we know better than she does,” he reassured.

      I liked where he was going with this. “Even in the merworld, you defeated them. You were able to break free of the magical hold they had on you and rescue me.”

      “And it was Mirvela who chased us when I came to get you.”

      “I don’t remember much of my rescue.”

      “No, you wouldn’t. The merpeople had a firm grip on your mind. But it was Mirvela who pursued us the most rabidly; it was she who almost grabbed you away from me.”

      “But you got me away from her.”

      “I did. Just barely,” Marcelo said.

      “But you did. How did you manage it?”

      “With a blasting spell. The blast was enough to push her back a few feet each time. But she’s a strong and fast swimmer. She’d catch up to us again quickly.”

      “You’ve beaten Mirvela twice before. You can do it again.” I almost had myself convinced of the fact.

      “We’ll have to.” He ran his hands across his spring sweater. The outline of the crisscross of scars was easy enough to feel through the thin undershirt and cotton. Mirvela left her mark, that was for sure. She made certain he’d never forget the cost of escaping her clutches.

      “If we find the spell book Mirvela consulted for her mind control spell, will it give us the way to counteract it?”

      “It’s likely, but not a guarantee.”

      “Where would Mordecai keep such a book, one that’s either dedicated to dark magic or so old that it precedes a dark magic classification?”

      “Well, it depends. If Mordecai or Albacus hid it, I have some ideas. But if their ancestors did, I’ll just have to guess. Their great-greats were pretty eclectic, odd magicians. And then, the other thing to consider, is that the castle might have hidden away the spell book all on its own.”

      “But if the castle hid it, then Mirvela wouldn’t have been able to find it either. The book has to be somewhere for her to find, which means it has to be somewhere we can find it. Right?” I hoped I was right.

      “Unless she’s hidden it now.”

      “Unless she’s hidden it.” Each time I thought we were getting somewhere, I discovered we weren’t.

      Then the voice of salvation rang in an unlikely soprano. “Where am I?”
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      Marcelo was up and pacing again. “This is excellent news. Truly excellent. Do you realize what wonderful news you’ve given us, Sir Lancelot?”

      “I don’t think Sir Lancelot realizes much of anything yet,” I said. Poor Sir Lancelot. He looked like he’d just woken up from a dream and couldn’t figure out what was real and what wasn’t.

      Marcelo wasn’t waiting for Sir Lancelot to catch up. “Clara, you realize what this means, don’t you?”

      “I think so.” But the uncertainty sang out in my voice.

      “This means that Mirvela’s spell wears off, either with time or with distance, or a combination of both. How long has it been since we left Mirvela and Mordecai in the dining room?”

      “I’m not sure. An hour? Maybe an hour and a half?”

      “So it’s been somewhere between an hour and an hour and a half since Sir Lancelot was around Mirvela. And her charm has now worn off. It’s either that her spell can’t work on Sir Lancelot when he’s this far away from her, or that she hasn’t tried to continue her charm on him since we left her. Either way, we know about how long the effect of it lasts.”

      “If we can get Mordecai away from her, then we only have to wait it out!” I said.

      “Yes! Precisely. Even though Mirvela is surely staying close to Mordecai as much as she can, we may get an opportunity to get him away from her. Once the effect wears off, he might already know of an easy counter charm. It’s night already. I don’t know if Mirvela sleeps, but he does.”

      What light-heartedness had begun to infuse me seeped out of me like a leak. “Marcelo.”

      “What?”

      “If we get Mordecai away from Mirvela, there’s a chance that she’ll disappear into the castle. Once she doesn’t have him to keep track of, she could go anywhere.”

      Marcelo grunted. Every one of his instincts urged him to snatch Mordecai away from Mirvela.

      I continued, “And then we’d have no idea where she was or what she was up to, and that would be worse than the threat she poses now. At least now we know what she’s doing.”

      He huffed. “You’re right.”

      I could see the defeat hovering over Marcelo.

      “Still, Sir Lancelot’s recovery gives us good news, even if we can’t use it to get Mordecai away from Mirvela—right away,” I said. “For one, we know it’s temporary. And it also seems that it allows the mind to return to the way it was.”

      The owl was still googly eyed, making him look cute instead of distinguished as he usually did.

      I stood to put a hand on Marcelo’s back. His hair was standing on end in places, and he was looking for something new to do with his hands. “Let’s go find the book that Mirvela used to cast the spell,” I said. “It’ll be all right. We can do this. Once Sir Lancelot recovers completely”—and I left out the thought that flickered vividly across my mind, if he does—“maybe he’ll have some more insight into how her spell works. The book has to be in the castle. I doubt Mirvela would’ve left in the short time we were gone. It’s a big world out there for a merwoman used to an underwater environment. Even for someone as bold as her, it’d be a lot to handle. Don’t you know some spells that could locate a hidden book?”

      Marcelo took my hand and led me toward the door. “I most certainly do.”

      I smiled. I had to. We were going to save Mordecai. It was written all over Marcelo’s youthful, vibrant face.

      Marcelo opened the door. I said, “Wait. What about Sir Lancelot? Should he stay here? Or should we take him with us?”

      Before Marcelo could decide, Sir Lancelot spoke in an uncertain owl voice. “I’d like to come with you if that suits you, Lady Clara, Count Bundry. I feel most unlike myself and would appreciate the company.”

      There was no way Marcelo would be able to resist such a request. “Come on then, Sir Lancelot,” I said, patting my shoulder.

      The owl flew with less than his usual grace, but as soon as he took his place, we tore across hallways and staircases I didn’t recognize. Even if I did, I wouldn’t have been able to navigate the passageways alone. I was still wary of the castle’s tricks and how much they could cost me. I probably always would be. From the firm grip Marcelo kept on my hand, he felt the same.

      We were going so fast that Sir Lancelot wobbled on my shoulder. It didn’t help matters that he was still aloof and not fully back to himself. Mirvela’s grip on him had faded, but his usual wit and sharp intellect hadn’t returned.

      Marcelo stopped at a crossroads. We could go left, or we could go right. In a castle such as this, the decision would make a great difference, maybe even the difference between life and death, or at the very least an unpleasant detour we couldn’t afford right now.

      Marcelo took a right. But when we reached another turn, he changed his mind. We retraced our steps. This time, at the crossroads, he went left, and we soon reached the room he had in mind.

      We raced through the threshold to the open doorway.

      I sensed the heat before I registered where the danger to us was coming from. Instinctively, I brought a hand to secure Sir Lancelot against me and ducked quickly. And just in time.

      A stream of fire shot across the threshold, near where our heads had just been. I snapped my gaze to the source of the fire. “Sylvia!”

      She didn’t do anything that indicated remorse, although she did stop hurling fire at us.

      I stood. “You almost killed us!” I tried again to make her see how dangerous what she did was.

      She hiccupped smoke and turned in a circle before settling back down in her alcove above the door to the brothers’ study. Lazily, she lowered eyelids to half mast over horizontal slits of pupils.

      Obviously, I hadn’t manage to impact her with how serious her actions were. Marcelo didn’t appear particularly appalled either. If they thought that in a castle replete with concealed threats one more didn’t make a difference, they were wrong.

      Marcelo dropped my hand and walked toward the bookshelves that lined the far wall. “Hello, Sylvia,” he said, as if nothing had happened. “Your master’s in danger.” He’d already begun rifling through titles while I stood there, waiting to recover from being nearly burned to a crisp by a mythological creature that wasn’t supposed to exist.

      I turned to look up at Sylvia again, and immediately I was glad I had, my anger abandoning me in a whoosh. It wasn’t often that humans got to study firedrakes, and Sylvia was an incredible specimen. Her skin glowed opalescent while her red eyes steadily followed Marcelo’s every move.

      Marcelo continued talking to the firedrake. “The woman that’s with him, Mirvela, isn’t a lady at all. She isn’t even a woman, I don’t think. She’s a merwoman, who somehow managed to leave the merworld and shift her tail into human legs.” Marcelo met Sylvia’s red eyes and added, “She’s controlling Mordecai’s mind.”

      I wasn’t sure how much of this Sylvia would understand. After all, she was a firedrake. But one look at the smoldering fury in her eyes confirmed that she understood every single word Marcelo said. She flicked her tail methodically with righteous anger. Flick. Pause. Flick. Pause. Flick. Had I not known she was on our side, with proof of it from the recent battle fresh in my mind, I would have backed away.

      If we didn’t find the book in this study, we’d still have accomplished something valuable. I couldn’t believe we hadn’t thought to come to Sylvia. Her loyalty to her master was strong, and she was an incredible creature.

      Marcelo was running from one bookshelf to another. He trailed his finger across the worn spines to ensure he didn’t miss a single title. The minutes passed, but I didn’t offer to help. I didn’t know what to look for. I might miss the book even with its title staring back at me.

      He climbed the moving ladder next to each bookshelf and slid it across. He didn’t miss a spot. He even pulled a row of smaller books out from the shelf to find a second row of even smaller books shelved behind them.

      The book we were looking for wasn’t there, not anywhere between ceiling and floor. Marcelo slunk to the floor, legs spread out before him. His hand went to his forehead, and he leaned his head back against a shelf. Some of the books inched back on the shelf to accommodate his head.

      I sat next to him. “Why did you think the book would be here? I thought you said the castle has many libraries.”

      “Oh, it does. A great many. So many that we might never be able to go through them all in time.”

      “But you could still use a locating spell, right?”

      He nodded unenthusiastically. “Yes. It will take some time to construct, but yes. I was just so certain the book would be here. The brothers kept the most esoteric and advanced books of magic here because those books fascinated them. When you’ve lived as long as the brothers have—well, as long as Mordecai has—you can grow bored with basic magic. If it’s strange or forbidden, they would’ve kept it here.”

      “Could you have missed it?”

      “It’s possible. Though I don’t know where it could be. There are no obvious places to hide things. And if they hid it in a non-obvious place that they didn’t want anyone to discover, we might never find it, not even with a locator spell. The brothers are very good at what they do. They taught me everything I know, and it’s not even half of what they probably know of magic.”

      I slumped back against the bookshelf too and blew a few loose strands of hair from my forehead.

      I pushed my head further against the soft spines of old, worn books. My eyes traveled the room, not really looking for anything.

      They landed on Sylvia. She was alert, waiting for her opportunity to save her master, just as Marcelo was.

      “Sylvia, you don’t happen to know if Mirvela, the merwoman, came in here and looked at a book, do you?” I thought it funny that I was talking to a firedrake no differently than if she were a person.

      Sylvia’s nostrils flared. Smoke trailed out of them in a straight line while she nodded her head up and down.

      Marcelo and I both sat up, our backs erect. Even Sir Lancelot, who still didn’t know much of what was going on, mirrored our alertness.

      “Did she leave the book in this room, Sylvia?” Marcelo asked.

      Sylvia grunted a short burst of fire while she nodded. She stepped forward so that her talons dug into the plaster edge of the alcove, crumbling it where she gripped it, keeping her from tumbling forward.

      “Do you know where she left it?” I asked, and not a breath passed between Marcelo and me while we waited for her answer.

      Sylvia whinnied an unnatural clatter that didn’t sound quite like a horse or any other animal I knew. I guessed she sounded just like a firedrake, an angry, defensive, ready-to-pounce firedrake.

      “Show us, Sylvia,” Marcelo said. “Show me, Sylvia. Show me now.”

      Sylvia emitted another shrill cry designed to frighten even the hardiest enemy. She unfurled her ample wings in the compact alcove. She pushed them against its walls in a rain of fine, white plaster. A short burst of fire preceded her stunted flight. Through smoke, she emerged, glorious and wrathful.

      She landed on the bookshelf farthest away from her, nestled on either sides of a window seat that opened on both sides of a small window.

      I hadn’t even noticed the small window before. But now that I looked at it, the window and its seat seemed to stick out, as if it had been waiting for us to discover it all along.

      Sylvia perched on one of the seat backs. Her talons carved a permanent groove in the wood.

      Marcelo was already at her side. “Oh, good, Sylvia. Very good. You are a very smart firedrake. Mordecai will be very proud of you.”

      She batted her eyelashes in such a way that left me staring at her as surprised to see the gesture of a young girl on a firedrake as I was by our imminent discovery.

      Marcelo ran his hand down her head, and she retracted her wings. He guided his hand down her smooth back. She made cooing sounds.

      “Is it in this bookcase here, Sylvia?” Marcelo placed his hand on the seat Sylvia stood on. But it wasn’t. She shook her head no and then bucked it toward the seat across from her.

      “Wonderful, Sylvia. You’re such a good girl.” Marcelo knelt in front of the other seat, down at its bottom, where a small bookcase had been carved out of it. The bookshelf only fit a dozen or so books. Marcelo pulled them, one at a time. He studied each one, flipped it open to make sure the cover matched the contents, and then placed it on the floor in a pile.

      When eleven rejected books sat next to him, Marcelo looked toward Sylvia again. She nudged her head encouragingly. He looked more closely. “There’s nothing there, Sylvia.”

      She snorted.

      I moved in. Marcelo looked at me, and I shrugged. I didn’t see anything either. I crouched up to move Sir Lancelot from my shoulder so that I could duck under the wooden overhang and get a closer look when something flashed.

      I gasped. “Sylvia’s right. There’s something there.” The light of the candle Marcelo held hit a slight edge that hadn’t been pushed in fully, revealing the compartment it had been designed to hide.

      I pulled at the edge with my nail, but it was barely enough to catch on. I couldn’t get it open. There wasn’t enough to grasp.

      “We need a knife or a pin or something.”

      “No. We don’t. We need magic.”

      I tore my eyes from the prize toward Marcelo. He was growing in his power. I could feel it as readily as I could feel the five elements alive and well within me.

      He extended his hand to find the door to the hidden compartment. He closed his eyes, although this time he didn’t care whether I watched.

      “Hidden secrets, come to rise. Hidden secrets, do not compromise. Reveal yourselves now because I ask. Reveal yourselves now, this is your task.” His voice was a low grumble that trembled with its own power.

      He withdrew his hand, and I worried as nothing happened. But Marcelo didn’t seem worried at all. Instead, he shared a grateful grin with Sylvia. They were one step closer to saving Mordecai.

      The panel pushed open, and Marcelo reached to pull it out.

      There, nestled inside the compartment as if it had been designed to fit just this one book, was what we were looking for. The book that Mirvela assumed we’d never find, guaranteeing her omnipotence over a magician who was her superior in knowledge and skill.

      Marcelo removed the book from its hiding place. He ran a palm across its worn cover. The book was old, very old, too big to fit in one hand. Marcelo handed me the candlestick.

      I moved it toward the cover. “The Magyke of the Darke Elementes,” I whispered, afraid to draw out the darkness from the pages of the book. Enough darkness haunted us already.

      “The forbidden book.” When Marcelo turned to look at me, I witnessed its unspoken dangers across his face as clearly as if he himself were a book and I an avid reader of its pages.
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      “The Magyke of the Darke Elementes contains magic so dangerous that the magical council of the time—ages ago now—tried to get rid of it forever. The council members attempted to destroy every copy of the book.” Marcelo cradled the book in his hands, unwilling yet to open it. “I’m tempted simply to destroy the book without ever opening it.”

      “But Marcelo, what of Mordecai?” I couldn’t believe he’d suggest something like that after he tore over here to find the book as if his own life depended on it.

      “Mordecai would understand my choice.”

      “Marcelo, your saying this doesn’t make sense. We can’t leave Mordecai to Mirvela.”

      “Yet we might have to. I can’t be certain what we might unleash when I open this book.”

      “But the brothers had it. They didn’t consider it dangerous.”

      “That you’d believe that reminds me that you haven’t had the chance to get to know them properly. The brothers love things that are dangerous and forbidden. It’s something different, exciting, in a world where the ordinary grows boring. Long life can bring its own challenges. One must become more creative to continue with the same level of excitement as before. The brothers have been mastering magic for more than three hundred seventeen years—or at least, Albacus had; Mordecai still is. Something new to try, or to work against, is more interesting than the spells they’d learned as children hundreds of years before.

      “Yes, I can understand all that. But if Mordecai still has it in his study, it must mean it’s not so dangerous that the mere opening of it would cause harm, right? If not, the brothers wouldn’t keep it here where anyone could find it, would they?”

      “They wouldn’t assume anyone would find the book here. Its hiding place isn’t obvious, it was designed specifically for this book. It fits the space perfectly in length and width.”

      “All right then. But wouldn’t they have just destroyed it if it’s so dangerous?”

      Marcelo gazed at the book and rubbed his hand across the faded words. “Dark magic is difficult to do, and one of its greatest perils is when a magician without sufficient skill attempts one of its charms.”

      “Marcelo, you aren’t a novice magician like I am. You’re experienced and possess a great level of skill. The brothers told me so themselves.”

      I put my hand on Marcelo’s, and I thought I might have felt something pass from the book to his hand and then to mine. I quickly withdrew it.

      He noticed, and I tried to pretend nothing had happened, that it was every day that we sat with the most forbidden book on the planet and that the book sent some kind of spark through me.

      “Marcelo, is this our only chance at saving Mordecai from Mirvela?” I asked.

      “I can’t be certain, Clara. We still don’t know exactly how Mirvela’s wielding her power over Mordecai. But there’s a good chance that it’s from this book, especially now that we know Sylvia saw her consult it. I think our theory’s strong, and a counter spell for the dark magic Mirvela’s using may be contained within its pages. We might eventually find another way to help Mordecai, even without the book.”

      “But that could take awhile.”

      “Yes, it could.”

      “You’ll go crazy if we have to wait any longer to help Mordecai.”

      Marcelo looked so sad, it tore at my heart. He said, “Yes, Clara, that’s true.” He stopped to swallow. “But if I open this book, going crazy might become the least of our worries.”

      “Can it really be all that bad?”

      “Clara, magicians are, as a rule, reckless individuals. We skirt the line between the permissible and the forbidden every day. I’ve mentioned the magical council, but it’s incredibly rare for the council to prohibit something. It happens about once every hundred years. The council trusts that magicians can govern themselves. The magical council joined to ban this book. Because they deemed it so dangerous that magicians couldn’t be allowed to decide for themselves whether to use its magic or not.”

      “I see. And simply opening its pages is dangerous, even if you don’t perform any of the spells?”

      “I don’t know, Clara. That’s the problem. I just don’t know what I can and can’t do with this book. Neither Mordecai nor Albacus ever mentioned it to me. I had no idea they possessed a copy. There aren’t supposed to be any in existence. Although now I know of at least one other that still survives.”

      “Don’t tell me.” I thumped my head back against the wood of the seat. I was exhausted by these invisible threats that hung over my head. “Count Washur has one.”

      “Yes. I saw it in my father’s memories. Count Washur has a copy of The Magyke of the Darke Elementes, and he isn’t afraid to use it.”

      We sat in silence for a long moment while Sylvia and Sir Lancelot studied us. I’d grown accustomed to the little owl’s almost constant presence, especially now, when he wasn’t yet his usual sharp self. But there was something unnerving about a firedrake glaring at you from right above, with anger so evident in her dragon-like face. She was waiting for us to do something to save her master.

      More moments passed, and I stared up into Sylvia’s fiery eyes. “We have to do something, Marcelo. Something’s better than nothing, I think.”

      “Even if the risks we take are greater than we could imagine? We don’t even know what could happen if I open this book.”

      “We don’t. You’re right. But we owe it to Mordecai to try.”

      “I don’t know, Clara. I’m not sure he’d ever forgive me, or himself, if I were to open this book to save him and something horrible happened.”

      I breathed out sharply through my nose. “This is all too much. So be it, Marcelo. Whatever it might be, so be it. I’ll open the book.”

      I reached for it. Marcelo snatched it away. “You will not. If it’s dangerous for me to open the book, it’s a hundredfold more so for you. We’ve only had the faintest glimpse of your capabilities. We aren’t about to discover their potential with dark magic. No way.”

      I tried for the book again. I wanted to do this for Marcelo, to ease the burden from him. Finally, this was something I could do for him.

      “No, Clara.”

      “But we have to try, Marcelo.”

      “Fine then.” And Marcelo snapped the book open.

      All eyes fell to Marcelo. then to the book, and back again. Even Sir Lancelot followed the action, though I wasn’t sure what he understood of it.

      We waited. We released a breath we hadn’t realized we held. And we waited some more.

      Finally, Marcelo slumped back against the wooden seat. “Oh thank goodness. I thought I was about to unleash the caged torments of hell onto all of us. At least now we know there was no curse protecting the book from being opened.”

      I laughed nervously. I hadn’t thought it could be so bad as that. No wonder Marcelo hadn’t wanted to open the book. Had I known more specifically what he was afraid of, I wouldn’t have been so courageous in offering to open it myself.

      Marcelo leaned over the book in his lap. “All right. Let’s see what we have here.” He flipped back to the front of the book.

      I read the first page that announced the terrifying nature of its content. “The Darke Mag—”

      “Shhhhh,” Sir Lancelot whispered vehemently at the same time as Marcelo harshly spoke, “No, Clara.”

      Marcelo took one hand from the book and rested it against my back. I felt another spark run through his hand into me. It was the book again.

      “No, Clara,” he said, “you can’t speak aloud anything in this book. Ever. The power of speech can make any spell stronger. In fact, it’d be better if you didn’t read it at all.” He tilted the book almost imperceptibly, angled away from me.

      “Fine.” I stood, taking Sir Lancelot with me. I knew Marcelo was right, especially since I could feel the book reaching out for me, but I still didn’t like being told what I could and couldn’t do. Who did?

      “So does this mean you’re back to yourself then, Sir Lancelot?”

      “I beg your pardon, Lady Clara. Whatever do you mean?”

      “You told me not to read that book.”

      “I most certainly did. Do you have any idea what might happen to us all if you read a single spell out of that book?”

      He was back. Mirvela’s hold over the owl had finally worn off completely. The dullard was gone, and the prodigy had returned, tall in his petite plumed shell. “You could have killed us all, Lady Clara. That much is certain. I haven’t seen one of these books for at least five hundred years.” Large, yellow owl eyes examined that dark magic he thought the world had rid itself of forever. “I’d hoped I’d never see it again.”

      “I understand why you think that, Sir Lancelot,” Marcelo said from his place at the window seat. He was flipping through the book’s pages slowly, one at a time. Every other page elicited a gasp, a groan, or silence filled with dread. And all I could think was that Count Washur had access to a book just like this, with every single one of its dark words.
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      “This is the spell Mirvela used to control Sir Lancelot’s mind. It has to be.”

      I left Marcelo to study the book’s contents while I toured the large study by myself. I looked at the spines of the worn books on the shelves, guessing as to how dangerous each one of them might be.

      Sir Lancelot and Sylvia stayed with Marcelo, each perched on facing benches, waiting for what they knew would eventually come.

      I turned toward the others, and I took the steps back to the window, knowing that each one brought me closer to a confrontation with Mirvela.

      I stood behind Marcelo, pretending I could still be an outsider to the path that was proving unavoidable. “Is there a counter spell included with it?”

      Marcelo smiled. “Yes, there is.”

      I bent over to look, doing my best not to read, though that was impossible for me. My brain automatically reached out to any written word greedily. “What’s all this writing in the margins? It’s in another hand than the text of the book.”

      “There are quite a lot of these additional notes, aren’t there? But I must say I’m grateful for them. Most magical books have spells that continually update them. This is a wonderful feature, which means that you’re always accessing the most recent version of the spell, and that any unanticipated effects have been fixed. With a book like this one, that isn’t supposed to exist anymore, the book isn’t being updated. Even if a spell were to have ill effects that no one foresaw, there’s no one left to change it. So I’m particularly grateful for the scribbled notes in the margins. They’re changing the spells to make them safer and more predictable. I recognize this writing here as Albacus’ script. He at least has examined this spell, and since he did, chances are very high that Mordecai was at least aware of it as well.

      Marcelo continued. “I feel better about using the spell since it appears that Albacus himself tried it and modified it. At least I know that he survived it and found it a workable spell, with his changes.”

      “I understand. Will you do the counter spell now?”

      “I suppose so.” Marcelo pinched the bridge of his nose, put the open book on the seat beside him, and stood.

      He stretched and then walked with his arms crossed toward the window on the opposite side of the room that overlooked the courtyard. I could tell by looking at him that he was remembering what had taken place on the stones below. The visible signs of blood and death were absent, but they’d never be wiped from Marcelo’s memory.

      He turned to face me. The moonlight was faint as it explored one side of his face across his shoulder. It outlined the ridges of his face in silver. He looked both older than his years and younger at the same time. The burden of his choices weighed heavily on him, turning down his shoulders, but the magic in him was evident. It glowed faintly along with the moonlight.

      He stepped away from the wall and rocked there for a moment, unsupported by anything or anyone but himself. “I’m ready. With any luck, Mordecai and Mirvela will be asleep in separate rooms. That will make it easier for the counter spell to break Mirvela’s hold over Mordecai.”

      He returned to the book. Sir Lancelot was reading the open pages from above. Marcelo didn’t seem to mind. It was only me that he didn’t want reading the spells.

      “Excuse me, Sir Lancelot,” Marcelo said. Sir Lancelot moved aside while Marcelo picked up the book and held it in both hands, open to the page that would change Mordecai’s fate.

      “Clara, would you please bring the candlestick too?” Marcelo walked across the brothers’ study and set the book down on the scarred wooden table that occupied the center of the room. I could only imagine how many spells the brothers had performed in their long lives, hunched over this same table.

      I set the candleholder on the worn wood and passed my other hand across it. The wood was old and polished, and it felt warm and comforting to the touch.

      Marcelo bent over the book, though he didn’t sit at either of the two chairs that lined this side of the table. I tried to resist temptation for several moments, mindful of Marcelo’s warnings, but in the end I couldn’t help myself. I peered over Marcelo’s shoulder, trying to make out any of the words in the flickering light. I caught only fragments of the spell. Nevertheless, the words intrigued me, and I wanted nothing more in that moment than to know all of it.

      The candle flickered violently, causing Marcelo to look up to discover the source of the disruption. He found my eyes trained on the one thing in the room they were supposed to ignore. He scooted the book closer to him, and his eyes never left mine as he said, “Will you check that the windows are secure, please? The flame shouldn’t be quivering as it is.”

      Then he took one of the seats and leaned back in it with the book in his lap. He read through the spell from start to finish several times before he concluded he was ready. “I hope everything goes as it’s supposed to. If it doesn’t, we’ll be in enormous trouble.”

      “I thought we already were in enormous trouble.”

      “We are. But it can get worse. So hope with every bit of you that it doesn’t.”

      With his reminder and earlier admonition that my still unknown powers could worsen things if I got involved, I remained by the window I’d been checking—they were all closed. I couldn’t help myself from reading anytime I was near a book, so this was the safest choice. I leaned into the cold stone of the windowsill, and the chilled air of an early springtime night met my back. I crossed my arms and shivered, but I stayed where I was.

      “All right. Here we go.” He turned to look at Sir Lancelot, Sylvia, and, finally, me, where his gaze settled. Marcelo was tense, and his nervousness reached me all the way across the room. Hope was etched across the features of his face, drawn tight by worry of what could happen. “Please, no one speak at all. There can be no interruptions. This spell is dangerous enough as it is. Nothing can upset it as I cast it.”

      Two supposedly impossible creatures nodded along with me.

      Marcelo cleared his throat, stretched his fingers, and cracked his neck. He rubbed his hands together and licked his lips.

      His voice started out slow and quiet, but it grew as he went. “A spell was cast that disturbed a mind, allowed the magician to enter it and hold it forevermore. This spell was recorded in this book; I found it within your pages. The spell first cast allowed one mind to control another. It was read into being by a merwoman named Mirvela, and through and by it, she stole the ability from the lord of this house, Mordecai, to know his true thoughts. Now, with my own power as a magician, and with the additional power that is conferred upon me because Mordecai considers me like a son of his own blood, I recall the spell Mirvela cast that gives her power over Mordecai. Through these following words, I break all power that the spell from this very book entitled Steal Thee Another’s Mind conferred on Mirvela, and I declare through my power, that she can never cast another spell like it to give her power over Mordecai. Control a mind ye have done, but the time for it now doth pass. A window open for mind control closeth now forevermore. The spell Steal Thee Another’s Mind is now complete. Its power returneth to its source, and the victim of thine spell is free once more for him to choose who he might be. Through my declared power, I decree this counter spell to dissolve any and all power that Mirvela ever held over Mordecai. It is now complete, and Mordecai’s mind returns to him.”

      Marcelo stared at the book some more. He poured over the one page earmarked as Mordecai’s salvation. Then he looked back toward me, where I hadn’t moved more than to breathe while Marcelo spoke. The counter spell wasn’t the most elegant one I’d read or heard, but it would work, and that was all that mattered.

      “That’s it,” he said. “I can’t think of what more to say to erase Mirvela’s hold over Mordecai.” He removed the book from his lap to place it on the table. He closed it and got up. He walked toward me, already running his hands through his hair. “I don’t know if it worked or not.”

      “It worked.” I pushed away from the windowsill and left the worst of the cold behind.

      “How can you be sure?”

      “Because I felt it. Didn’t you?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know. I usually do feel the spells as I’m doing them, but this time I don’t think I did.” Another pass through his hair. “I hope the effect of Mirvela’s spell is faster to wear off with Mordecai than it was with Sir Lancelot.”

      “But it might not be, right? Mordecai might’ve been under the spell for most of the time we were gone. Can it be slower to wear off if it’s been in place longer?”

      “Yes, it can. Well, we’ll just have to see what happens.”

      “Are we going to go find Mordecai now?”

      “I think we should. With luck, he’ll be alone in his room and Mirvela will be away in hers, wherever Robert put her.”

      Robert was under Mirvela’s influence as well. Robert would have done whatever she wished. I didn’t want to voice aloud my concern that she might be sleeping in the room with Mordecai, overriding every notion of etiquette Robert would have normally obeyed. And now that she knew Marcelo and I were in the castle, she would be especially vigilant of Mordecai. She would almost certainly know we would be desperate to free him from her hold.

      But I said nothing to Marcelo of my worries. If I’d thought of this possibility, then so had he, along with several others that hadn’t occurred to me yet. Either way, we had to try. We had to do what we could to get Mordecai physically away from Mirvela now. And the only way to do that was to go where Mordecai was and hope beyond all hope that we wouldn’t run into Mirvela.

      Marcelo retrieved The Darke Magyke of the Elementes and returned it to its hiding place. He ran his hand across the wood panel once he had closed it to make sure that nothing would reveal its location in our absence.

      He looked up to the firedrake, still clenching the seat that concealed the bookcase.

      “Sylvia? Would you like to join us in rescuing Mordecai?”

      She cawed a dragon cry and flew over to Marcelo, who held out his arm for her. She looked ten sizes too big for Marcelo’s forearm.

      “Sir Lancelot? Will you also join us?”

      “Yes, of course, Lord Bundry. I wouldn’t have it any other way.” He flew to land on my shoulder, where his weight was nothing compared to the firedrake’s.

      Marcelo set the candle he’d been carrying on the table and blew it out. Instantly, we plunged into darkness. But then, a gradual light of a different sort grew to replace it. Marcelo muttered under his breath so softly that, even in the deep silence that darkness brought with it, I couldn’t make out more than a few words.

      When his spell was complete, he was encircled by a globe of light that spread a few feet around him. The light was soft and yellow like that of the candle he’d just extinguished.

      “Here we go.” Marcelo led us toward the threshold, where we would cross back out and under magical symbols. “Clara, stay right on my heels. I won’t be able to hold your hand with Sylvia along with us.”

      I nodded, though he couldn’t see me. There was no chance of my straying.

      I nuzzled my head against the little owl. “Ready, Sir Lancelot?” I whispered.

      “Oh yes, Lady Clara. I was born for this kind of adventure,” he whispered back happily, as if he’d come back from Mirvela’s spell a more optimistic version of himself.

      I was glad that at least one of us was enjoying the never-ending stream of danger fate roped us into. I was very much looking forward to its end.

      Marcelo set off, and I set off right behind him, my sight trained on his heels. I jumped when he jumped over crevices in the walkway that would have plunged us into depths we hoped never to explore. I ducked when he did, just barely evading those blasted grasping and clinging monkeys that seeped out of the ceiling sometimes on our return from the brothers’ study. Yet the monkeys weren’t there every time, and the gaps in the walk always moved.

      When the hallway narrowed, Marcelo, with Sylvia in front on his arm, walked sideways, and so did I. But once the hall opened and resumed normality—which was something of significant questionability in the Castle of Irele—we were almost there. Even though I’d never been at Mordecai’s bed chambers, I could tell by the change in Marcelo’s walk. His steps grew rigid yet impossibly fast, as if he were lunging forward, mindful not to trip. We couldn’t have traveled with a candle at this speed.

      Then we were there, the four of us in front of an anonymous wooden door. Marcelo raised his hand to knock and drew a long breath filled with foreboding and its opposite.

      “Prepare yourself, Clara.”

      For what exactly, I wasn’t sure, but I did what I could to prepare myself just the same.
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      Marcelo’s first knock received no answer. He knocked again. Still, silence. From behind and to the side of him, I could see his brow furrow.

      He raised his hand a third time, but before he could make contact with the door, a hoarse and muffled response arrived. “I’m coming, I’m coming. Just give me a moment.”

      Mordecai sounded more like himself than he had when we saw him earlier in the dining room.

      The wait seemed much longer than a moment. There was no way for us to know what lay behind the wooden door—or, more exactly, who. Mordecai could open the door with Mirvela beside him, and then what would we do?

      Finally, the sound of shuffling, slippered footsteps approached the door. We were seconds from knowing the fate of an old man we both loved.

      There was fumbling with the door handle, a handle that Mordecai had presumably operated for centuries. Marcelo flicked his eyes toward mine. Did that mean something? Was it only that we had woken Mordecai from a deep sleep? Or was there more to it than that?

      I noticed the firedrake tighten her grip on Marcelo’s arm. Her master was on the other side of that thin barrier. Why wouldn’t he just open the door?

      Another fumble, and then the door pulled inward.

      The room was dark. Mordecai’s nightshirt was rumpled and wrinkled as much as his face was marked with the lines of sleep.

      “What is it? Why are you waking me at this indecent hour?”

      I suppressed a smile. Mordecai had told me once how much he enjoyed the deep hours of the night when most people slept. He said that was when magic was so easy to feel that it was almost visible. It was well worth losing a bit of sleep over that sense of aliveness that you could only reach during these bewitching hours.

      “Well?” he snapped.

      “May we come in?” Marcelo asked.

      Mordecai looked at Marcelo and then at me. He took in Sylvia, perched on Marcelo’s arm, looking at her master raptly. He glanced at Sir Lancelot, steady and prim on my shoulder.

      “All of you want to come into my bed chamber? Now? In the middle of the night?”

      It wasn’t actually the middle of the night; it was probably approaching midnight. But I thought it encouraging that Mordecai was answering the question Marcelo posed, instead of an alternate one interposed by Mirvela. And if he was so affronted by the idea of us infringing upon the privacy of his bedroom, then it wasn’t likely that Mirvela was already in there doing exactly that.

      My shoulders relaxed more than I had realized they could.

      “Yes, we do.”

      Mordecai looked us all over again as if we were strangers off the street. Eventually, he huffed and stepped back. “I suppose it’s all right, though I can’t imagine what’s so important that you should need to disturb me like this.”

      Marcelo gestured me in—ladies first, although this was one of those times I would have preferred to follow him. I stepped into the darkness of the room. When Marcelo entered, it seemed as if he’d brought the sun with him.

      There, on the opposite side of the room from me, as if disturbed from nocturnal hibernation by the untimely sun, a creature, who looked like the slippery serpent that she was, uncurled. Her movements were slow yet constant upon the settee. She wore a silk nightgown, and it flowed along with her as if she were covered by the water she was used to.

      Marcelo noticed her at the same time I did. He’d been walking toward me when he froze, eyes on the woman who’d stolen so much from him already. “What’s she doing here?”

      Mirvela stood from the settee with enviable elegance. Her silk gown cascaded downward, stopping only to caress her milky white skin that didn’t see real sunshine so deep under the water.

      She thrived when she intimidated others. Their fear seemed to heighten her beauty, and she looked beautiful now. Marcelo, Sir Lancelot, and I trained our eyes on her, waiting to see what she’d do next.

      Sylvia, however, was furious, and Marcelo had to put a hand on her back to keep her from attacking. A part of me wished he wouldn’t.

      Mirvela’s long, undulating black hair hung wildly past her waist. It stood still when it was used to floating. Her turquoise eyes shone too brightly from underneath dark, arched brows, as if they shouldn’t be allowed to gleam the way they did. They seemed unnatural, just as she did, a merwoman set free from the sea, which should have been her only home.

      “I’m here because I belong here.” Her voice slithered out of her, suggestively, seductively, powerfully in a way that made my skin crawl and want to retreat from her. “I’m here because I’m powerful enough to be here.” Mirvela spoke to Marcelo, not to me. She saw him as the more important one of us both. He was the one who’d escaped from her and later rescued me. He was her biggest problem now. She directed the full concentration of her beguilement toward him.

      In bare feet upon the parquet, she took several steps toward Marcelo. She didn’t make a sound. The silk of her nightgown swiveled around her body obediently, without rustling. She glided as poetically as a snake, and equally dangerously.

      Marcelo stood his ground. He watched her approach unflinchingly. If he was frightened, he didn’t show it.

      I watched the merwoman, mesmerized. So much depended on the outcome of this encounter.

      Marcelo’s spell had worked to free Mordecai’s mind from Mirvela’s control. How long would it take for him to be free of any lingering effects? When Mordecai admitted us to the room, he was already able to understand Marcelo. Would he recover enough to come to Marcelo’s aid if needed?

      Hesitant to take my eyes off Mirvela, yet unsure of what my watchful gaze could accomplish, I flicked my eyes to Mordecai. He was opening his eyes wide and then shutting them for a moment, and then doing it again and again, all the while staring straight at me.

      If Mirvela’s spell had permanently damaged him, it would be awful—not just the loss of the man Marcelo considered a father, but also of a great magician with centuries of accumulated knowledge. Mordecai continued with what he was doing, although each time his movements became more exaggerated, more alarming.

      With reluctance, I looked away. Mirvela was within arm’s reach of Marcelo. Sylvia leaned forward, trying to get hold of the merwoman. Marcelo pulled her back, and Mirvela flicked a glance at the firedrake, unconcerned.

      Mirvela’s lack of regard for Sylvia was intimidating. With that one move of nonchalance, Mirvela revealed that she believed her power so great that a furious firedrake was nothing of concern. Instinctively, I took a few steps toward Marcelo.

      But I wasn’t close enough to stop Mirvela from doing what she did next, and I don’t know how I would have stopped her had I been close, anyway.

      Mirvela reached out with amazing speed and grabbed Marcelo’s arm, the one that had been trying to restrain Sylvia, and yanked it toward her. The momentum pulled Marcelo forward, the arm with Sylvia upon it trailing behind him. The firedrake struggled to regain stability, but she regained it rapidly. Her eyes trained on Mirvela as if she were prey, and she moved into the crouch that precedes attack.

      Marcelo wasn’t trying to hold her back now. Mirvela had opened herself as Sylvia’s target.

      Sylvia tensed to attack.

      Then Mirvela opened her mouth, and the grace and beauty drained from her. Like an illusion that was suddenly broken, everything that had been alluring about her fell and crashed to the floor. The sounds that came from her mouth were ghastly, and I realized belatedly what Mirvela was doing: spewing a spell so dark that the physical light around Marcelo grew dimmer.

      A part of me wanted to understand what she was saying—it was the part of me that still knew how much I had to learn, but it was overruled by the instinctual part of me that realized more harm than good would come from understanding the words.

      Sylvia started screeching. It was an awful sound that obscured some of what Mirvela was saying. But whether I could make out the words or not, Mirvela was still performing a spell. And she could finish it at any time; I had no way of knowing if it were a long spell or a short one. A spell could be stopped if it was interrupted, but once complete, it would have a life of its own.

      Two things happened simultaneously, and I wasn’t a part of either. I was in a room with magicians superior to me in skill and knowledge. For now, it was their place to act. I hoped it wouldn’t be left to me, because that would mean the others had failed.

      Marcelo lit up in a blaze of colored lights. What had been a soft enclosure of yellow light, with ill-defined edges, transformed. The sphere hardened as if it were made of thick glass and fully contained Sylvia and him. Mirvela raised her voice to get through to Marcelo; the spell was only for him.

      The hypnotic thrum of malice that streamed out of Mirvela’s mouth became uglier as it grew louder. The dark sounds became harsh and grating.

      Sylvia spread her wings until they pressed against her now-solid enclosure. She screeched a dragon screech that I only saw but couldn’t hear. Marcelo tried to withdraw from her within the bubble, but he couldn’t escape the noise. There was nowhere to go, and she was still perched on his outstretched arm.

      Mordecai moved behind Mirvela. I couldn’t tell if she sensed his approach or not because she didn’t stop what she was doing, nor did she turn. Her eyes continued to bore into Marcelo and the words tumbled out as quickly as she could properly enunciate them. If every single one of the words of a spell weren’t spoken clearly, then the spell would still be cast, but its result would be different. And there was no way to know what would happen with a misspoken spell.

      Mordecai stood between me and Mirvela’s back. He spread his arms wide and began to speak, clearly and precisely, at incredible speed. Even amidst the urgency of it, I made a mental note to practice tongue twisters. This was a fight where speed was as great an advantage as power. Mordecai had to complete his spell before Mirvela did.

      Mirvela never turned to look at Mordecai, but her silk gown clung to the sweat of her shoulders and lower back. She knew, better than I did, what might happen if he overpowered her.

      Mordecai erupted into a flurry of motion, all the while carefully uttering the words of his spell. He wrapped his right arm around the front of his body and above his head. “… I now bind you…” A streak of orange light mimicked his motions across Mirvela’s body.

      She raised her voice until she was nearly shouting the end of her spell. She was nearly finished. Just a few more words.

      Mordecai circled his hand multiple times in quick succession. He was wrapping the swath of his spell in orange across Mirvela’s mouth. She sputtered her vehemence out despite it until she had only one final word to say.

      Mordecai drew his arm in pantomime across Mirvela’s mouth one last time. “You are bound,” he said.

      And he silenced her.

      The final utterance intended to disempower Marcelo exploded in frustration within her sealed lips. She was forced to swallow the spell along with its insidiousness.

      I circled to the left in time to witness Mirvela physically swallowing. Her face contorted at the distaste of not being able to get the rest of the spell out. As if she had eaten the sourest of fruits, her face scrunched up and she gagged. She was desperate to get it out. It was greater than her ill wish for Marcelo. She needed to get this vileness that she called to being out of her. But she couldn’t open her mouth.

      She clutched at her face while Mordecai completed the spell on his part. He seemed to be tying a knot in the air while he continued to speak, but I wasn’t listening anymore. I was riveted by Mirvela. All elegance and deceit faded from her in this moment of what appeared to be excruciating pain. Her eyes bulged fiercely and hideously. Her face didn’t look like the Lady Mirvela Mordecai had tried to introduce to us in the dining hall. Everything about her seemed ugly now; even her sparkling turquoise eyes repelled me.

      Yet I didn’t feel the least bit sorry for her. If anyone I knew deserved to be bound, it was she. Count Washur was a close second.

      Mordecai finished, and Marcelo’s sphere disintegrated, taking its bright lights along with it. Again, we were in total darkness.

      I began to panic. Could Mirvela escape in the anonymity of darkness?

      My panic was cut short, lit by the same illumination spell Marcelo had used to get us here from the other side of the castle.

      Marcelo and Mordecai rushed to each other and embraced. Sylvia flapped her wings to stay out of the way, making the magicians laugh.

      I kept watch of Mirvela. She had stopped struggling, and now her eyes were darting everywhere. I interrupted the merry father-son reunion. “Can Mirvela escape? She looks like she’s trying to.”

      Marcelo answered. “If she manages to escape, she won’t get far. Mordecai’s binding spell is one of the strongest there is. Mirvela can’t do any magic of any sort anymore. She can only walk on her own two feet.” Marcelo looked at Mirvela nonchalantly. “And if she wants to explore the castle without magic on her own, she’s free to. She won’t make it far without falling into a trap, anyway. Maybe then she can experience what it’s like to be on the other side of her manipulations.”

      Mirvela glared at Marcelo, but didn’t move to get up. So I joined the reunion. I placed a concerned hand on the old man’s shoulder. “Are you all right?”

      “Why yes, of course I am, child. Why do you ask?” He was nearly festive. It was a great improvement from the gloom he’d been under since his brother died.

      I squirmed. “You seemed to be having some kind of fit earlier. Your whole face was moving while you opened and closed your eyes.”

      Mordecai threw his head back and roared with laughter as if he and Marcelo hadn’t just defeated a serious threat—as if Mirvela weren’t still in the room with us. Then his face settled into the serenity and permanence of stone. “I was winking at you.” Deadpan.

      I blinked several times, trying to register what he said. Was he joking with me now? How could what he was doing be winking? It couldn’t be. “You were winking at me?”

      “Yes.” A big smile reached his eyes, eyes that had looked dead the last many weeks. “I was winking at you to tell you that I was myself again and that I could step in to help if needed.”

      “Oh. I didn’t know.”

      “Albacus used to make fun of my winking, but I never knew why. I consider it an effective way to communicate that things are different than they seem.”

      “Yes, very effective.” This time it was I who wanted to laugh. But I didn’t.

      Sylvia flew over to Mordecai and was nuzzling his face. “Hello there, my precious girl. What a brave one you are. You were ready to take on that nasty merwoman, weren’t you?” He cooed at her. Sylvia cooed back in dragon sounds. She would have shredded Mirvela to protect him.

      “So what happens now?” I might be the only one in the room who didn’t know.

      “What do you think?” Marcelo asked Mordecai.

      “I think we take her out of the castle, once and for all. So she can’t hold anyone else prisoner ever again.”

      Mirvela was resigned to her fate now. The struggle was done, and she didn’t react to the discussion.

      “So where do we take her?” Marcelo asked. “We can’t just put her in any water. We need to be able to monitor the spells that keep her in place.”

      “I agree. With someone as powerful as she, we need to make sure the spells that contain her remain strong. Hmm. How do you feel about taking her to Bundry? Your castle overlooks the sea, there you can supervise the spells.”

      What? I didn’t like the idea of Mirvela traveling with us to our new home. What was there to like about it?

      Marcelo considered and then replied, “I think taking her to Bundry would work.”

      “Then we should leave right away. As you say, my binding spell is powerful, but so is she. She’s almost certainly already working to counter it.”

      “You’ll come with us?” Marcelo asked.

      “With a magical creature as powerful as this one, I think it would be wise for me to be there.”

      “Good. Then we can leave in the morning.”

      Wait. Hadn’t we just arrived from Bundry? When was there going to be any time for my magical learning when all we did was travel back and forth? Had Marcelo forgotten that Count Washur had threatened to come take me? Wasn’t that important too?

      I walked over to the same settee Mirvela had sat on and put my chin in my hands.

      Sir Lancelot whispered to me, “It’ll be all right, Lady Clara. You’ll see. If no one else does, I’ll be happy to help you with your magical studies.”

      I raised a hand to touch the back of the owl’s head companionably. “Thank you, Sir Lancelot. That’s kind of you to say.” At least an owl understood my predicament. Even if the magicians in the room assumed that I could figure things out as I went, Sir Lancelot remembered how every other good magician learned: through lots of study and hard work. I was willing to do it, I just wanted the opportunity.

      Then, from within the muddled thoughts that leaned toward pity and frustration, something vibrated like a presence. There, in my center, was the five-petal flower, and it replaced every silly thought of worry and limitation.

      The five elements reminded me that I wasn’t like every other magician. There was something special about me; it was undeniable even if it was still incredibly mysterious.

      The five-petal knot thrummed notes of my power like a sweet song capable of carrying any worry away downriver. And it did.

      By the time I rose, I didn’t care that we were leaving for Bundry—again. I didn’t care what that would do to my studies.

      Everything was perfect, and if it wasn’t already, it would be.

      When I rose from the settee, I rose like a phoenix, being reborn from its ashes. I was still in the process of figuring out who I was and exactly what kind of witch I was capable of becoming. Whatever the answers, I knew I was powerful, with or without lessons.

      I walked toward the magicians. They saw my power. They couldn’t miss it. It glowed from deep inside me.

      They saw a beauty radiating within me that Mirvela could never duplicate. I took their hands and looked at both of them with clear, bright green eyes.

      “Let’s do this.” And by this, I meant all of it.
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      It was noon, and we’d been on the road for a couple of hours, long enough for me to decide that I’d just have to get over the fact that Mirvela rode along with us in the carriage. If not, I’d lose this opportunity to learn from Mordecai, and I wanted something good to come from all this journeying back and forth.

      Mirvela was as silent as she’d been when Mordecai first bound her; she had no choice in the matter. But her eyes spoke volumes, and I didn’t like a single one of the silent words she said to me.

      I tried to ignore her, but she sat across from me in the carriage. There was only so much I could do not to look when I felt her eyes bearing down on me.

      I’d complained when Marcelo first told me she’d ride in the carriage, but he insisted she was too dangerous not to keep close watch over. I was forced to agree to the arrangement; I didn’t want her to have any chance to escape.

      Marcelo brought up the rear of our caravan. He rode horseback, alert and watchful, looking ahead while listening to every sound and sense of movement. Sir Lancelot, who insisted he should lend his excellent vision to the defense of our caravan, chose his shoulder over mine.

      Although there was a chance Winston might attack us again, he wasn’t our greatest concern. He’d surprised us twice before, yet his skill was mediocre and a threat we could neutralize if confronted with it—as long as we anticipated it in time to do something about it.

      Count Washur, however, was another matter entirely. None of us, not even Mordecai, knew what he was capable of doing. And this unquantifiable threat was compounded by Marcelo’s nephew, another wild card we understood little about. Raised by a lord of darkness, whatever his skills were, they were unlikely to be benevolent.

      There was also something about that cat. Marcelo hadn’t mentioned Mina, but there was something about her and the way Count Washur treated her that worried me. Was she another secret threat we couldn’t predict?

      Alfred, from the staff of Irele Castle, drove the carriage. Marcelo charged him to be watchful from his perch near the roof of the carriage. Marcelo didn’t specify what exactly might threaten us, only that it was imperative that we have as much time to react to any attack as possible.

      Elsa, the housemaid, sat sideways next to Alfred. Her role on the journey was to spot anyone that might approach from behind, in case Marcelo missed something. Elsa and Alfred didn’t know any magic, but they understood how to keep secrets and not ask questions when they saw the inexplicable. In a house of magicians, the inexplicable was the norm.

      Robert, the butler, was the only member of the household staff who could perform magic. He came from a long line of magicians who served other magicians. He accepted his natural ranking in the hierarchy and embraced it.

      So much of how we lived was a matter of tradition that no one questioned. In the world of the aristocracy, we were to accept and continue traditions for the next generation. It was boring and prohibitive of anything original, and that’s why I never felt like I belonged. I was considered a rebel just because I thought differently. Rebellion should be based on action because action is what carries the conviction of words.

      In the end, I did rebel. I rebelled in a big way, in a way no one in my family ever had before. Unfortunately, my family never saw me earn the label they’d given me. They’d never know exactly how much of a rebel I’d become: one that could be hanged for the outrage of her actions. A witch, and a powerful witch at that.

      I snapped my head toward Mirvela, holding her stare for once. Her constant invasion of my privacy unnerved me. Now I was angry, and I wished more than anything I had a big, spare flour sack with me to put over her head. I didn’t care if it was unkind.

      She didn’t look away, and the look on her face told me she could do this all day long.

      Finally, I looked to Mordecai. He was nonplussed. I could do this. I could find the good in anything.

      I turned sideways on my seat so I faced Mordecai. Mirvela’s wrath burned in the periphery of my right eye, but that was it.

      “Will Robert be all right now?”

      Mordecai turned from the window to look at me. We were surrounded by thick, old forests. The road cut straight through them. “Oh yes, child. He’ll be fine. This isn’t the first time he’s been mind controlled.”

      “Really?”

      “Oh yes. Robert’s been through a lot with us.” Mordecai looked like he was about to dwell on who us used to be, and who was missing from that equation. I hurried to stop him from going there.

      “But I thought mind control was dark magic? That it wasn’t allowed?”

      “Yes, darling girl, mind control is forbidden dark magic. That doesn’t mean there aren’t dark magicians out there doing it. There’ve been dark magicians as long as there’s been magic of any kind. I asked Robert to stay behind to protect the castle, and he’s well capable of that.”

      His gaze drifted to Mirvela as if she were merely a curiosity and not a thorn in my side. “There are always those who seek to use their power for ill. In all my years of life, I haven’t yet been able to understand what drives them to do it. I truly don’t know why they enjoy causing pain and discomfort.”

      He examined Mirvela as if she were a specimen that might contain the answer. “There must be something fundamentally different about them. They must be made differently than we are. It’s the only thing that makes sense. They’re missing something we have, or they have something that we don’t. I had to use dark magic on her.”

      “You did?” I couldn’t believe it.

      “The binding of a magician’s power is considered dark magic. Taking away their magic is an unforgivable act. It’s a form of meddling that shouldn’t be done, by anyone. All magicians consider it one of the worst things you can do to another, short of killing them, of course. But I had no choice. She would’ve killed Marcelo if I hadn’t. I think even the magical council will understand that.”

      “Will they find out about it?”

      “Oh yes. They have a system—what shall I call it?—of magical alerts in place. It’s only for certain kinds of black magic, among which are binding spells. Of that I’m certain. But the magicians on the council are all old, as old as I am and older. They’re the wisest of the magical world. They’ve been threatened and attacked as much as we have. They understand that urgent situations call for urgent measures. Mirvela was seconds from killing Marcelo. I couldn’t allow that.”

      I turned and glared at Mirvela with all the fury I could channel into the expression. I hadn’t realized how close she’d really come to taking Marcelo away from me.

      For once, she looked away from me, although she didn’t seem particularly disturbed by my anger.

      “Had Marcelo not been quick to think of that shield enclosure spell, she would have certainly killed him before I had time to complete my spell that counteracted hers.”

      “Why wouldn’t Marcelo have just counteracted her spell then? Instead of waiting for you to do it?”

      “I’m not sure, but I would guess that he did the enclosure spell right away because it’s a very quick spell to do, and it would’ve given him time to think of what else he could do, other than what I did. Marcelo is very hesitant to use forbidden magic. He’d only have done so if he saw no other recourse available to him to save his life. I, however, wasn’t about to stand around and watch a merwoman kill my son for no good reason. Losing Albacus is enough loss for one century.”

      “Yes, it is.” I let a few moments pass. Mordecai’s loss was an important one. “Will the magical council summon you or question you or do whatever it is that it does?”

      “A member of the council will send me an official questionnaire, because the rules obligate him to, but no one will bother with me. I’ll say that I prevented a merwitch from unjustly killing a magician, and that’ll be the end of that.”

      “Will the magical council do something to Count Washur for killing your brother?”

      “Oh, the council already tried.” Mordecai’s face tightened, confirming that he was on the council as Marcelo suspected. The frustration was one of personal involvement. “But Count Washur didn’t care about any of the council’s reprimands or calls to appear before it. He ignored them all. The council ended up issuing an order for his binding. Any magician who sees him can bind him on sight.”

      I brightened. Maybe someone would take care of him before he could come retrieve me.

      “No one will dare do it though. If Count Washur were ever to free himself from his bindings, or have someone else do it for him, the repercussions to whoever bound him would be severe.”

      “But you would.”

      Mordecai smiled a horrible smile. “Oh yes. I most certainly would.”

      I let the chill that came with the festering of rightful vengeance pass, but then I had to keep going. Mordecai had already given me more direct answers to my questions than it felt like I had received in my entire time at Irele.

      “What will happen to Mirvela once we get to Bundry?”

      “We’ll take her to the sea and release her into it with a spell that restricts her to that sea so she can’t leave it.”

      “And will you return her powers to her?”

      Mordecai looked to Mirvela again, and it was the first time I had seen any kind of normal, pleasant human emotion on her face. She looked hopeful.

      “I don’t think so. I wish I could. I wouldn’t want to live without my powers, and I hate to be the one to do that to someone else. But she’s just too dangerous. She’s caused too much harm to too many people I care about. There’s no reason for it, but she’ll just keep doing it. I can’t allow someone so destructive to continue ruining the lives of others. Who knows how many people she’s drained until their death?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Didn’t Marcelo tell you? If he hadn’t found you and rescued you, in a few more years, there might not have been anyone left to rescue. He barely made it out in time himself. Albacus and I would’ve never found him. We didn’t even know the merworld existed inside the castle. If Marcelo hadn’t saved himself, Mirvela would have finished him off. She drains your energy to keep herself youthful as long as she can. You only have so much energy in you. Once that begins to fade, she takes everything from you before it can deteriorate fully. I have no idea how many people she’s probably killed since the castle was built a thousand years ago. I know that at least she didn’t take any family members. I think I would’ve heard about that.

      “No, I can’t restore her powers. She doesn’t deserve them.”

      Mordecai stared out his window. I stared out mine. We passed trees in a monotony of greens and browns.

      “It’s a shame, really. When I was growing up, I had lovely experiences with merpeople—not within the castle though, of course. They can be a kind people. Most of them at least.”

      “What will happen to the rest of them?”

      “You mean the rest of Mirvela’s tribe?”

      “Yes. They seemed to be a part of the plan to keep us there against our will.”

      “We’ll just have to wait and see, I suppose. The time has passed for me to stand by and do nothing if there’s harm being done in the castle. Perhaps, with Mirvela gone, they’ll remember kinder ways of being. That would be ideal. But if they don’t, I’ll have to do something.”

      Mordecai put a hand on mine. “Thank you, by the way, for intervening and returning that terrible satyr back to the tapestry. He was treating everyone so horribly, especially that poor, victimized maiden. I would’ve done so myself if I hadn’t been so… distraught.” There wasn’t a good word to describe how it felt to lose a brother that had accompanied him for more than three centuries.

      “I understand.” I squeezed his hand. “Truly, I do. I miss Gertrude so very much, even though there’s still a chance I might see her again.”

      “I believe you will. Quite soon, in fact.”

      “What’s makes you say that?” My heartbeat sped up.

      “I’m not sure. Just a feeling. Something.”

      “Will you consult the runes about it?”

      “Why, child, of course I will! I can’t remember the last time anyone asked me to consult the runes. Albacus grew tiresome of them two hundred years ago, though I always tried to explain to him how valuable their insight was. When we get to Bundry, we can do it.”

      “You brought them with you?”

      “I always carry them with me. When the gods shine upon us with a tool for knowing their wishes, it’s a fool that ignores that gift. My brother was a fool, at least in that way. And now he’s not here to refute it.”

      Mordecai suddenly looked tired. The lines around his eyes and mouth were deep grooves. When he turned again to the window, the beads in his beard rattled gently, as if they too were tired.

      I let him be and turned my thoughts to Gertrude. Could it be? Could it really be that I might see my beloved sister again? And soon?

      I didn’t care about Mirvela anymore. I barely noticed her. All I could think of was Gertrude and the fluttering of my heart.
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      It was days before I could begin to smell the salt in the air. The scent of the sea blew in open windows and mingled with my gloominess. I didn’t care about Mirvela anymore. I barely even thought of Gertrude. All I wanted was for the trip to end so I could walk and stretch.

      Even so, I couldn’t deny the seduction of my conversations with Mordecai. There’d been long stretches of silence when I couldn’t have guessed the old man’s thoughts. But there were also many times when he’d indulged me in deep magical dialogue, hitting on principles beyond my novice understanding, and making me want to learn more, even more than I already thought I had to learn.

      Unlike Albacus, Mordecai didn’t answer my questions with words that begot yet another question-—or two. He wasn’t fully translucent either, and I wondered if it were simply that Mordecai, like Albacus, had forgotten how to explain the basics. Maybe the mind of a beginner was too far removed from theirs.

      Speaking with Mordecai along this journey was like consulting an oracle. There was information there—valuable, exciting information—yet steps were missing along the way of full comprehension. How could I get there? What were the specific steps I should take? To this, Mordecai had no answer. His mind moved too rapidly, skipping those ordinary, beginning steps.

      Eventually, I surrendered to the fact that I wouldn’t understand all that Mordecai spoke of, and I learned to interrupt him with questions as little as possible. Whenever I did stop him with a question, he didn’t return to what he was speaking of. Instead, he allowed his answer—which never fully addressed my question anyway—to carve a new path. He wound this way and that way, and the original course of discussion was lost.

      Yet there was one time when Mordecai stayed on point, and it happened to be the only topic I knew more of than he did. It was in that turn of irony that I found myself teaching him when all I wanted was for him to teach me.

      “Do you actually feel the fifth element?” Mordecai’s eyes gleamed like those of a young child, and I realized how long it might have been since he learned anything completely new to him. “Separate and distinct from the four?”

      I glanced at Mirvela, who was awake now, though she’d slept since she discovered there wasn’t much purpose to wakefulness, and that was much of the journey. “Are you certain it’s a good idea to speak of these things in front of her? Won’t it be dangerous for her to learn of this fifth element?”

      “Oh yes. Very dangerous indeed. We certainly don’t want someone like her to know any more of magic than she already does. That’s why I put a secret spell around us at the beginning of our trip. She can’t hear a single word we’re saying unless we direct it to her.” His energy became almost childlike. I wondered if this uncontained excitement was part of the secret of his long lifespan.

      “I didn’t see or hear you do any kind of spell at all.” How was I ever going to learn magic with these magicians?

      “No, you wouldn’t have. I’ve learned to be guarded with my magic over the centuries.”

      “How do you do that? Do you do the spells in your mind?”

      “Not exactly. But we can speak of that another time. Tell me now of the fifth element.”

      I sighed. Fine. Let me teach you the one little thing I know while you don’t teach me the vast amount of knowledge you possess. Sounds fair and wise.

      But then, I knew the fifth element wasn’t just one little thing. It was so much more. That’s why Mordecai wanted to know of it. In over three centuries of life, of magical life, he hadn’t known it existed.

      “The four elements—air, earth, fire, and water—are within me, just as they are all around me, in everything. They make up all life. They make up me, that is why I can do magic with them, because they are me and I am them. It is the same with the fifth element. It’s also within me. It’s a part of me, just like the other four.”

      “That’s remarkable. And what does the fifth element look like, or feel like, or however you sense it?”

      “I’ve never stopped to think about it like that. It feels special, I know that. It feels sparkly, and I think that it’s the one responsible for the glowing you see occasionally. Oh, and it’s the one that brought the other four together into the five-petal knot.”

      Mordecai’s eyes widened. I was tempted to giggle at his overt excitement.

      “Tell me about that. Please.”

      “Can you not see it when my chest glows?”

      He nodded his head no, a wondrous smile across his face.

      “Well, when I first discovered the fifth element—no, that’s not right—when it first made contact with me, it was just there. It was when you all had asked me to heat my soup with magic. Do you remember?”

      “I’ll never forget it.”

      “I connected with each of the four elements within the soup. They were easy enough to find. But then there was another element. I thought it was one you all had just failed to mention, since you fail to mention so many other important things I should know about at this stage of my training.” I paused for a pointed look that made no difference. I didn’t think Mordecai even heard my recrimination.

      “Go on.”

      “So the other element was there, and I realized that it was part of the group, that it wanted to go along with the other four elements. I understood that, without this fifth element, the four were actually missing something. And of course it was this fifth element that’s an integral part of all magic.”

      “Is that how you feel it?” Mordecai was all eager now, all student. It was a remarkable spark of vitality in a man his age.

      “Yes. It’s not just how I feel it. It’s how it is. This fifth element is the one that coalesces the other four to create magic. It’s as simple as that.”

      “Fascinating.”

      “When I invited the fifth element to come along with the other four, all five elements entered me. I don’t even know how to explain it. It’s like now the five elements are a part of me, spread out evenly within me, but they’re also concentrated at my heart center. And when they merged with my heart center, the fifth element wrapped them all together into a knot where they all remain balanced. Each element is an equal part of the knot that looks like a five-petal flower.”

      “Tell me more.”

      “Well, that’s mostly it. I don’t know much more about it yet. I’m waiting for you and Marcelo to teach me about magic so I might understand about the elements that make it all possible.”

      “My child, words of wisdom from an old man who’s likely lived too long already: Never wait for anyone to give you what you need. Find it yourself. If you wait for someone else, what you most desire might never come. A girl like you, who holds so much potential, should wait for no one. Especially not now when there’s a change coming in magic, a new force. My child, I think that new force might be you. Don’t wait for anyone. Ever. With the five elements inside you, you have more answers than most of us.”

      And that was it. As if that were reason enough not to teach me more, Mordecai turned to stare out his window and admire the view, while he processed all that I’d just shared with him.

      I hesitated for a second. Then I huffed. I considered whether I could let it pass for another occasion. But I couldn’t.

      “Mordecai, with all respect, I understand what you’re saying, but don’t you think, if I might truly help change the course of the magical world, that you can help the process be the most informed and powerful it can be?”

      He turned back to me. The look on his face was one I hadn’t seen before. Was he impressed?

      “Lady Clara, you’re right. You’ve shown an old man his error. I’ll help you in any way I can. I’m sorry that my arrogance has impeded me from being the teacher you need me to be. I assigned your learning to Marcelo, but it’s my responsibility as well, especially with what the runes have foretold about the coming change.” His eyes were sorry. “I wish I’d realized this before. We’ve wasted so much time.”

      “It’s all right.” Although it hadn’t been. Now it seemed as if it could be.

      “I’ll do what I can to make up for lost time.”

      “That’d be great.”

      “Now, if you’ll excuse a very old man, I think I’d like to take a nap before we arrive in Bundry. We should be there shortly. There’s already salt in the air.” He rubbed his fingers in front of him as if he could verify its salt content by touch. Perhaps he could.

      He closed his eyes, and that was that.

      I was left to my anti-climactic stillness, trying not to disturb his sleep and wondering whether anything had changed at all. The beads in his beard rattled with each snore.
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      We returned the carriage to the carriage house in the village, which bustled with life at the base of the steep mountain that climbed upward toward the castle. Marcelo sent Alfred and Elsa off in search of provisions while he led Mordecai, a resentful Mirvela, me, and our many horses across the village to the path that narrowed until it served only traffic to and from the castle.

      We hadn’t been attacked on our travels as we’d feared, and we reached the steep slope up to the Castle of Bundry for the second time in days. My life seemed to be stuck on a repeat setting. I hoped at the very least we’d avoid another visit from Count Washur, Salazar, and the Count’s cat.

      It seemed unnecessary to perch a castle so high up, even if it did provide the castle with nearly impenetrable defenses. Any vendors servicing the castle’s needs and all its staff must have thighs as strong as iron. The climb was intimidating. If this became my home, I hoped I wouldn’t be expected to climb it often.

      Although we had magic, Marcelo wouldn’t allow us to use it in plain sight of the village below the castle, for obvious reasons. We’d have to find another way, an ordinary way, to climb the last stretch of the road with our horses. Having spent most of my life living ordinarily, the idea wasn’t as deflating for me as it was for Mordecai, who groaned and sulked like an ill-behaved child.

      Despite his reaction, we began the slow and arduous climb up the mountain. Marcelo led the horses. Mirvela followed immediately behind him, and Mordecai and I, with Sir Lancelot returned to my shoulder, brought up the rear. Our eyes trained on Mirvela. We’d gotten this far with her; we wouldn’t let her escape now. Not that she could get far with her magic bound anyway, but it gave us something to do that felt important as we trudged up, up, and ever upward.

      “Why on earth would your forefathers build the castle so far up this blasted mountain?” Mordecai asked on a wheeze.

      Marcelo didn’t give the answer that popped up in my mind—Why did yours? The Castle of Irele was atop a steep mountain much like this one, but the townspeople didn’t have a view of the ascending slope to the castle entrance. Irele’s castle had been built by magicians for magicians, and it was only magicians that they looked to accommodate.

      Mordecai hadn’t suffered the climb to his own home because he’d never ascended it on his own two legs.

      “We’ll arrive soon enough,” Marcelo said, though it wasn’t true, and we all knew it.

      By the time we did make it to the castle, I was covered in a film of unladylike sweat. The phase where I was grateful to be using my legs after the long and tiresome journey had evaporated a third of the way up the mountain. Now, my legs burned and longed for the restfulness they could find within the carriage.

      Life was an endless shift in perspectives.

      When Carlton appeared to greet us, Marcelo rushed Mordecai inside. The old man had seemed older with each passing minute as we neared the mountain’s summit. Had he not recharged with a nap in the carriage, he might have collapsed somewhere along the trail. As it was, he’d used every bit of his reserves.

      I remained outside with Mirvela. There wasn’t a chance I’d lose sight of her with the underestimating glances she kept throwing at me. If there was any time she’d try to escape, it was now, alone with me.

      Marcelo must have thought so too because he returned faster than I thought he would and rushed to my side.

      But it wasn’t that. There was something else. He kept casting preoccupied looks behind him.

      “Hurry, Clara. Come in. Bring Mirvela.” And then he hurried back inside.

      If he’d left me to usher Mirvela, the most dangerous threat around us, that could only mean a greater threat awaited us inside the castle.

      What were the odds that everyone who wanted to kill us would converge in one location?

      I led Mirvela into the castle, supervised by Carlton’s displeased look. I didn’t wonder why he looked miffed. I suspected I knew the precise reason, and Mirvela was only part of it.

      Despite the slim odds, when I turned into the parlor, I found Count Washur and Salazar sitting in plush armchairs, dressed as if they were attending a festive dinner party instead of on a visit to threaten death, or worse.

      “Ah, there she is.” Count Washur stood as he spoke. “Lady Clara, I’ve been looking forward to seeing you again.”

      Marcelo left Mordecai’s side to come to mine. “I can’t say I share in your feelings, Count Washur. I’d hoped never to see you again,” I said in the polite voice expected of the aristocracy, no matter what was spoken.

      Count Washur walked toward me, but he stopped a few feet short to look down. Consternation claimed his face, so I followed his line of sight. There, appearing out of nowhere, from the most distant corner of the room, Mina walked with purposeful cat elegance, never taking her eyes from Count Washur’s. Cats, although not normally fearful creatures, could be wary of the darkness they saw in a person, and they saw it more clearly than people. But this cat seemed to be trying to bore a hole through Count Washur’s head. This cat didn’t back down, and finally it was Count Washur who looked away.

      Mina walked straight toward me, just as she had last time we were at the castle. She walked under my skirts and rubbed her back against my stockinged legs and purred with a gentleness contrary to her interaction with her owner.

      I expected her to come out from under my skirts right away—thinking she’d only ducked under them to play as cats do—but she didn’t. She settled in, half her body atop my shoe.

      I looked from my skirts to Count Washur. He forced his eyes to meet mine, and, with apparent effort, resumed his theatrical performance of intimidation. Although obviously a performance, true force and threat backed it, giving his audience little option other than to observe with caution.

      “Then I’m glad that whether you see me or not is not up to you.” Count Washur continued as if nothing unusual had happened, and as he spoke, his usual arrogance began to return to color his words.

      “Why are you here?” Marcelo asked.

      “Because I want to be, Count Bundry.” His voice dripped heavily with ugliness and what could be interpreted as sarcasm. “Am I no longer welcome here? Your father always extended an open invitation to me. Will you not honor that now to respect him in death?”

      Marcelo didn’t touch me in any way, yet I felt his entire body clench with the effort of restraint. Even I was ready to launch myself at the spiteful man in front of me with my bare hands, useless weapons against his tall, strong frame.

      “Why are you here?” Marcelo repeated, each word clipped.

      “Oh, I was curious. I’m a curious type, you see. I wondered why someone like you, and someone like her”—he eyed me again—“might leave so soon after arriving in Bundry, only to return again several days later. It seems like a peculiar choice of comings and goings. And I wanted to know why. I do have a vested interest in you both, remember that. Lady Clara is mine.”

      “I’m not.”

      “Oh, but you will be when I say it’s time. You’ll have no choice.”

      I turned to another armchair in the room. Mordecai, who’d originally collapsed from exhaustion, sat up in his chair. His body still showed signs of extreme fatigue, but his eyes were alert and piercing like that of a bird of prey. I doubted they were any less dangerous.

      Marcelo looked to his mentor too, and I saw him indicate to Mordecai to wait, not to do anything brash just yet. The intensity of Marcelo’s eyes spoke what words shouldn’t then.

      I turned back to Count Washur, who’d moved another inch toward me. “I think you, Count, might be in for a few surprises before our time of seeing each other is over.”

      He chuckled and then looked behind me.

      “And who’s this beautiful specimen?”

      None of us answered as Count Washur walked toward Mirvela, though Mordecai’s knuckles turned white as they gripped his armrest. The cat flicked her tail back and forth across my shin.

      “She’s clearly very powerful, and I do love collecting beautiful, powerful women. Isn’t that so, Lady Clara?” But he didn’t turn to look at me. His eyes were all over Mirvela.

      He circled her in her fine dress while he ran a hand across the ends of her black, merwoman hair in great aristocratic impertinence. He pulled a few strands toward him and smelled her hair. I wondered if her hair still smelled like the sea. Could that betray who and what she was? Would it make a difference to someone like Count Washur? Most things held the potential to make a man as dangerous as Washur even more so.

      He came around to stand in front of Mirvela again. He met the fire in her turquoise eyes, yet did not shrink away from it.

      Over his shoulder, he said, “Carlton, I think we’ll stay for dinner.” Carlton looked to Marcelo, who nodded a tight, reluctant nod.

      “Yes, milord,” Carlton said and left to notify the kitchen.

      “I shall like to get to know this glorious creature better.” He stood close to Mirvela, and she didn’t move back. Was she afraid of him as most people were? Or did she think herself his match? I wasn’t certain of the extent of either of their capabilities, and, despite myself, I was curious to watch their interaction.

      Would he unbind her and invite her to join him, converging two terrible forces into one? Would she want to collaborate with him? What did the mean spirit do when it recognized itself in another?

      “What’s your name?”

      Mirvela didn’t say a word for so long that I thought she might not. I’d already begun wondering what Washur would do to her for ignoring him when she spoke. “I’m Queen Mirvela, Queen of the Eternal Merpeople Tribe.”

      “A queen of the merpeople? My, my, I’m impressed.” Washur turned to Marcelo. “I’m impressed indeed. How is it that someone like you finds these powerful women for himself?” He spoke his next words to Mirvela “It isn’t right. You don’t deserve them. It looks like I’ll have to fix more things around here than I’d previously thought.”

      Mirvela didn’t react as Washur trailed another circle around her. She didn’t act like any queen I’d ever heard of, but then, she wasn’t human like those queens. She might as quickly slice his head off as she’d order him to show her the proper respect.

      “The magic of merpeople is quite potent, and you’re their queen. I’d like to see what you’re capable of. I’m fond of powerful magic, and I’m the only one here who’s capable of it.”

      I snapped my eyes to look at Mordecai, but he was beyond reacting to insults to the ego. The death of his brother was as great an affront as Washur could ever hurl at him. Mordecai didn’t flinch, though his hands still clenched the armrest; he was ready to hurl himself—in attack, I feared—at Count Washur at any moment.

      Salazar, however, looked darker than he had before Count Washur insulted him, suggesting him incapable of powerful magic, though I was certain it couldn’t have been the first time.

      “My magic is extremely powerful,” said Mirvela, “but even I know that magic isn’t a toy to be taken out and played with.”

      “What else is magic for, if not play?” His voice shifted; it became eerie in a dragonly sort of way. “Magic is for me to play with, especially to prepare my prey.”

      “Your prey?” Mirvela asked disinterestedly, though I could only imagine someone who’d provoked so much of Count Washur’s attention would be quite interested.

      “Yes, my prey.” Each word came out much too slowly, much too seductively. “The point of magic is to gain power. And once you become as powerful as I am, all that’s left is to manipulate others to do as you wish.”

      Count Washur ran a cold, fishlike finger along Mirvela’s jawline, causing a chill to run through me as if it were my own face he touched. We all watched, even Mirvela. We assessed how deep the instability and craziness ran through this man; its depths seemed to lose themselves in the infinite abyss of a gorge.

      “I like you, Queen Mirvela. I like you very much. Will you please show me a glimpse of your powers?”

      I swallowed my revulsion as I did each slow-spoken, insidious word.

      “I cannot.”

      “You cannot, or you will not?” And for the first time, the edge of the sword showed its razor sharpness in the hollow of his voice.

      “I cannot.”

      “And why can you not when I ask you to do it?” Count Washur wanted to be the self-appointed king of magicians.

      “Because he bound my power.”

      Washur whirled on his heel, but Mordecai was ready for him. He’d stood, and now he lifted his chin.

      “You bound her power?”

      “Indeed I did.”

      “Tsk. Tsk. You should know better than that.”

      “Should I? Perhaps I should know well enough to bind your perverse power too.” Mordecai began to move into the center of the room, the need for an armchair forgotten. His weren’t empty threats.

      No one in this room made empty threats.

      Marcelo turned his body toward Washur. It wasn’t much, but it was a silent show of support for his mentor. Whatever Mordecai decided to do, Marcelo would back him up.

      Marcelo took my arm.

      Salazar inched to the front of his chair, his young legs prepared to spring up if he needed to, presumably to defend Count Washur.

      The cat left my skirts but not my side. She pressed her body into the skirts of my dress and held still.

      Mirvela’s piercing eyes followed every subtle gesture.

      Count Washur pretended to ignore every single one.

      The room was filled to bursting with the unsaid.

      “Ahem. Dinner is served, Lord Bundry.”
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      Perhaps somewhere in the world there’d once been a more unusual dinner, but I couldn’t imagine it. The tension was palpable with Marcelo, Mordecai, and me on one side of the table, and on the other side, Count Washur and Queen Mirvela, engaged in an elaborate artifice that pretended to ignore the truth of what was going on.

      Salazar brooded in his seat next to Mirvela; all of his father’s attention went to her. He hadn’t spoken a word since Carlton opened the door to Marcelo.

      I took my seat in the dusty clothes I’d traveled in; Mother would have been horrified. It didn’t matter that half the people at the table had tried to kill me, she’d have said that I should never compromise my elegance. To her, appearances were power, and, as much as I’d blamed her during my time at Norland, it was probably true for someone like her. Societal status was the equivalent of power among the countryside’s aristocracy, and appearances could be everything—or close to it.

      But I could focus on little more than the bizarreness of our situation. Mordecai shot regular daggers at Count Washur, who acted as if he didn’t notice while throwing his head back to laugh at something Mirvela said. Marcelo watched Mordecai anxiously, and I watched both of them. Salazar tried to pierce every one of us with his glowering. And Mirvela did none of this. If I hadn’t known better, I’d have said she considered Count Washur a charming gentleman.

      “Milady?” Carlton was bowing next to me with a tray of Gruyère and trout canapés. I couldn’t imagine eating anything surrounded by this enmity until I noticed Carlton’s conspiratorial smile. The bizarreness of the situation wasn’t lost on him, but for some reason, it was important to keep up the pretense. I couldn’t fathom why, but then, the aristocracy and its silly ritualistic ways had never made sense to me, long before this impromptu dinner that served up apprehension, vengeance, deceit, and hostility as its main courses.

      “Thank you, Carlton.” I served myself a canapé, but I was mostly thankful for his reassuring smile. I reminded myself that he was a magician too, just as Robert was. Perhaps it was a requirement for a butler to work in a home of magicians. Butlers did know most things about the workings of a home and family.

      I hoped Carlton was as skillful a magician as he was a butler. He bent to offer Count Washur his tray without even a flinch.

      By the time Carlton and the footman came around offering us lobster bisque, the conversation had turned innocently sinister, though of course there was nothing innocent about it. “How fascinating,” Count Washur was saying to Mirvela. “It took me a long time to figure out how to extend my human life past its pitifully short years.”

      It turned out that Mordecai wasn’t the only one at the table that had lived several lifetimes in his body. Count Washur and Queen Mirvela had found ways to accomplish it as well.

      “Please tell me how you managed it, Your Majesty. I’m most curious.” Washur seemed interested in everything about her. We were on our third course, and he and she were the only ones to have contributed to the conversation.

      Mirvela’s eyes glittered brightly, and her face and hair shone radiantly. She was enjoying herself. Her magic was still bound, but she was very much the same Mirvela that had enchanted Marcelo and me thousands of feet below the water.

      She tipped her head back playfully, flirtatiously almost. “My Count Washur, you should know better. A witch, especially one as powerful as I, doesn’t so easily reveal her secrets. How is it that you’ve managed to extend your life?”

      “It took me some time to discover how to do it, although in the end it’s not nearly as complicated a thing as I’d suspected. I take people’s souls.”

      Marcelo gave Washur such a dirty look that he felt compelled to respond. “What? They give them to me willingly. I never take a soul unless it’s given to me in free will.”

      “Like you took my father’s?”

      “Yes, like I took your father’s. He gave it to me. That was his choice.”

      “You lied to him to get him to agree to it.”

      “Did I? Did I really? Or did I just tell him what he wanted to hear? I’m not obligated to tell someone everything, am I, my dear Mirvela?”

      “Certainly not.”

      “Just because your father didn’t think to ask me questions he should have asked doesn’t mean I lied to him. Though I would have. Honesty isn’t the important thing most people make it out to be.”

      I checked for a reaction from Salazar, but there was none. Had he become so numb to the insults and wounds from this man who’d killed his mother and his hope for whatever good can come from life?

      “No, your father made his choice. I encouraged him along the path. Of course I did. But it was he who gave me his soul. It’s thanks to your father that I was able to enjoy an additional fine decade of life.”

      Finally, I spoke. The disgust wouldn’t keep silent any longer. “Each soul you take allows you to extend your life by a decade?”

      “That’s right, my Lady Clara.” A foul taste rose in my mouth that had nothing to do with the lobster bisque.

      “And how old are you?”

      “I lost count somewhere along the line, but I think I’m about five hundred and twenty-one years old.” Even Mirvela looked impressed.

      “So you’ve taken something like forty-two souls? Forty-two lives that were given to darkness so that you could live longer?”

      “Forty-four, actually. Albacus, Lord of Irele, was the last soul I took, and he was quite an exquisite one too. I think a soul as powerful as his might give me even more than a decade of life. Perhaps I will stretch a decade and a half out of it.”

      I didn’t see it coming. But Marcelo did.

      Mordecai stood from his seat, bumping the table and rumbling crystal glasses and porcelain dinnerware precariously. The napkin that slid from his lap, almost in slow motion, did nothing to thwart the menace he was.

      Marcelo lunged forward and threw a protective shield spell that intercepted Mordecai’s attack just in time. The light of Mordecai’s spell splashed against the transparent shield and spread across it like a current, searching feverishly for the way through.

      “Marcelo, put that down. Now.” Mordecai was angry. He reminded me of Sylvia then, with her red, glowing eyes and righteous flame. I wished she’d come along with us on the journey instead of staying behind to help Robert guard the castle in Irele.

      “No, I can’t.” Marcelo’s eyes bounced between Mordecai, the shield, and Washur.

      “And why not? Or have you forgotten that this man killed Albacus?”

      “Oh, I haven’t forgotten for a second of a single day.” Marcelo’s voice was gentle, too gentle it seemed for the circumstances.

      “Then why can’t I kill him now? It would be just. Not even the magical council would take issue with it. It’s right. He killed Albacus, unjustly, and now I can kill him.”

      “You can’t kill him now because this isn’t the man you are.”

      “Oh, it isn’t? And why exactly isn’t it the man that I am? Is this world not about justice?”

      “No, this world isn’t about justice. You and I know that better than most. This world is about goodness. About wisdom. About honor and respect.”

      “Did this man”—Mordecai spat out the word—“honor my brother? No. And he lies now. Albacus would never have willingly given him his soul.”

      “Oh, but he did, you silly old man.” Washur didn’t seem perturbed in the least by the fact that the only thing that stood between him and a killing spell was a shield held in place to protect him by an enemy. “I swore to Albacus that I’d spare your life if he gave me his soul. I already had him captured, you see. I would’ve killed him, anyway. But I couldn’t have taken his soul unless he gave it to me, and it’d be such a waste to let such a valuable soul float away without putting it to better use.”

      “My brother still wouldn’t have given you his soul.” But the strength of Mordecai’s conviction wavered. “He would’ve preferred to let me die rather than feed the darkness in you.”

      “Are you sure of that? I think he’d have done anything to save you. You were his little brother after all. All that family bonding and sympathy, such a foolish thing. It makes people do rash things. Like he did.

      “I felt a particular boost to my vitality when I breathed his soul in. It was most… delicious.” Washur met Mordecai’s eyes through the thin shield with unhindered maliciousness.

      Mordecai flung his hands together again. He spread them open about a foot apart, a bright red light growing between them. Then he hurled it at Washur.

      Marcelo’s shield wavered, but held—barely. There were holes in it now. One more blast from Mordecai, and he would kill Washur.

      I appreciated Marcelo’s desire for honor, but I wasn’t certain I could agree with his reasoning here. Would it be that bad if Washur died once and for all? It seemed that his death would free many people from the misery he so enjoyed inflicting on them.

      I watched the holes in the shield spread wider, as if they were burning slowly apart, and considered how nice it would be not to have Count Washur as a threat ever again.

      “No.” Marcelo’s voice was low, but strong, and even Mordecai waited to hear what he had to say. “This is not the way. Not in the home Clara and I will make for ourselves. Not in front of Salazar. Even if this… thing is his father, Salazar has already witnessed enough trauma.”

      Salazar’s head whipped up when Marcelo said his name. A different kind of alertness possessed his wandering gaze.

      “And not with Mirvela here. What if she has a way to take his soul? Even if she’s bound, we don’t know exactly how she takes life. We know she took it from Clara and me without our noticing. If she were to take his soul, how long would she live to torment others?”

      “All right, my son, if this is truly how you feel, I’ll wait, but only because of my respect and love for you. This man deserves to have died centuries ago, and I only wish I’d known of him earlier to wipe him from this earth. But if I don’t do this now, I’ll do it later.” And now Mordecai looked at Washur through the holes in the shield. “I’ll kill you. You can be certain of that every moment until I do.”

      “Old man, you won’t kill me. But now I think that I might just have to kill you. I’ve never taken the souls of brothers before, especially not of two brothers like you. It’ll be most enjoyable.”

      Mordecai didn’t bother with Washur anymore. To him, he was already dead. The only matter left was to figure out when he would die.

      “Marcelo, as a guest in your home, when and how will you agree to allow me to kill this creature?”

      Marcelo held the dilapidated shield in place while he spoke. I wasn’t too certain that either Mordecai or Washur wouldn’t still try to kill each other. “As soon as we deal with Mirvela, you can duel to the death. I won’t censure an execution—” He took one hand from the duty of maintaining the shield to stop Mordecai’s protest. “I fully agree with you that he’s guilty of great crimes and that the gift of life is wasted on him. Remember, he killed my sister, stole my nephew, and made my father go mad, essentially killing my mother also. He killed Albacus. But I know your power will prevail over his. You’re the better magician, as well as the better man. A duel is honorable, and you, my dearest Mordecai, are an honorable man.”

      Mordecai nodded and brought his hands to his sides. Marcelo lowered the shield, and I trained my eyes on Washur. I felt Sir Lancelot do the same from my chair back. “All right, my son. I’ll agree to your terms. And if this is what they are, then I insist that we deal with Count Washur’s underwater evil counterpart tomorrow. The sooner we settle this all, the better for everyone.”

      “Thank you, Mordecai.”

      Marcelo pushed his chair back and stood. “Carlton, I think it’s time for our dinner guests to leave now.”

      “Yes, milord.” Carlton sounded as relieved as I was that the charade of civilized company was over, though I don’t know how he could have handled himself any better than he had.

      Washur stood too. “Come, Salazar. This home is no longer the place of courtesy it once was.”

      Marcelo snorted, surprising even himself. It was just that some things were too preposterous for courteous behavior.

      Washur bowed to Mirvela. “Majesty, I hope to see you again one day.”

      She bowed her head back, queenly. “Perhaps you will.”

      “I’ll notify you, at your castle,” said Marcelo, “once we’ve resolved everything, so you and Mordecai can face each other in a proper duel.”

      Washur and Salazar followed Carlton to the dining room’s exit. “Come now, Mina.” A soft brush of fur revealed to me that the cat had been next to me under the table all along. She’d been just as silent as Sir Lancelot through the conflict.

      Mina stopped at the threshold to look at me again, with those piercing green eyes, until Count Washur snapped his fingers violently, and she trailed after his retreating footsteps. The beauty of her feline walk subdued itself to be servant to a cruel master. Her bushy tail fell limply to drag against the parquet floor and intricate rugs.

      And of all the things that had happened since we arrived in Bundry, it was the image of Mina that I couldn’t shake from the grips of my mind. Those green eyes clung to me like a cloying perfume whose scent had overstayed its welcome.

      I heard the hoof beats of horses outside, and I ran from the table, ruffling Sir Lancelot’s feathers as I pushed my chair back without warning.
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      I stopped only a few steps from the castle’s front door, with Carlton right behind me. My heart thumped loudly in my chest, though I didn’t know why it did.

      Already, Count Washur’s horse was too far away for me to reach by foot. His horse and Salazar’s were beginning to navigate the treacherous slope downward, making me instantly nervous for the horses. Were they really going to force their horses to descend with riders? Without any kind of magic to aid them?

      Washur’s lack of consideration for the animals shouldn’t have surprised me, and really, it didn’t. But it made me angry, and I followed his retreating figure with a piercing gaze that I wished could do harm. I hadn’t been able to indulge any kind of righteous anger for his treatment of any of us; at least I could do so for the horses.

      If Washur sensed the fury in my stare, he didn’t let on. But there was one who did, and when she turned to look at me, I thought my heart would jump out of my chest and follow her down the winding path of peril.

      Mina sat in the saddle behind Washur, clinging with her claws to the leather of the saddle to keep from sliding across and off of it; it was a peculiar arrangement. I’d never seen a pet ride on a horse behind its master. Now that I thought of it, I’d never seen a lord take any sort of pet with him anywhere, unless he brought his hunting dogs with him to a hunting party, and they certainly didn’t ride atop his horse with him when he did.

      Mina’s green eyes, so much like my own, crossed the distance that spanned between us with ease and held. She continued to move away from me, but even so, I could make out every detail of those irises. I stood there, completely breathless, while I explored territory that was so familiar that I couldn’t believe I hadn’t recognized it before.

      My breath rushed back to me all of a sudden, and it came quickly, too quickly. Frantic, I thought I would slide right out of my skin and fly to Mina.

      The cat saw the recognition in my eyes and moved toward me. It made no real difference; she moved perhaps only an inch in my direction on the constantly moving surface beneath her. But her slight movement confirmed what I’d just realized.

      I saw it all so clearly now that I couldn’t understand why I hadn’t noticed it before. Why had I not even suspected it?

      Still, how would I ever imagine something like this? Why would I ever guess what Mina was? It was so bizarre, even for this magical world to which I was a newcomer.

      A faint cry that Mina couldn’t hear escaped my lips. They were too far away now. Not even a cat could have heard the sound. But Mina reached impossibly closer to me; it was, perhaps, another inch. Salazar’s horse had already dipped below the mountain, so that all I could see were his shoulders, resigned to a fate of misfortune.

      Washur was next. His horse took one step down and out of sight.

      Another cry escaped me, louder this time.

      I tore after them, after Mina, even though it was useless. I couldn’t reach them, and, even if I did, I didn’t know what I could do to save her.

      But I ran anyway. I ran across uneven cobblestones on shoes that hadn’t been made for running; they had barely been made for walking.

      “Lady Clara!” I heard Carlton’s voice. Still, I ran. Common sense had little to do with anything that was happening right now.

      I ran until strong arms caught up with me and grabbed me from behind. I thrashed as if possessed for several moments, until the last sight of Mina, the tops of her reddish ears, fell below my line of sight, as if the mountain had swallowed her whole.

      Then I collapsed into those strong arms. My head fell, lifeless, against a strong, scarred chest.

      “Clara,” came Marcelo’s gentle voice. “Clara, darling, what is it? What’s wrong?”

      What wasn’t wrong would have been the better question. There was so much wrong. There was so much that was so terribly, awfully wrong.

      I turned toward him and tried to bury my head in his chest as if there I could escape this inconceivable terror. I’d thought my life at Norland was senseless. Now, even in a world that could be filled with beauty and magic, terror and cruelty had followed me like a pest. Only this time, it was filled with the hatred of a man that should have died a long time ago and taken his malice with him deep into a damp, quiet grave. I was dealing with ancient ugliness that was not meant for this world anymore—at least, I hoped it wasn’t.

      Marcelo ran his hands across the top of my head as softly as if butterflies swooped in to kiss it. Still, I could find no comfort in his gentleness. A single, solitary sob shuddered through me, and then it went off to die. Crying would not change anything.

      “Clara, darling, tell me. Please. What is it? What has upset you so?”

      I pulled my head back from his chest, held strongly against him by his arms. But I couldn’t find the words to tell him. What words could properly express what I was feeling just then, what was ripping through me, threatening to tear me apart?

      “What is it? What’s wrong?” It was Mordecai now. He’d joined us outside.

      “I don’t know. She won’t tell me.”

      “Mina, the cat, is Gertrude.” I croaked the words out, turning the nastiness in my mind into an undeniable truth.

      Marcelo’s eyes widened, and the silence that came from Mordecai and Carlton confirmed the sinking feeling within me that couldn’t find a bottom deep enough to plunge to.

      “Are you certain?” Marcelo asked.

      “Yes, Mina has Gertrude’s eyes. There’s no doubt. I can’t imagine why I didn’t see it before. The way Mina—Gertrude—acted around me. The way she acted with Count Washur. Why didn’t I think of it? Getting to Gertrude would be the best way to get to me. And for whatever reason, Washur wants to get to me.”

      Marcelo continued caressing my hair, but he turned to Mordecai. They shared a silent look that, under ordinary circumstances, I would have wanted to know every detail of.

      But these weren’t ordinary circumstances. They were far from it. And now I couldn’t think of anything but how to save my sister.
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      “Mirvela’s gone,” Marcelo announced the moment he walked into the parlor, where Mordecai and I, with Sir Lancelot on the windowsill, waited for him in quiet companionship.

      I turned, startled. “What? Are you certain?”

      “Quite certain. She’s nowhere in any of the main rooms. I could have the staff search the castle for her, but I think it’ll be a wasted effort. I performed a locator spell on her. She hasn’t gone far, but she may as well be leagues away.”

      “Oh no,” Mordecai said.

      “What? Why ‘oh no’? Where is she?” I asked.

      “In the sea,” Marcelo said.

      “That’s right, my son. She is.” Mordecai nodded, acceptance of this fact already settling across his features.

      “How could she have gotten there so fast? I thought her magic was bound,” I said.

      “I did bind her magic, and it may still be bound,” Mordecai said. “For most magicians, there would be no way out of the binding. But, as we know, there are exceptions to the rule.” Mordecai looked at me pointedly. I was an exception. “And I have limited experience with the magic of the underwater people. Much of what I know is based on the research provided by others or assumptions. Neither is fool-proof.”

      “I thought you’d spent time with merpeople, some that weren’t from Irele Castle, in your youth,” I said. “Didn’t you say something like that?”

      “Yes, child, you’re right, I did say that. You listen to the ramblings of an old man.” Mordecai smiled tiredly. “Albacus and I vacationed near the sea a few years in a row. It was nowhere near here. Several times, when we swam in the sea, we saw gentle merpeople. They interacted with us, but they didn’t come out of the water, and my brother and I could only remain underwater for so long until we had to draw breath.”

      His eyes were unfocused, lost to nostalgia. “We didn’t learn much from those merpeople. We searched for them many times, but never found them. They only seemed to come to us when we weren’t looking for them. They never left the water. We never spoke. But they were kind, I remember. I could see it in their eyes.”

      “Oh, I see,” I said, trying to keep the disappointment I felt from my voice. Couldn’t someone have clear answers and solutions for me? For once? Finally, I asked, “Could someone else have unbound Mirvela’s magic?”

      “No, that’s not how it works,” Marcelo answered. “Only the magician who puts the binding spell in place can remove it. Which is why they’re prohibited. It can be very nasty business, especially if the casting magician were to die before removing the binding.”

      “She may have gone into the sea with her magic bound,” Mordecai said. “It’s a distinct possibility. At least there, she’ll be free of us. And the sea is her home. Within it, she might be able to access more power than on land, significantly more.”

      “And what of her legs?” I asked. “Do they automatically become a mertail when she enters the water? Or does she need magic to transform legs into a tail?”

      “Mirvela is no fool,” Mordecai said. “I can’t imagine she’d ever enter the water if she couldn’t convert her legs to a tail. She’d be at too great a disadvantage. She must not need magic to change. I think her behavior suggests that it’s a kind of automatic body response, perhaps a response to moisture. Immersion in water may be sufficient to transform her legs into her natural tail.”

      More assumptions and deductions. “But you were going to put her in the sea here anyway, weren’t you? Why not just wait?” I  said.

      “Why wait to be commanded by others when you can take charge of things yourself?” Mordecai said. “I would’ve escaped too, even if it was just to show that I was still in command of my own will.”

      “She also may have had other good reasons for leaving that we don’t know of,” Marcelo cautioned.

      “Yes, of course,” Mordecai said, turning to look out the window Sir Lancelot perched at. But either way, she’s in the sea now, and you know better than most that the sea is a tricky place with rules very different to our magical plane. The water element colors every spell and warps it, giving it an unpredictable and often great power. Some of the most powerful magical creatures on this earth come from the sea. Many of the sea’s creatures are magical, unlike on dry land, where those of us who are magicians are a small percentage of the population. The sea isn’t a place to enter without preparation and, even then, it can be quite dangerous for people like us. Mirvela’s gone, into the sea and, at least for now, we should leave her there.”

      The memory of what Mirvela had done to Marcelo and me had barely faded with the passing of time, and I didn’t want her to steal the life from anyone else. But it didn’t seem like her escape had any easy resolution. Meanwhile, we were the only ones who could save Gertrude.

      I nodded. “I can accept letting Mirvela go—for now.”

      “Good. That’s settled then. Shall we get comfortable? I believe we have much to discuss.” Mordecai claimed one of the parlor armchairs. “Carlton,” he called out, “please join us.”

      We’d need the help of every magical being we could get.

      “You won’t be able to face Count Washur in the duel as soon as you might have wished, and I’m sorry for that. It’s I who insisted you wait to hold him accountable for his crimes. If I hadn’t, and I’d allowed you to kill him tonight as you wanted to, we wouldn’t be in this position.”

      “You’re correct, my son. It’s unlikely we’d be in this situation right now. However, that doesn’t necessarily mean you didn’t do the right thing. It’s never wise to act from a place of anger, no matter what the circumstances. Count Washur may deserve a condemnation of death a hundred times over, but that still doesn’t mean that I should’ve executed him, without allowing for rightful conduct. Just because he doesn’t value honor and fairness doesn’t mean that we should disregard them. No, my son. Don’t regret your actions. We should never judge ourselves too harshly. It’s impossible to be certain about anything in this human life. Our job is only to do the best we can in any given moment. And you did exactly that.”

      Marcelo was quiet in response to Mordecai’s words, yet I felt the power of the emotion that ran through him. Mordecai truly was the father Marcelo wished he’d had from the start. How different would he be now if his father had been this man instead of one who gave himself to darkness and to Count Washur?

      “Now, Clara,” Mordecai said, “I want to be certain. Is there any chance that you may be mistaken and this cat Mina isn’t your sister?”

      I was shaking my head even before he finished. “I’m fully and completely sure. There’s no doubt my sister’s trapped in the body of this cat. The cat has human eyes, and they’re the eyes of my sister. I’ve stared into them hundreds of times before. Her eyes are almost identical to mine. They’re the same amber, except that she has a yellow streak in her left eye that starts at the pupil and goes straight out to the iris. I just can’t understand why I didn’t see it before, especially with how she behaved with me. Do you remember? Even the first time she was here, she stared at me. And today, she did the same. Poor Gertrude. She was trying to tell me all along, and I didn’t get it and I left her with this madman.”

      “My child, breathe deeply. Calm yourself. As I just told Marcelo, we can only do our best in any given moment. Blaming ourselves for our shortcomings does nothing but deprive energy from helping to resolve the situation. Let’s plan how to save your sister instead of lamenting the past.”

      I nodded over the knot in my throat. I didn’t trust myself to speak as I worked to push away thoughts of Gertrude in the company of that lunatic.

      Marcelo said, “It’ll take all of our combined skills to get Gertrude away from him safely. He must know how much hurting her in any way would affect you. He’ll use his advantage. We need to act carefully. And wisely. I’d also like it if we were to include the rescue of my nephew in our plans. The poor boy is as much a victim of his circumstances as Gertrude. He was never even given the chance at a normal life. Count Washur stole that from him even before he was born.”

      “Yes, I agree. We should help him too.” In that subterranean cave during the battle, when he’d tried to kill me, I sensed a part of him that might still respond to goodness.

      Mordecai said, “Yes, well then, let’s just hope that he’ll allow us to rescue him when the time comes. And be prepared, my son, that he may reject our help.”

      “I know.” Marcelo sank back into an armchair and ran a hand through his hair. It would be standing up all over his head before the planning session was complete. “He won’t even meet my eyes. He doesn’t allow himself to hope that everything Count Washur told him might be a lie. After the life he’s led, it must be terribly painful to hold any hope. Still, I must try. I owe it not only to him, but to my sister. She’d be devastated if she knew I wasn’t willing to do everything I could to help her son.”

      Yet instead of being devastated, Clarissa was dead. She was one of the forty-four souls that fed Count Washur’s immortality, or something close to it.

      “We’ll pull your sister”—Mordecai looked at me—“and your nephew”—Mordecai turned to Marcelo—“away from Washur. But we’re not ready to do so yet.”

      I opened my mouth to complain, but a look from Mordecai shut it. “We’re not ready to face Washur, not if we want Gertrude and Salazar to survive our efforts. The first thing he’ll do when we attack is threaten them, and Salazar might even fight against us.”

      Marcelo didn’t try to deny it. It was true.

      “I know better than any of you how powerful of a magician my brother was. Albacus and I might have teased each other about our respective magical skills while he was alive, but I can tell you now that he was a magician of extraordinary skill and power. I wasn’t there to see what happened when Washur killed him—or took his soul as he said he did, though I’m not sure that I believe him—but I know my brother.”

      From across the room, I could see the strength it took for Mordecai to continue. “He wouldn’t have gone down easily, not without a challenging fight. But Washur killed him. And he must have done it relatively quickly because I didn’t leave Albacus’ side for that long.”

      Now it was with great difficulty that Mordecai continued. “We’re dealing with a magician who can take out someone like my brother fast. We can’t underestimate our enemy. To do so would be a death sentence. Already, we might be walking into something that doesn’t end as we’d planned. Are you prepared to give your life for this cause?”

      It wasn’t a light question. Mordecai meant for Marcelo and I to reflect upon the risk that we were taking.

      I looked to Marcelo and took his hand. Thinking that either one of us might die before we were even given the chance to begin a life together left a hollow feeling inside me. But what choice did we have? None other. Marcelo could no sooner leave his nephew to a cruel fate than I could my sister.

      I just hoped that if one of us had to die that we’d both die together. Then we could share in death what we wouldn’t in life.

      I squeezed Marcelo’s hand. “Yes, I am.”

      Marcelo’s gaze trailed across me, yet reluctantly, he answered, “I am as well.”

      Mordecai sighed loudly. “Well then.” But he didn’t continue. Instead, he looked off into a corner of the room where there was nothing to distract him from the fears of more loss.

      Marcelo let him be. “Carlton.”

      “Yes, milord.” Carlton stepped forward from where he waited at the entrance to the room, his hands neatly folded behind him.

      “You’ve been at Bundry much more than I have in the past several years. Is there anything you know of Count Washur that might help us? Anything you might have seen or heard from his visits to my father or from around town?”

      “The townspeople fear him, milord. They always have. Even those that don’t believe in the existence of magic still call him a sorcerer. They sense his evil, and they realize he’ll as readily kill them as greet them. They give him wide berth. As to your father, he used to ensconce himself in his study with Count Washur whenever he visited, so I wasn’t privy to any of their conversations. However, milord, I did witness your father growing ever darker through Count Washur’s visits. The staff all learned early on to do whatever Count Washur asked and to try to remain absent from his view as much as was possible.”

      “I understand, Carlton. Thank you. Is there anything else?”

      “Just one other thing, milord. There have been rumors around the town that someone new has joined the Washur household. A noble man. I regret that I don’t know his name, but they say he’s an angry man as well. Average build, blond.”

      “Winston,” I said. “From the House of Chester.”

      “That may be, milady. I’m afraid I never caught his name.”

      “Thank you, Carlton.”

      “Is Winston this man that almost killed you?” Mordecai asked Marcelo.

      But I answered him. “Yes. He’s the man my parents arranged me to marry. The very same one that ambushed us—twice—and beat Marcelo nearly to death. He’s a violent, unpleasant man. He bound us and took us to Washur Castle on our first trip out here. So it would make sense that he’s the man Carlton speaks of.”

      Mordecai continued to address Marcelo. “Do you think this Winston will be a problem?”

      “I don’t,” Marcelo replied. “His magic is learned; it doesn’t run through his blood. And he’s only recently begun learning, since after I met Clara. It’s mediocre at best. He’s just gotten lucky in his attacks on us before. It won’t happen again.”

      “How can you say that because Winston’s magic is learned and not inherited he can’t access powerful magic?” I asked.

      “Because that’s how it is, my child,” Mordecai said. “For as long as I’ve been alive, and probably for as long as Count Washur’s been alive, that’s how it’s been. When magic thrums through your veins, pulsing in your blood, you can access a greater level of it. Magic is such an innate part of us, as are the elements that compose it, that when it’s a foundational part of our makeup, we can connect to the magic of everything—the fifth element as you call it—with greater fluency. We don’t make the rules. It’s just the reality of how it is.”

      “Then how do you explain me?”

      Mordecai gave an ironic chuckle that made Sir Lancelot look at him sharply from his place on the windowsill.

      “We cannot explain you. Marcelo and I’ve tried, and before his death, Albacus did too, but we can’t. The power you can access is incredible, even more so for the fact that you have no magic in your blood. And you’re sure that you don’t, correct?”

      Carlton was studying me with interest. After all, I lived in a world ruled by men, and the most senior and skilled magician here spoke of my curious, inexplicable powers. Meanwhile, I was a young woman without an inheritance, magical or otherwise.

      “There’s no way that I have magic in my blood. Completely impossible.”

      “Well then the mystery continues.”

      “How will we proceed in our preparation to rescue our family?” Marcelo asked.

      “There’s little you or I can do to further our skills. We’ve trained as much as we can for now. But her”—Mordecai leaned forward in his chair, his arms on his legs—“that’s a different story. We don’t know what Clara’s capable of, but we do know that she’s been able to access powers that no other magician has ever even known existed. I think we must teach Clara everything we know and then support her in exploring what only she can access.”

      “Will you teach her with me?” Marcelo asked.

      “Yes.” Mordecai looked around the room to include Sir Lancelot and Carlton. “We’ll all teach her whatever we know. I believe the way to rescue Gertrude and Salazar without losses lies within the unpredictability of Clara’s magic. A man like Washur, who’s lived as long as he has, has probably seen or heard of most spells we could throw at him. Our magic is predictable. He can easily defend against it. Clara’s isn’t.”

      “And will you actually teach me this time?” I asked. “Every other time you’ve said you would, something has come up, and I barely learned anything at all. I need to know that you’ll truly instruct me.”

      “I will, child. I promise.”

      “And so will I, my darling. I’ll be certain that we follow through on your training this time.”

      “Carlton,” Mordecai began, “Marcelo tells me that you’ve mastered a wonderful disappearing spell.”

      “Yes, milord. Along with its appearing counterpart. I can transport myself anywhere—and back—so long as I know what my place of arrival looks and feels like.”

      “That’s most wonderful. I’d like you to teach that to Lady Clara, as well as me. I’m always happy to learn a different way to do something.”

      “It will be my pleasure to participate in the defense of name and family, milord.”

      “Good man, Carlton.” Hints of the former glee Mordecai and Albacus would share in their experimental magic crossed Mordecai’s old face, lifting the depth of its wrinkles.

      “Sir Lancelot,” I said, “will you continue to teach me what you know of the history of magic as well?”

      “I’d be happy to, milady.” Sir Lancelot beamed.

      “When do we begin my training?” I felt like I’d asked this question many times before, yet I found myself asking it again.

      “Tomorrow morning, with first light. An old man like me needs his rest.” Mordecai stood.

      “I can lead you to your room if you’re ready, milord.” Carlton stood at Mordecai’s side and bowed his head, a master of etiquette.

      “Yes, that’ll be lovely, Carlton, thank you. My weary bones felt every bump on our journey.”

      Under his breath, Marcelo whispered to me, “Clara, no flying this time, all right?”

      “No flying?” Mordecai spun on his heel at the threshold. His large old-man ears were deceptively sharp. “What do you mean, ‘no flying’?”

      Marcelo sighed. He forgot how well Mordecai could hear. Three hundred seventeen years did nothing to diminish the man’s senses.

      Marcelo swiped his hand through his hair another time and sat forward in his chair. “The last time we were here, Clara flew.”

      It was hard to tell whose eyes widened more, Mordecai’s or Carlton’s. Comically, Sir Lancelot matched them with his wide owl eyes. But Sir Lancelot had been the one to witness my flight; he already knew.

      “Clara flew?” Mordecai spoke on a gasp.

      “She did, and she almost died because of it. She fell in mid-flight, and if the terrace hadn’t been beneath her, she would’ve plunged all the way to the base of the mountain in a gruesome mess of splattered blood and bone.”

      It was the vivid description of someone who’d imagined the worst, almost losing something he loved. His tone was recriminatory.

      But Mordecai’s wasn’t. “She flew? Well, let’s see it then!”

      “You want Clara to fly again?”

      “Of course I do. In all my years, I’ve never learned of anyone who could do it. Why didn’t you tell me? I want to see this flight.”

      “Is it safe for her to try it again?” Marcelo asked

      “Yes, yes. Of course. You and I’ll be there to stop her fall, if she should fall. But perhaps she won’t. It’ll be something extraordinary. Come, let’s go now. To the roof.” And Mordecai, who’d just been tired and weary from the journey, seemed anything but, and I was left to trail after him, up the stairs, all the time wondering what had just happened.

      Once again, I was going to show my teacher something, when what he knew that I didn’t could fill an ocean.
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      At first, my steps were heavy and reluctant, but then that fell away. With each step upward, something in me shifted. By the time I reached the third floor, I was bounding up the steps. I passed Mordecai.

      I flung myself through the doorway to the open-air staircase that would lead me to the roof, and I felt as free as the fresh air that rushed to meet me. The air enveloped me, embracing me, lending me its strength so I could forget all that would come in the future.

      Right now, there was only my magic and the magic of everything around me. The five-petal knot pounded inside me, voicing its enthusiasm. Together, we could do things, great, incredible things. I was the vessel that could give precision and form to its boundlessness.

      I reached the roof. I couldn’t see anyone behind me, though I knew they’d followed.

      The wind whipped around me, bringing my hair to life; writhing, eager serpents wreathed my head. The waves from the sea far below crashed like a symphony, celebrating my eagerness. If Mirvela was down there, then maybe she felt me too. Maybe, for once, she’d be scared of another, or at least of the vast power that grew within me, ready to unleash itself.

      The kindling in my chest burst into flames, spreading warmth and certainty to every one of my limbs, to all of my parts. The serpents that circled my head, red already, appeared to transform into locks of fire.

      Finally, I heard footsteps and chatter on the roof behind me. But I didn’t stop or turn to look. They were there. I couldn’t be blamed for recklessness. They could save me if I fell.

      But even if they hadn’t been there, I’d have done the exact same thing. There was no chance that I’d fall. None at all.

      The five-petal knot came alive in my chest, a bead of light running endlessly down its tight, symmetrical loops and twists. The fifth element urged me on. Yes. Yes. Yes.

      I allowed the magic within me to explode into life while I ran toward the edge of the roof. I didn’t look back to see the open-mouth stares of Marcelo, Mordecai, and Carlton, who disobeyed butler protocol to take this chance he might never get again. Only Sir Lancelot, the smallest of them all, looked steady and unsurprised atop Marcelo’s shoulder.

      The wizards ran after me, trying desperately to catch up—if not to save me from myself, then to witness this great act.

      But they couldn’t catch me. No one could catch me now.

      I leapt off the edge of the roof and left them all behind.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          The Ginger Cat

        

      

    
    
      Clara and Marcelo’s adventures continue in The Ginger Cat, Book 4 of The Witching World series.

      
        
          
            [image: The Ginger Cat]
          
        

      

      Turn the page for a preview of The Ginger Cat!

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          The Ginger Cat Preview

        

      

    
    
      Chapter 1

      “You called for me, Milord?”

      “No, Carlton. I didn’t,” Marcelo said. Carlton, always the devoted servant, looked crestfallen. Obviously he possessed acute hearing that traversed the normal limitations of space. He hadn’t been in the parlor when we were discussing him.

      “However,” Marcelo continued, “I was about to call you. As usual, you anticipated my needs perfectly.”

      Marcelo and Carlton were friends, much more so than was common for master and servant. A childhood of watching his father be demanding of the staff and harsh to a point that neared cruelty was enough to form a bond between the boy and servants. They were all victims of Marcelo’s father and whatever circumstances delivered them to him.

      Carlton smiled gently. “Yes, Milord.”

      In three quick strides that defied his age, Mordecai was next to the butler. “Carlton, we’re ready for you to teach us your version of appearing.” Mordecai smiled brilliantly, and it was a refreshing sight. At that moment I could almost grasp Mordecai’s ability to extend life beyond its normal limits. It seemed that enthusiasm for life was at the essence of the secret to immortality. When you appreciated life fully, you were rewarded with more. Or something like that.

      Yet this theory didn’t apply to Count Washur and Mirvela’s situation. Shouldn’t it make a difference how long life was achieved? Shouldn’t it matter that magicians stole life from others in order to live longer? It should. Wickedness shouldn’t be rewarded.

      But it was. At least that’s how it seemed.

      Mordecai said, “So tell me, Carlton. What is it about how you disappear that’s unique?”

      The last three days had been filled with learning, quenching what had seemed like an insatiable thirst for magical knowledge. Finally, I was beginning to understand fundamental basics of magic that Mordecai and Marcelo took for granted. All mainstream magic was dominated by spells, standard ones that an enchantment automatically updated. The fundamental spell might be the same, yet each magician lent to it his signature. Sometimes the differences were subtle, other times, the differences were sufficient to make an abrupt, utilitarian spell sing like silk curtains around an open window, fluttering on a spring breeze.

      Carlton wasn’t nearly as skilled as Mordecai or Marcelo, but those spells that he’d mastered, he mastered like everything else he did: with utmost perfection and decorum.

      “Carlton’s appearing magic is as smooth and rich as freshly churned butter.” Marcelo grinned as Carlton blushed under the collar, where he hoped he could hide his pleasure at the compliment. As a boy, Marcelo couldn’t get enough of Carlton’s few tricks. The butler doled them out like a treat, reserved for special occasions and moments when he wanted to indulge the boy the entire staff both loved and pitied.

      Today wasn’t quite the special occasion Carlton used to reserve his magic for. However, the man couldn’t deny the importance of his contribution. He was as aware of the threat we prepared to face as we were. Even more than us, he understood the depth of Count Washur’s dominance. He’d witnessed it almost bi-weekly toward the end of the former Count of Bundry’s life. Count Washur visited Marcelo’s father often at the end, when it was most important to ensure the man was within his clutches.

      Count Washur had a plan, one no one understood but him. And we didn’t see its twists and turns yet.

      Carlton said, “I’m pleased to contribute whatever I can to the defeat of Count Washur, Milords and Lady. I think the best way to experience how I disappear and later reappear is to do it with me.”

      Marcelo’s eyes widened, like a child offered the forbidden fruit he’d been long denied. And Mordecai, in a boisterous voice I hadn’t heard since before Count Washur’s black elephants crashed through the gates of Irele, said, “That would be wonderful.”

      He and Marcelo stepped closer to Carlton.

      I mimicked the actions of my teachers. Even though they were holding to their promises and finally teaching me in concrete terms, they still expected me to catch on quickly. They skipped over the instructions due a novice like me. Marcelo reached out to hold my hand, the golden serpent and dragon of his promise ring sparking to life in a glow for a fleeting instant.

      “Excuse me, Count Bundry? May I tag along as well?” I didn’t have to turn to know who spoke. Sir Lancelot’s tenor matched his petite owl body. No one I’d ever met sounded like him, both in his tone and unmatched intelligence.

      “Of course you may join us, Sir Lancelot,” Marcelo said. And then, as an afterthought of respect, “If that’s agreeable to you, Carlton.”

      “Yes, Milord.”

      “Oh wonderful,” Sir Lancelot said as he abandoned his perch at the sunlit windowsill. He landed on my shoulder with the grace of a pygmy owl that knew more of etiquette than perhaps even Mother. “I’ve long wanted to experience appearing magic. I’ve seen it done many times, of course, by many magicians, but not one of them thought to take me along, as if I were no more than an animal.”

      I chuckled. It was an absurd thought. Sir Lancelot was less an animal than many humans I knew.

      “There was this magician I met once, when I lived with the Great Bardelli. He was traveling and stopped for just two nights at the house. He used to disappear into his trunk. Can you imagine that? The disgrace of it. A magician relying on a tool instead of developing his own magic.

      “Well, he used this trunk to put on magic performances. That was how he earned his way, you see. Putting on shows for the masses. Quite humiliating, if you ask me. A magician should have a sense of dignity, no matter what circumstance he’s in.” Sir Lancelot’s feathers ruffled at the thought of such an affront to the name of magic.

      “This man, his name was Thomaso Giardo, lugged this big trunk to the parlor just to show the Great Bardelli his trick. Needless to say, Bardelli was unimpressed. He was a true magician. He used tools to suit his needs, like all magicians do, but never to replace the development of his own magic.

      “So Thomaso got in his trunk, closed the lid, and asked one of the servants to open it. Of course, he was gone when the lid was opened. And, you can imagine, he returned once it was closed again. Very basic. Very boring. Still, he performed this for us several times. The third time—“

      “Sir Lancelot, perhaps you might save the rest of this story for Clara’s magical history studies,” Marcelo said, ignoring my plaintive look.

      “Yes, yes, of course. You know me, Count Bundry. Once I get going, sometimes there’s just so much to say. I have a perfect memory, and I never forget a single thing, not even one word. I remember the name of every single person I’ve ever met, even those I wish I could forget.”

      “Yes, Sir Lancelot, I’m aware,” Marcelo cut him off. “That’s one of the many things that makes you so special.”

      Sir Lancelot beamed, and I secretly applauded Marcelo’s smooth handling. We all took another step closer to Carlton.

      “So how do you want to do this, my boy?” Mordecai spoke to Carlton. Since he was older than most people alive, everyone was a boy or a girl to him.

      “I’ve never taken anyone with me before. I imagine it might be best if you all hold onto me. It will make the connection stronger.”

      “Wait. Is there something I need to do?” Was this yet another instance of my magician teachers forgetting to explain things?

      Carlton’s smile was kind, and I liked him the first time I met him. He was a great improvement from Irele’s butler. Robert always behaved as if I’d offended him with a bad odor.

      “Lady Clara, it should be sufficient for you to intend to come along with me.”

      I smiled back at Carlton and did my best to ignore the should be in his statement. My life was one possibility of success after another—with just as great a possibility of failure. There hadn’t been any certainty since I succumbed to the fever in Norland, since the seed of magic awakened what might have lain dormant within me my entire life. I nodded at Carlton, trying to convince myself as much as him that I could do this.

      “Better than explain how it is, let’s do it.” Now Carlton sounded like a true magician and not a butler. The excitement true magicians experienced when performing magic crossed all boundaries of station. “Hold onto me tightly.”

      “Excellent,” Marcelo said. “I’ve waited years for this.”

      “You wouldn’t have had to wait so long if you hadn’t left when you did.” There was a hint of regret in Carlton’s voice. Marcelo fled Count Bundry’s control at the age of eight, which meant he also left the staff and their affections behind.

      “I wish I hadn’t had to leave.”

      I knew where this was going: unhappy memories. Not for the first time, I wished life could be simple and straightforward. Couldn’t we just intend to do a spell and do it without discussion and reminiscence?

      The last thought I had was of the irony of it all. The one time I actually got action when I wanted, I wasn’t ready for it.
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* * *
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